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Chapter
1

 * Introduction*

 


 


In the early
1960s a new ‘star’ appeared on the pop music scene and burned
brightly in the firmament. This was the enchantingly beautiful and
charming French singer-songwriter (‘chanteuse-compositrice’),
Françoise Hardy.

My first
introduction to anything French was in the 1950s, when my family
left England for Central Africa and lived in Southern Rhodesia (now
Zimbabwe) for a period of three years. Here, at school under the
heat of the African sun, my fellow pupils and I were taught French.
Some of us also attended extra French lessons on Tuesday
afternoons, our teacher being the youthful Miss Boyer. What
attracted me to ‘extra French’ was the enthusiasm of our teacher,
and the romance of that beautiful language. Very soon, phrases such
as ‘J’ai perdu la plume de ma tante’ (‘I have lost my aunt’s
quill’), and ‘À quelle heure arrivons-nous à St Benoît?’ (What time
do we arrive at St Benoît?’) tripped off our tongues.

As an
undergraduate, and subsequently a medical student at Oxford, long
before marriage, children and camping holidays in the French Alps
and Pyrenees, I was aware of the singer Françoise Hardy and of her
beautiful songs, the lyrics and music of which were often of her
own composition.

 When a back injury cut short my medical career
and I became a writer of biographies, I decided to include
Françoise in my repertoire. This was not only on account of her
magnificent contribution to the music of the day, but also because
there were certain aspects of her character and behaviour which I
found to be enigmatic, and therefore worth exploring.

Unlike with
many of the popular musicians of the time, with Françoise there was
no blaring music or wild gesticulations. She had no need of devices
such as these. I found her songs captivating, and still do,
particularly those about love, loneliness, and loss.

During the
early years, sometimes a flicker of a smile played about her lips
but otherwise, I noticed how serious she looked. This must be due
to nervousness – ‘stage fright’, I thought. But to my surprise,
even when she had become famous, there was still a look of pathos
about her. This was the case even when she was being interviewed.
There was very little laughter, and instead, she would sit on the
edge of her chair, wide-eyed and in a defensive position, with arms
folded. But always, I observed, she looked her interviewer straight
in the eye, which to my mind was a sign of absolute honesty, even
if at times she was bemused by the banality of the questions, for
Françoise is a highly intelligent woman.

 Why did Françoise
never ‘lighten up’, at least, not until her later years? Was it
conceivable that this French icon, beloved by millions of all
nationalities throughout the world and who, evidently, had the
world at her feet, was permanently troubled?

In fact, yes,
there was something disturbing Françoise, and that something was
not simply a legacy of the troublesome childhood that she had
experienced, for it continued for most if not all of her adult
life. Many people have described the calming effect of hearing
Françoise sing, and yet it is doubtful whether her millions of
adoring fans outside of France had the slightest notion that her
private life was in a state of perpetual turmoil.

 



Chapter
2

 *Françoise Hardy
(born 17 January 1944)*

 


 


Françoise Madeleine Hardy was born in
Nazi-occupied Paris, France, on 17 January 1944, at the
Marie-Louise Clinic, avenue des Martyrs in the 9th arrondissement
(administrative district), France having been invaded by Germany on
10 May 1940.1

Françoise’s mother was
Madeleine Jeanne Hardy, born in 1920, and her home address was 24
rue d’Aumale. Their apartment, said Françoise, was tiny. Her father
was Pierre Marie Étienne Dillard, who was two decades Madeleine’s
senior. Pierre was a married man, wealthy, and who owned a
stationer’s shop in the city.

‘I was born at nine thirty in the evening during an
air raid alert’, said Françoise.2 This was the 5th year of
the war, and on 6 June 1944, when Françoise was only 4 months old,
the Allies invaded northern France, prior to liberating that
country from the scourge of Hitler’s Nazis. Meanwhile, the Allies
were currently bombing French railways and other strategic
targets.

On 23 July 1945, Françoise’s sister Michèle, who
was also the offspring of an affair between Madeleine and Pierre,
was born. Françoise, however, admitted to having ‘a confused desire
to have [her] mother for [herself] alone’.3

The 9th arrondissement
contained many places of cultural, historic, and architectural
interest. For example, the Palais Garnier, home to the Paris Opera
(the principal opera and ballet company of France); the Boulevard
Haussmann, with its department stores including Les Galeries
Lafayette and Le Printemps; and the Folies Bergère theatre.

 


1. Hardy, Françoise, The Despair of Monkeys and
Other Trifles, p.1.

2. Ibid, p.1.

3. Ibid, p.5.

 


 



Chapter
3

 *Françoise and
Her Family*

 


 


In her book The Despair of Monkeys and Other
Trifles, Françoise
revealed a great deal about her immediate family, and of the
dynamics within that family.1

 When Françoise was born, her mother Madeleine was
aged 23. Françoise described Madeleine as being a woman of
‘exceptional beauty’ who, at five foot eight inches, was tