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Romain Gary was one of the most important French writers of the twentieth century. He won the once-in-a-lifetime honour the Prix Goncourt twice, the only person ever to have done so, by writing under a secret nom de plume. He was married to the American actress Jean Seberg and served in the RAF during the Second World War. He died in Paris in 1980 by a self-inflicted gunshot wound.





‘But I have promises to keep,

And miles to go before I sleep …’

Robert Frost
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It is over. The beach at Big Sur is empty and cool and the gentle sand is kind to the fallen. The sea mist blurs all things except memories; between ocean and sky not a mast to be seen; on a rock before me, thousands of birds; on another, a family of seals; the father keeps emerging from the waves with a fish in his mouth, a shiny and devoted parent. Sea gulls land, often so near that I hold my breath and the old longing stirs in me again; in a moment or two, they will settle on my shoulders, in my arms, press their feathers against my neck and against my face, cover me completely … At the age of forty-four, I still catch myself dreaming of some universal and total tenderness. So long have I been lying motionless where I fell that cormorants and pelicans have formed a circle around me, and, just after sunrise, a seal let the surf carry him close to my feet. He stayed there quite a while, raised on his flippers, staring at me, before returning into the sea. I smiled, but he kept staring at me seriously and a little sadly, as though he knew.

The day war was declared my mother drove five hours in a taxi to say good-by and to wish me, in her own words, ‘A hundred victories in the sky’ – I was at that time gunnery instructor at the Air Force Academy in Salon-de-Provence.

The taxi was an ancient, flat-nosed Renault, ready to breathe its last. At one time my mother had owned a twenty-five per cent share in the vehicle, but for many years now the taxi had been the exclusive property of her former partner, a chauffeur named Rinaldi. She still considered, however, that she had a moral right to free use of the car, and since Rinaldi was a gentle, timid and impressionable soul, whenever he saw my mother walking toward his taxi with a determined air he usually took refuge in flight – both from her and from his own good nature. Long after the war, dear old Rinaldi – he still runs a taxi in Nice and you can hire him at the corner of the rue de France and the Boulevard Gambetta – told me with grudging admiration how my mother had ‘requisitioned’ him.

‘She flung open the door of the cab and, with a commanding sweep of her cane, told me: “Take me to Salon-de-Provence. I wish to say good-by to my heroic son.” I tried to argue – a ten-hour drive it was, there and back, and I knew that she wasn’t going to pay me. She told me I was a bad Frenchman, because there was a war on and I was refusing to do my bit. Then she just climbed into the cab, loaded with all those parcels for you – sausages, ham, pots of jam – and sat there sternly, waiting. I refused to budge, and so we both sat there for I don’t know how long. Then she began to cry, looking suddenly like a dumb, hurt and lost animal – you know the way she looked sometimes – and still blubbering something about her “heroic son.” I held out for a moment; but then, what the hell, I told myself, I was too old for the war, no son of my own, and the whole world had gone crazy anyway, so I might as well do my bit, as she had put it. “All right,” I told her, adding, just to save face, “but you’ll pay for the gas” – I damn well knew she wouldn’t. She always thought she had a claim on the car, just because we had been partners years back. Yes, Monsieur Romain, you can say that you’ve been loved in your life – there is nothing she wouldn’t have done for you …’

I saw her step down from the taxi in front of the canteen, leaning on her cane, a Gauloise in the corner of her mouth, under the interested eyes of the assembled soldiery. It was too late for me to hide; I rose from my table, buckling my belt and smiling bravely, while, with a fine theatrical gesture, she threw her arms wide and stood there, her face radiant, waiting for her little boy to fling himself into her embrace.

I walked over to her slowly, rolling my shoulders, with my cap tilted cockily over one eye and my hands stuffed into the pockets of one of those almost legendary dashing leather jackets, which did so much to recruit young Frenchmen into the Air Force. I was thoroughly embarrassed by this intolerable intrusion of a mother into the virile world in which I enjoyed a hard-won reputation as a tough and even a slightly dangerous, devil-may-care character.

I remained a moment locked in her arms, sweating profusely, and then with all the amused and protective nonchalance of which I was capable I tried to maneuver her discreetly out of sight behind the taxi. But no: she took a step back to gaze at my face and into my eyes with naïve admiration, sniffing noisily, which was always with her a sign of deep satisfaction. Then, in a voice loud enough for all to hear, and with a strong Russian accent, she announced:

‘Guynemer! You will be a second Guynemer! Your mother has always been right!’

I could hear the roar of laughter behind my back and for the first time she, too, became aware of the mocking audience. She grabbed her cane and, with a threatening gesture toward the soldiery, she delivered, in an inspired tone, another prophecy:

‘You will be a great hero, a general, Gabriele d’Annunzio, Ambassador of France! This rabble doesn’t know who you are!’

‘The rabble’ was enjoying itself thoroughly. As for myself, I don’t believe there ever was a son who hated his mother as much as I did at that moment. But when I tried, in a furious whisper, to tell her that she was ruining me in the eyes of our Air Force, and made a renewed effort to push her behind the taxi, her lips began to tremble, a hurt, bewildered look came into her eyes and I heard once more the words that I had heard so often and dreaded so much:

‘You are ashamed of your old mother!’

That did it: all the trappings of sham virility, of laboriously assumed toughness collapsed to the ground. I put an arm around her shoulders and held her tight, while my free hand defied the soldiery with that rude but expressive gesture known to all armies of the world, with the difference that in Anglo-Saxon society two fingers are necessary, while one suffices in the Latin world. It is all a matter of sunshine and temperament.

I no longer heard the laughter or saw the mocking faces of my Air Force buddies; we were back once more, the two of us, on our secret and private planet, a wonderland where all the beauty lies, so completely fanciful, and yet so much more real to us than the very earth of Provence on which we stood, a magical world, born out of a mother’s murmur into a child’s ear, a promise whispered at dawn of future triumphs and greatness, of justice and love. I held her shoulders tightly with my right arm, looking confidently at the sky, so empty and thus so open to my future deeds; I was thinking of the day when I should return to her victorious, having given a meaning to her life of self-denial and sacrifice, in a world I had freed, at last, from the grip of those dark enemies whose names and faces I had come to know so well.

Even now, when the battle is over and all has been said, as I lie where I have fallen, on the shore of Big Sur, in the vast and soothing emptiness on the ocean’s edge where only the seals utter their cries and a lone whale passes by with its minuscule and derisory jet of white water like a flea’s jump into immensity – even now, I have only to raise my eyes to see the enemy legions leaning over me, eagerly watchful for any sign of submission and defeat.

I was only a child when my mother first told me of their existence; long before Snow White and Puss in Boots, before the Seven Dwarfs and the Wicked Fairy, they crowded into my nursery and have never left my side since; my mother pointed them out to me one by one, whispering their names; I was too young to understand, and yet I knew already that a day would come when for her sake I would challenge and destroy them; I felt scared, and bewildered, and yet determined; with each year that passed I became more aware of their presence around me, and their ugly features became more apparent to me; with each new blow they struck at us I felt growing in me the heart and soul of a rebel; today, when I have lived, I can still see them grinning in the darkening shadows of Big Sur, and the sound of their mocking and triumphant laughter rises above the ocean’s roar; their names, once more, come one by one to my lips and my aging eyes challenge them with all the earnestness of a child six years old.

First comes Totoche, the god of Stupidity, with his scarlet monkey’s behind, the swollen head of a doctrinaire and a passionate love for abstractions; he has always been the Germans’ pet, but today he prospers almost everywhere, always ready to oblige; he is now devoting himself more and more to pure research and technology, and can be seen frequently grinning over the shoulders of our scientists; with each nuclear explosion his grin grows wider and wider and his shadow looms larger over the earth; his favorite trick is to hide his stupidity under the guise of scientific genius, and to enlist support among our great men to ensure our own destruction.

Then there is Merzavka, the god of Absolute Truth and Total Righteousness, the lord of all true believers and bigots; whip in hand, a Cossack’s fur cap over one eye, he stands knee-deep in a heap of corpses, the eldest of our lords and masters, since time immemorial the most respected and obeyed; since the dawn of history he has had us killed, tortured and oppressed in the name of Absolute Truth, Religious Truth, Political Truth, Moral Truth; always with a capital ‘T’ raised high above our heads, like a scaffold. One half of the human race obsequiously licks his boots, and this causes him immense amusement, for well he knows that there is no such thing as absolute truth, the oldest trick to goad us into slavery or to drive us at each other’s throats; and even as I write these words, I can hear above the barking of the seals and the cries of the cormorants the sound of his triumphant laughter rolling toward me from the other end of the earth, so loud that even my brother the ocean cannot raise his voice above it.

Then there is Filoche, the god of Mediocrity, full of bilious scorn and rabid prejudice, of hatred and petulance, screaming at the top of his voice, ‘You dirty Jew! You nigger! Jap! Down with the Yanks! Kill the yellow rats! Wipe out capitalists! Imperialists! Communists!’ – lover of holy wars, a Great Inquisitor, who is always there to pull the rope at a lynching, to command a firing squad, to keep the jails full; with his mangy coat, his hyena’s head and his deadly breath, he is one of the most powerful of the gods and the most eagerly listened to; he is to be found in every political camp, from right to left, lurking behind every cause, behind every ideal, always present, rubbing his hands whenever a dream of human dignity is stamped into the mud.

And Trembloche, the god of Acceptance and Servility, of survival at all costs, shaking with abject fear, covered with goose flesh, running with the hare and hunting with the hounds; a skilled persuader, he knows how to worm his way into a tired heart, and his white reptilian snout always appears before you when it is so easy to give up and to remain alive takes only a little cowardice.

There are other gods, less easy to unmask, shifty and shrouded in mystery; their cohorts are innumerable and innumerable are the traitors amongst us ready to serve them; my mother knew them all; often, when the going was very hard, she would press my cheek against hers and point them out to me one by one; I listened, holding my breath, to the warning murmur and its promise of final victory, and soon those evil giants who bestride the world became for me more real than the most familiar objects in my nursery, and their towering shadows remain looming over me to this very day; I have only to raise my eyes to see the glitter of their armor in the sky, and their lances aimed at me in every beam of light.

We are old enemies now, they and I, and it is of my battle with them that I shall tell here; my mother had been one of their favorite toys; they never left her in peace; from the snows of Russia to the shores of France, with her child in her arms, it was in vain that she tried to escape from them; they followed her everywhere; I grew up longing for the day when I could tear down the veil of darkness and absurdity concealing the true face of the universe and discover at last a smile of kindness and wisdom; I grew up in the certitude that one day I should help my fellow men to wrest the world from our enemies and give back the earth to those who ennoble it with their courage and warm it with their love.
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I was thirteen years old when a clear revelation of my life’s purpose dawned on me for the first time.

We were living in Nice then. Each morning we left the house together and walked, discussing our radiant future, along the Promenade des Anglais; I was on my way to school, leaving my mother at the HÔtel Negresco, where she rented a showcase, displaying on its shelves a few articles de luxe borrowed from the local shops. On each scarf, belt, clip or sweater sold she received a commission of ten per cent. She usually charged more than the agreed price and pocketed the difference. She sat there all day long, except for a two-hour break at noon when I came home for lunch, keeping her eyes open for prospective clients and nervously smoking innumerable Gauloises, since our survival depended entirely upon this humble and precarious business.

Alone, without husband or lover, without friends, for more than ten years she had been putting up a brave fight to keep us going, to pay for bread and butter and rent, school fees, clothes, shoes and, above all, to achieve that daily miracle, the beefsteak which she set before me for lunch, with a proud and happy smile, as though it were the very symbol of her victorious struggle against adversity. She stood there, her arms crossed, watching me while I ate, with the contented and dreamy look of the female suckling her young.

She never touched any of the meat herself, maintaining that she was on a diet, and that animal fats were forbidden her.

One day, leaving the table, I went into the kitchen for a glass of water.

My mother was seated on a stool, holding the frying pan on her knees. She was carefully sopping up with small chunks of bread the fat in which my steak had been cooked, and then eating the bread with obvious relish. When she saw me, she quickly tried to hide the pan under a napkin, but it was too late: the true reason for her vegetarian diet was now obvious to me.

For a moment I remained motionless, staring at the frying pan, and at the embarrassed smile and guilty look on my mother’s face. Then I burst into tears and ran away.

At the far end of the Avenue Shakespeare, where we were then living, there was an almost vertical embankment overlooking the railway line, and it was there that I sought refuge, in the tall weeds under a mimosa tree. The idea of throwing myself under a train and thus escaping my unbearable feeling of shame and helplessness crossed my mind, but almost at once a fierce determination to set the world right started a fire in my blood that burns in me to this day. Pressing my face against the warm earth, with only the weeds for company, I cried; but my friends the tears, which have often been so merciful to me, this time brought no relief. A deep frustration, a strange feeling of manhood drained away, almost of infirmity, took hold of me; as I grew older, this feeling grew with me, until it became a craving, a thirst that neither art nor a woman could quench.

I don’t know how my mother found out where I was, but I saw her coming down the slope toward me, her gray hair full of light and of sky. She sat down beside me, holding a lighted cigarette between her lips and the package of Gauloises Bleues in her hand.

‘Now,’ she said. ‘Now … Please don’t cry.’

‘Leave me alone.’

‘I’m sorry. I hurt you. I won’t do it again.’

‘Leave me alone, I said!’

A train roared past below us. It seemed to me that it was my grief making all that noise.

‘You will soon be big enough to take care of me.’

I felt a little calmer. We were sitting side by side in the tall grass, looking toward the olive trees on the mountainside across the tracks. The mimosa was in full bloom, the sky was blue, and the sun was doing its best. It occurred to me suddenly that the world was a damn good liar. As far as I can remember, this was my first adult thought.

My mother held out her package of Gauloises. I took one. She had encouraged me to smoke since I was twelve, just as she had encouraged me to wear long trousers, to kiss the hands of ladies, and had watched approvingly when I tried to shave my nonexistent beard: she was in a hurry. Every few days I checked my height with a tape measure; I used also to devour raw carrots by the pound, having heard that they helped one to grow faster.

‘Have you done any writing today?’

For the last year I had been ‘writing,’ and had already blackened the pages of several exercise books with my poems. I copied them painstakingly in block letters, a humble attempt at creating an illusion of print.

‘Yes. I began a new poem this morning. A great metaphysical epic about reincarnation and the migration of souls.’

She looked pleased.

‘And how are things at school?’

‘I got another zero in math.’

My mother thought this over for a moment.

‘Your teachers don’t understand you,’ she said firmly.

I was inclined to agree. The persistence with which my teachers kept giving me zeros in science subjects seemed to indicate some truly crass ignorance on their part.

‘They’ll be sorry one day,’ my mother assured me. ‘The time will come when your name will be inscribed in letters of gold on the wall of their wretched school. I’ll go and tell them so tomorrow.’

I shuddered.

‘Mother, I forbid you to do anything of the kind!’

‘I’ll read your latest poems to them. You will be a d’Annunzio, a Victor Hugo, a Nobel Prize winner. They don’t know who you are! I’ll tell them.’

‘Mother, you’ll only make me look a fool again!’

She wasn’t listening. A radiant smile, at once triumphant and naïve, was on her lips, and her eyes had that intense fixity which I knew so well. It was as though, piercing the mists of the future, they had caught a sudden vision of her son, with his old mother on his arm, slowly mounting the steps of the Panthéon in full ceremonial dress, covered with glory, feathers, honors and gold braid.

‘The most beautiful women will be dying at your feet!’ she proclaimed, shaking a threatening finger at the sky.

The twelve-fifty from Ventimiglia rushed by in a cloud of steam. The passengers standing at the windows must have wondered what it was that the gray-haired woman and the little boy could be watching in the sky with such absolute fascination.

‘You must choose a pseudonym,’ my mother said. ‘A great French writer who is going to astonish the world can’t possibly have a Russian name. If you were a musical genius, it wouldn’t matter, in fact it might be a help, but it wouldn’t do at all for a giant of French literature.’

This time, the ‘giant of French literature’ was in complete agreement. For the last six months I had been spending several hours a day poring over an exercise book, trying out a great variety of noble-sounding pen names, in red ink. That very morning I had settled on Hubert de la Vallée, only to succumb an hour later to the nostalgic charm of Romain de Roncevaux. I could not, I felt, better my first name, Romain: unfortunately there was already a Romain Rolland, and I was not in the least prepared to share my glory with anybody. It was all very difficult. The obvious trouble with pen names, I decided, even with the most inspired and impressive ones, was that they somehow failed to convey truly the full extent of one’s literary genius. I was almost ready to conclude that a pen name was not enough, and that one would still have to write books.

‘Of course, if you were a famous violinist, our real name, Kacew, or even better, my stage name, Borisovski, would be excellent,’ said my mother with a sigh.

This ‘famous violinist’ business had been the cause of one of her greatest disappointments, and I feel guilty about it to this day. Struggling to survive, and seeking some miraculous short cut to the ‘fame and adulation of the crowd’ – she had been an actress once, and the dream of success and applause had always remained with her – she had once nourished the hope that I was going to reveal myself as a child prodigy, a combination of Jascha Heifetz and Yehudi Menuhin. I was barely seven when she presented me with a second-hand violin acquired at a pawnshop in Vilna, the town in eastern Poland in which we found ourselves temporarily stranded on our slow trek west from Russia, and I was solemnly introduced to a tired old gentleman with long hair, an astonishing high and stiff white collar, dressed always in black velvet, whom my mother addressed in a low, respectful voice as ‘Maestro.’ Twice a week I plodded through the snow to his house, carrying the violin in a yellow wooden case lined with violet velvet. All I remember today of the ‘Maestro’ is the expression of profound astonishment on his face each time I dutifully applied my bow to the strings; and I can still hear the cry ‘Ai, ai, ail’ he would utter, covering his ears with both hands, as I was giving my best. He must have been a man who suffered deeply from the lack of universal harmony here below, a lack to which I must have contributed notably during the three weeks that my lessons lasted. One day, no longer able to bear it, he snatched the bow and the violin from my hands, announced that he would speak to my mother and sent me packing. What he told her I shall never know, but my mother spent several days sighing, looking at me tearfully, and pressing me to her bosom in tender forgiveness.

A great dream had left us.
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In those days in Vilna my mother survived by making hats to order for a clientele recruited through the mail and through notices posted in shop windows in the better parts of the city: each carefully handwritten notice haughtily informed the prospective customers that ‘the former head of a famous Paris fashion house, to occupy her leisure time, will agree to make hats to order for a strictly limited and discriminating clientele.’ She tried to resume this enterprise several years later, shortly after our arrival in Nice in 1928, in a two-room flat we then occupied in the Avenue Shakespeare. It didn’t work out, so for a while my mother made lampshades and costumes for the little Provençal dolls then very popular with tourists, administered beauty treatments in the back room of a ladies’ hairdresser and then performed the same service for dogs at a kennel in the Avenue de la Victoire. At night, she read palms in restaurants, compensating by her acting abilities and great assurance for her total ignorance of that ancient art. Later came the already-mentioned showcase at the Negresco, the hawking of jewelry from hotel to hotel, the part interest in the taxi and another in a vegetable stall at the Marché de la Buffa. Throughout those years the symbolic beefsteak always appeared punctually before me at noon, and nobody in Nice ever saw me either ill-shod or poorly clothed. There was nothing I could do to help, and my budding virility only deepened my feeling of helplessness and frustration. I felt guilty for having failed her so badly as a child prodigy and I never really forgave myself my lack of musical genius; to this day I cannot hear the names of Menuhin or Heifetz without a pang of remorse. Some thirty years later, when I was French Consul General in Los Angeles, it happened that my official duties called on me to present the Grand Cross of the Legion of Honor to Jascha Heifetz. After pinning the Cross on the chest of the great violinist and reciting the traditional formula: ‘Monsieur Jascha Heifetz, in the name of the President of the Republic, and by virtue of the powers conferred upon me, I hereby name you Grand Cross of the Legion of Honor,’ I suddenly heard myself saying, in an only too audible whisper, with my eyes raised to the ceiling: ‘I can’t help it, I just didn’t have it in me.’

The maestro showed some sign of astonishment: ‘I beg your pardon, Monsieur le Consul Général?’

I hastily kissed him on both cheeks as tradition required, and thus terminated the ceremony.

I knew that my mother’s own artistic ambitions had never been fulfilled and that she was dreaming for me of a career she had never known herself. This longing for something that, for lack of a better definition, I can only call ‘talent at all costs’ led her to dig inside me for some hidden artistic seed, for a nugget of talent, or rather, as she never did things by halves, for a secret bonanza of genius that would lead us both to some supreme triumph, greatness, and material success. Years later, her longing and my own desperate attempts to find in me some trace of a gift, some creative power, gave me the basic theme for my novel The Talent Scout and helped me to imagine its central character, José Almayo.

I was determined to do all I could to make her, by proxy, so to speak, through my achievements, a famous and acclaimed artist; it was only a matter of choosing the right field; and, having hesitated for a long time among painting, acting, singing and dancing, after many a heartbreaking failure, we were finally driven to literature, which has always been the last refuge, in this world, for those who do not know where to lay their dreaming heads.

The painful word ‘violin’ was never again mentioned between us and soon my mother began to look for some other way to the stars.

Three days a week, carrying my dancing pumps, I obediently followed my mother to the studio of Sacha Jigloff, where, for two solid hours, I conscientiously performed pas de deux and entrechats, while my mother watched me with a smile of wonder, occasionally exclaiming:

‘Nijinsky! Nijinsky! You are going to be a second Nijinsky – I know what I am talking about!’

She kept a hawk’s eye on Sacha Jigloff and never left me alone with him, for, as she hinted darkly to me, old Sacha had ‘a sick mind’ – but even so I was utterly surprised and frightened when one day Jigloff tiptoed into the corner where I was taking a shower and tried to bite me – or so I thought in my utter innocence – with the result that I gave vent to a hair-raising howl. I can still see the wretched Jigloff running in circles around the gymnasium pursued by my mother brandishing her cane and uttering the choicest insults from her very rich vocabulary. Thus ended my career as a great ballet dancer. There were other dancing schools in Vilna, but my mother was not taking any more chances. The idea that her son could be lost to the love of women was intolerable to her. I must have been barely eight years old when she began to talk to me about what she called my future ‘successes,’ a promise of mysterious and yet interesting delights, of moonlit balconies, of ardent vows at dawn, of sighs and languishing eyes under half-lowered lashes, of hands furtively pressed, of bitter parting tears and of the sweet tears of surrender. There was a slightly guilty smile upon her lips as she thus talked to me, perhaps in spite of herself, looking strangely young, bestowing upon me all the tender tributes which had once been hers by right of beauty: their memory and perhaps a secret and nostalgic regret must have still haunted her. I leaned against her with a nonchalant air, listening to her promise with a far greater attention than she was probably aware of, licking the jam from my slice of bread and butter to keep myself in countenance; I was far too young to understand that she was merely trying to exorcize the loneliness of her own life as a woman, and her own secret longings and memories.

Thus, with the ballet and the violin abandoned by the roadside, and prompted by some instinctive understanding of my mother’s dreams, I decided to try my hand at painting. I began to spend long hours brush in hand, and soon found in my schoolboy’s water-color box a source of endless wonders. Time flew by unnoticed as I sat in my corner, sucking my tongue, getting slowly drunk on reds and yellows and greens and blues, and experiencing a strange and intoxicating feeling of power – to this day, painting seems to me the only true way of possessing the world.

I was in my tenth year when my drawing master at school spoke to my mother. In his opinion, her son clearly had a talent for painting, and he advised her to take this gift seriously and help it to develop.

The poor man certainly didn’t expect the effect his innocent revelation would have upon my mother. I shall never forget the look of terror upon her face when she came into my bedroom, the air of utter discouragement as she sat there facing me with an air of silent supplication. Where painters were concerned, this woman, who never spoke the word ‘art’ in other than a tone of almost religious reverence, was nevertheless hopelessly imbued with the middle-class prejudices of the time; all painters were condemned to poverty, despair, disease and drunkenness. In her mind, painting and ruined lives went hand in hand. Incapable of imagining me moderately gifted, her inflamed imagination rushing at once to extremes, she immediately saw me as a misunderstood genius, drowning my sorrow in alcohol or starved into consumption. What she knew of the tragic careers of Van Gogh and Gauguin – incapable of seeing me in any light but that of a hero, she was now seeing me as an ill-starred one – now put her into a state close to panic and brought tears to her eyes. All this she expressed at last, in a few words that bore the unmistakable mark of a far greater knowledge of the world than I could understand then:

‘Maybe you are a genius, and then they will make you pay for it.’

From then on, my box of water colors developed a tiresome habit of disappearing, and when, after a threatening scene, I would manage to get it back from her and start painting, she would leave the room, only to come back almost at once, prowling around me like some restless animal, looking at me with such apprehension that one day, sickened by the whole business, I left my paints and brushes alone and never touched them again.

I have never quite forgiven her this, however, and whenever I look at a good painting there is more frustration in me than pleasure, and when I wander into an artist’s studio, I shyly pick up the brush and stare at the color-splattered palette with the eyes of a boy eight years old: when I finally turn away, it is almost with the impression of leaving behind an essential part of myself.

Where writing was concerned, however, my mother harbored none of those superstitious fears and prejudices; on the contrary, she gave it her full-hearted approval, regarding literature as if it were some very great lady well received in society, and courted by the very best people.

Goethe, she told me, had been loaded with honors, and died rich, Tolstoy was a count and Victor Hugo President of the Republic – where she got that last idea, I cannot say, but she clung to it tenaciously. Then, just as she was describing literature as blessed with respectability and social recognition, a cloud descended upon her face.

‘But there is still the danger of venereal disease,’ she told me. ‘You must be very careful. Guy de Maupassant died in madness and Heine was paralyzed.’

She sat there under the mimosa tree, over the railway, smoking, and looking worried.

‘It starts with a pimple,’ she warned me.

‘I know.’

‘Then your nose falls off. You must promise to be very careful.’

‘I will do my best.’

My love life at that time had not taken me beyond fascinated peeping under the skirts of Mariette, our daily maid, when she climbed on a stool to wash the walls.

‘Perhaps it would be better if we married young – some nice, clean girl,’ my mother concluded, with an expression of obvious disgust.

We both knew very well that that was not what was expected of me: society women, and only the most beautiful and desirable among them, prima ballerinas, great actresses – Rachel, La Duse and the divine Garbo – to quote only a few chosen at random – nothing else would do. It all seemed very acceptable to me. If only the damn kitchen stool was a little higher, or, even better, if Mariette would understand how important it was for me to start my career at once … I was thirteen and a half, and already eager to get on with the job.

And so, with music, dancing and painting out of the way, we resigned ourselves to literature, in spite of the venereal peril, and began to look for a pen name worthy of the masterpieces which the world was to receive from us. I sat day after day in my little room, waiting for inspiration to visit me, trying to invent a pseudonym that would express, in a combination of noble and striking sounds, our dream of artistic achievement, a pen name grand enough to compensate for my own feeling of insecurity and helplessness at the idea of everything my mother expected from me. Now and again, my mother would pop her head discreetly through the door, and lovingly watch her son in the throes of creation. We were both getting terribly impatient to know, at last, under what name we were to become famous, and we were both so far removed from reality, and so deeply immersed in our dream, that the idea that I could have much better employed my time by selling newspapers in the street, running errands, or doing any other kind of work to help my mother make a living never occurred to either of us.

‘How is it going?’

I read out aloud to her the immortal words of my inspired labor of the day. I must say that I was never satisfied with my efforts. No name, however noble and resounding, seemed worthy of what I meant to accomplish for her sake:

‘Alexandre Natal; Armand de la Torre; Terral; Vasco de la Fernaye …’

After each glittering parade of conquering names, we looked at each other, and shook our heads. No, it won’t do – it won’t do at all. It seemed to us that all the good names had already been taken: ‘Goethe’ had already been grabbed, and so had ‘Shakespeare’ and ‘Victor Hugo’ – and yet that was exactly what I wanted to be for her. As she stood there in the door, listening and smoking nervously, turning over in her mind each new and noble-sounding name I was offering her, there were moments when tears came to my eyes, when I could no longer bear my need to shield and to protect her, and it seemed to me that the world was not large enough to contain all my love.

‘What we really need is something like “Gabriele d’Annunzio,” ’ my mother said, adding, with a hint of profound admiration and respect: ‘He made La Duse suffer terribly.’

She had always considered it proper that a great artist should make women suffer, and she clearly expected that I would apply myself to that task. She still belonged, and deeply so, to the old-fashioned bourgeois world, where ‘success with women’ ranked with official honors, medals, splendid uniforms, champagne, jewels and ambassadorial receptions as an essential attribute of a man of the world. She was romantic in a way that today can be found only in bad literature, and she tried desperately to make me take my place in a dream of the nineteenth-century Russian girl, in a world of Viennese waltzes and gypsy music, horsemen, camellias, whispers at dawn and tears by candlelight. When she spoke of Vronsky and Anna Karenina, she stroked my hair, looking at me with such a strange mixture of admiration and reproach that there was no mistaking who Vronsky was in her mind. Perhaps deep in the unconscious of this woman who had once been so beautiful, and who had loved deeply a man who had abandoned her, there was a longing for emotional and physical revenge, and so she expected her son to be both triumphant and invulnerable, and to inflict upon others what had been inflicted on her. After an exhausting day, going from door to door, introducing herself to the English tourists in the luxury hotels as an impoverished member of the Russian aristocracy, reduced to selling the ‘last of my family jewels’ – after a day of humiliating and often sterile effort, for she rarely brought off more than one sale a month – she would come into my room, light a cigarette and sit down with a smile, facing the little boy in short pants, who, crushed under the burden of such a love and of his own helplessness and desperate desire to protect her, spent his days in hunting for some name beautiful enough, grand enough, promising and magnificent enough to express all he wanted to give her, a name that would ring loud and clear in his mother’s ear, with all the convincing echo of his future victories:

‘Roland de Chantecler, Romain de Mysore …’

‘Perhaps it would be more prudent to choose a less aristocratic name, just in case there is another revolution,’ said my mother.

None of the pseudonyms I kept inventing ever satisfied her, none of them, she seemed to think, was good enough for me – or was it, perhaps, that she was thus trying to give me confidence in my destiny and the courage to achieve it? She must have been aware how desperate I often felt, how deeply I resented still being only a child who could do nothing for her. For so many penniless years, her life had been a daily battle for survival: I knew this, and yet all I could do to help was to hide my knowledge from her. Each morning, leaning over our balcony, I watched her, as she was setting out for her daily battle down the Avenue Shakespeare, with her cane, her cigarette and her little bag filled with the ‘family jewels.’ Often she caught sight of my anxious face, and waved, smiling happily, while both of us wondered whether this time the ring, the watch, the necklace, the gold snuff box, would find a purchaser, so that the rent could be paid, and the debt settled in the grocery shop. And so …

‘Roland Campéador; Alain Brisar; Hubert de Longpré; Romain Cortès …’

But no, I could see from the expression on her face that none of them was good enough, and I was beginning to wonder whether I should ever find a name beautiful and promising enough to fit her dream and everything she wanted for me.

Years later, when for the first time I heard the name of General de Gaulle on the day of his famous call to arms over the London radio, on June 18, 1940, my first reaction was one of anger with myself for not having hit on this magnificent name fifteen years earlier, during my endless search for a good pseudonym. ‘Charles de Gaulle’ – this would certainly have pleased my mother, especially if I had written it with only one ‘l,’ like our old Gaul, mother of France. I can only say that life is paved with missed opportunities.
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The maternal love in which I basked suddenly presented me with a quite unexpected and extremely gratifying bit of good fortune.

When business was good, that is, when the sale of some of the ‘family jewels’ permitted my mother to look forward to a month of relative material security, her first concern was to pay a visit to a good hairdresser, followed by tea on the terrace of the Hôtel Royal while listening to a gypsy orchestra – she loved gypsy music and songs and, to my embarrassment, she would always pick up some bit of the song with delight but rather too loudly; then, with that optimistic streak in her nature that no hardship or financial disaster could ever dampen, she would hire a daily maid, convinced that our difficulties were over, and that prosperity was there to stay. The only housework that my mother always resented was scrubbing the floors, and for her to have a maid was a supreme luxury and gave her a tremendous feeling of achievement. She had always been extremely status conscious in an old-fashioned, naïve and childish way. Once, during her absence, trying to be helpful, and knowing her distaste for this harmless housework, I armed myself with a floor cloth, a bucket of water and a piece of household soap and proceeded to wash the floor of our little apartment. Unfortunately, my mother returned from her errands earlier than I expected and caught me on all fours, rubbing, scrubbing, polishing and generally doing my best. She looked horror-stricken; her lips began to tremble and tears came to her eyes as she stared at me with an expression of hurt reproach; I must have spent at least an hour trying to console her, reminding her that we were living in a democratic country where such little household chores were considered quite normal and not in the least degrading.

Mariette, the new maid, was a sturdy young woman with invitingly suggestive thighs, earthy legs, dark, mischievous eyes, and blessed with such a firm, round, lively and truly impressive behind that the haunting vision of that interesting aspect of her personality frequently obscured the face of my math teacher at school. This infinitely absorbing and fascinating vision was actually the sole reason for my wide-eyed and trancelike contemplation of that excellent man’s features. My mouth slightly open and my throat dry, my eyes riveted to his face and my cheeks burning, I sat there, unable, needless to say, to pay the slightest attention to what he was saying, and when, turning his back to the class, he would start to write algebra signs on the board, I would make an effort to transfer my hallucinated gaze to the black surface, only to see the object of my dreams take shape there too – ever since then black has always had on me the happiest effect. Whenever the good professor, flattered by my fascinated attention, asked me a question, I rolled my eyes and swallowed hard and stared at Mariette’s posterior with an expression of mild surprise, until the irritated voice of Monsieur Valu brought me down to earth.

‘It just doesn’t make sense,’ the teacher exclaimed. ‘You seem to be hanging on my every word and yet you’re obviously absorbed in something else!’

This was correct.

With the best of wills it was impossible for me to explain to this excellent man what it was that I saw with such perfection in lieu of his face.

And so Mariette began to play a part in my life which grew larger and more important every day. It got hold of me as soon as I opened my eyes in the morning and would last more or less all day long. As soon as this Mediterranean goddess graced our little apartment with her undulating presence, my heart would jump into my throat and my hair almost stand on end, while I tried to remain motionless on my bed, terribly burdened and awkward. I also often had goose flesh, I shook, and once or twice, when she came too close, I got suddenly covered with hives from head to foot. In spite of this state of semiconsciousness and stupor into which my deity threw me every morning, it slowly dawned on me that Mariette too was observing me with a certain amount of interest. Once or twice she would come very close, put her hands on her hips, stare at me with a dreamy smile, sigh, shake her head, and say with a certain amount of wonder:

‘She can never stop talking about you. She just goes on, and on … And all the great things you’re going to do and all the beautiful ladies who are going to love you, and this and that … In the end it does something to me. Maybe she thinks I am made of wood, or something.’

I felt rather put out. My mother was the last person I wanted to be bothered with just then. Twisted on my bed, doubled in two, knees up, head against the wall, I hardly dared move.

‘She speaks of you as if you were a Prince Charming or something … My little Romain here, my little Romain there … I know it’s only because she’s your mother, but in the end, a girl begins to wonder …’

Mariette’s voice had a most peculiar effect on me. It was a voice unlike any other I have ever heard. To begin with, it didn’t seem to come from her throat at all – though where it did come from I didn’t in the least know. And even more strangely, it didn’t go where voices are supposed to go. In any case, it certainly didn’t go to my ears. It was very odd.

‘It gets me, in the end,’ Mariette concluded. ‘I begin to wonder what it is that makes you so special …’

She would stare at me for another second, then turn away, and go back to her work. I would lie there on the bed unable to move, reduced from head to foot to the helpless rigidity of a felled tree. Neither of us spoke another word. Now and again Mariette would turn her head in my direction, sigh and go on rubbing the floor: the sight of such an appalling waste was heartbreaking. I desperately wanted to do something about it, but I felt quite literally nailed to the bed. Soon the work would be finished and Mariette would go home. I saw her leave with the feeling that a part of my flesh had left me forever. My life was over. I was a failure. Roland de Chantecler, Artemis Kohinore and Hubert de la Roche Rouge gave up pretending, stuck their fists in their eyes and set up a terrible howling.

But I was soon to learn the famous French saying: a woman’s will is God’s will. Mariette kept looking at me oddly, her feminine curiosity and, probably, some obscure rivalry or jealousy aroused by my mother’s never-ending love song and the highly colored, romantic and intriguing picture she was constantly conjuring up of the triumphant future awaiting me. And so at last the miracle occurred. I still remember vividly that mischievous face close to mine, the hand gently caressing my cheek, that moment of total deliverance, of strangely satisfying weightlessness, as I was floating somewhere in another and better world and the throaty voice murmuring into my ear:

‘You mustn’t tell her, Monsieur Romain. It just got me in the end. Course she’s your mother, but then the way she speaks about you, as if there had never been anyone like you … I just couldn’t help it. I just had to find out. Mother or no mother, there will never be another woman to love you the way she does. That’s God’s honest truth.’

It was. But I didn’t know it then. It was only after my fortieth winter that I began to understand. It is wrong to have been loved so much so young, so early. At the dawn of life, you thus acquire a bad habit, the worst habit there is: the habit of being loved. You can’t get rid of it. You believe that you have it in you, that you have it in you to be loved, that it is your due, that it will always be there around you, that it can always be found again, that the world owes it to you, and you keep looking, thirsting, summoning, until you find yourself on the beach at Big Sur, with only your brother the ocean, and his tortured tumult, with only your brother the ocean able to understand your heart. In your mother’s love, life makes you a promise at the dawn of life that it will never keep. You have known something that you will never know again. You will go hungry to the end of your days. Leftovers, cold tidbits, that’s what you will find in front of you at each new feast. After that first encounter so early in the dawn, each time a woman takes you in her arms and presses you to her heart and murmurs sweet words into your ear, you will always do your best to forget and to believe, but you will always know better. You will always crawl back to your mother’s grave and howl like a lost dog. Never again, never again, never again. Lovely arms embrace your neck, gentle lips whisper sweetly into your ear, and in those eyes you will catch glimpses of beauty now and then, but it’s too late, too little, you know where all the beauty lies, and from this first and final knowledge not even the sweetest breast can bribe you away. You have long since found the spring and you have drunk it dry. You will walk through the desert from mirage to mirage, and your thirst will remain such that you will become a drunkard, but each sweet gulp will only rekindle your longing for the one and only source. Wherever you go, you carry within you the poison of comparisons, and you spend your days waiting for something you have already had and will never have again.

I am not saying that mothers should be prevented from loving their young. I am only saying that they should have someone else to love as well. If my mother had had a husband or a lover I would not have spent my days dying of thirst beside so many fountains.
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The Mariette episode came to an end in an abrupt and unexpected manner. One morning I sauntered off innocently for school with my satchel under my arm, but soon turned about and ran back home to join my love, who usually made her appearance at the flat at about half past eight. By then my mother was on her way to work, catching, bag in hand, the eight-fifteen bus for Cannes, where she hoped to find buyers for the ‘family jewels’ among the English visitors at the Hôtel Martinez. We had every reason to feel completely safe. But fate, in its usual beastly manner, thought it funny to organize a bus strike that very morning, and so my mother was obliged to turn back. Hardly had she opened the front door when, to her horror, she heard what she thought were cries of pain and, convinced that I was dying on the floor in the throes of acute appendicitis – the threat of a fatal attack of appendicitis was always present in her mind, a humble and prosaic incarnation of Greek tragedy – she rushed to my rescue. I had just come back to my senses, and was submerged in that happy state of beatitude and absence which is one of mankind’s greater moments here below. At the age of thirteen and a half I had the feeling that my life had been a complete success, that I had fulfilled my destiny and, from my seat among the gods, I was looking with detachment at my big toe, the only reminder of that lowly earth where common mortals dwelt. It was one of those moments of total serenity which the spiritual part of me, always aspiring to the heights of philosophical detachment, so often compelled me to seek in the days of my meditative youth; one of those moments when all the materialistic and cynical views of life collapse like pathetic fabrications before the sovereign evidence of life’s beauty, meaning and wisdom, and when every man experiences the triumphant feeling of an artist of genius who has just entirely expressed himself. In this state of euphoria, I accepted my mother’s sudden arrival on the scene as I would have accepted any other manifestation of unleashed elements – that is to say, in a spirit of indulgence. I welcomed her with a mild smile. Mariette’s reaction was somewhat different. With a piercing shriek, she jumped out of bed. The ensuing scene did manage, however, to arouse in me some interest, and from my Olympian peak I observed it with a vague curiosity. My mother was still holding her cane in her hand, and, having in a flash grasped the full extent of the disaster, she raised her arm and went into immediate action. The cane descended upon the face of my math teacher with vigor and accuracy. Mariette began to howl and did her best to protect that adorable aspect of her personality. In one instant, the small room filled with a terrifying tumult, above which the old Russian word kourva (whore) rose with all the vibrant power of my mother’s sense of drama and art of delivery.

She had to the highest degree the sense of invective: in a few well-chosen words her poetic and inspired nature could miraculously create an atmosphere compared to which Gorki’s Lower Depths would appear ethereal and refined; it took very little for this distinguished-looking white-haired lady, who so deeply impressed by her unmistakably aristocratic poise the purchasers of our ‘family jewels,’ to conjure suddenly before the eyes of her flabbergasted audience all the holy Russia of drunken coachmen, swearing moujiks and Volga boatmen; she had been blessed, without any doubt, with a truly impressive talent for holding an audience spellbound, and this stunning and earth-shaking scene, of which I still cannot think without a shudder, seemed to support fully her claim that she had been in her youth a great dramatic artist on the Russian stage.

This last point, however, remains for me to this day rather obscure. True, I had always known that my mother was once a ‘dramatic artist’, and how proud her voice sounded whenever she uttered those words! I still have a vision of myself, at the age of five or six, sitting beside her in a sleigh, with only the tip of my nose emerging from under the heavy blanket, listening to the melancholy tinkling of the horses’ bells as we were driven, through snow-bound wastes, from some freezing factory where my mother had been ‘giving Chekhov’ for an audience of workers, or from some desolate barracks where she had been entertaining the gaping audience of soldiers and sailors of the Revolution with ‘poetry reading.’ I can see myself no less clearly sitting on the floor of her dressing room in a Moscow theatre, playing with odds and ends of multicolored stuffs which I was trying to arrange into a harmonious pattern – my earliest attempts at artistic expression. I even remember the name of the play in which she was appearing at that time: Le Chien du Jardinier. The mysterious inside world of the theatre is among my earliest childhood memories: the delicious smell of wood and paint, the empty stage where I adventured cautiously in a sham forest, and stopped frozen with fear at the sudden sight of the dark auditorium gaping at me. I can still see the painted faces of the actors, looking strangely yellow, with black and white circles around their eyes, smiling at me; men and women in fantastic clothes and with bright red lips holding me on their knees, while my mother was in front of the footlights. And I remember a Soviet sailor perching me on his shoulders, so that I might see my mother playing the part of Rosa in The Shipwreck of Hope, and her stage name written on the door of her dressing room – the first Russian words that I learned to spell out for myself: Nina Borisovskaia. It would seem, therefore, that my mother was not exaggerating when she proudly talked of her ‘artistic past,’ and that her position in the small world of the Russian theatre, round about the years 1919–1920, was solidly established. On the other hand, Ivan Mosjoukine, the great movie actor of the silent-picture era, who had known my mother in her earlier days, has always been curiously evasive on the subject of her stage career. Fixing me with his strange pale eyes under the famous Cagliostro brows, he only once referred to the subject in an elusive way, on the terrace of the Grande Bleue, where he often invited me for a cup of coffee when he was making a movie in Nice: ‘Your mother ought to have studied more, she should have done the conservatoire; unfortunately, circumstances prevented her from developing her talent. Besides, after you were born, young man, nothing and no one else really mattered to her …’ And then he would stare at me curiously, with just a cautious trace of irony on his lips. I also knew that my mother was born somewhere in the Russian steppe, at Kursk, to be precise, the daughter of a little Jewish watchmaker, that she had been very beautiful, that she had married very young – at sixteen – and then been divorced, again married and again divorced. And all the rest, all that mattered, were a cheek against mine; a melodious voice whispering into my ear, or speaking to me of a strange faraway land called France, where all the beauty lies, murmuring mysterious tales of wonders awaiting me, singing, laughing – a completely carefree laughter, with that quality of gaiety and happiness that to this day I associate with a woman in love, even though it was only her child’s head which she was pressing against her breast – a laughter that I shall hope for, look for, long for till I breathe my last; a whiff of lily-of-the-valley – her favorite perfume, even in old age; a veil of soft dark hair falling over my face – and again, a whisper in my ears, a promise of things to come, of proud victories, of battles won, strange tales of the distant country which I should one day call my own. Dramatic school or no, conservatoire or no she must have been very talented indeed, for her voice has left on me an indelible mark; in evoking France for me, she could summon to her aid all the magic art of eastern storytellers, and a power of conviction from which I have never recovered. To this day there are moments when I find myself waiting for France, for that never-never land of which I heard so much, which I have never known and never shall know; for the land of France, which, from my earliest childhood, my mother conjured up for me in her lyrical and inspired descriptions, has become for me a fairy tale, a mythical place, a poetical masterpiece that no fact of life, no contact with reality could ever encompass or reveal. She knew our language remarkably well, though she spoke it with a strong Russian accent, a trace of which, as I am told, I retain in my own voice to this day. How, where, for whom, at what period of her life, she learned to speak French, she never told me. ‘I have been in Nice and in Paris’ – that was all she would ever admit. In her freezing little dressing room at the Moscow theatre, in the flat we shared with three other families of actors, among whom I remember only an old man by the name of Svertchkov – and where a young nursemaid called Aniela looked after me – and later still, in the cattle-and-goods train which took us west – a three-week journey with typhus for company – my mother would kneel beside me, rubbing my numbed fingers, and talk to me about the distant land where my future lay and where all the dreams came true; where all men were free and equal; where artists were received in the best houses; where Victor Hugo had been President of the Republic. The camphor beads which I wore round my neck – a sovereign remedy, my mother was assured, against the typhus-carrying lice – prickled my nose and made me sneeze. I was going to be a great violinist, a great actor, a great poet – the French d’Annunzio, another Nijinsky, Emile Zola; we were kept in quarantine at Lida on the Polish frontier; I was walking with my mother along the railway tracks in the deep snow, firmly grasping in one hand the chamber pot from which, ever since leaving Moscow, I had refused to be parted – I form attachments very easily; they shaved my head; I screamed as they gave me an anti-cholera shot; we were lying on a straw mattress among a hundred other refugees at the Lida railway station; my mother’s eyes had a faraway look and there was a smile on her lips as she pressed me against her, whispering in my ear new tales of wonders awaiting me; le Chevalier Bayard; La Dame aux Camélias; shops stuffed with butter and sugar; Napoleon Bonaparte; Sarah Bernhardt; I fought against sleep and forced my eyes wide open, following her faraway look and trying to see what she saw beyond the dirty wall: Maxim’s, the Bois de Boulogne, Austerlitz, Wagram; there is a ball at the Opéra … until, at last, I fell asleep with my head on her shoulder and my friend the chamber pot clasped in my arms. Later, much later, after fifteen years of daily contact with French realities, at Nice, where we had reached our journey’s end, her face now lined, her hair completely white – an old woman now, there was no denying the fact – but having learned nothing, noticed nothing, with the same confidence and the same happy smile, she refused to acknowledge the stark
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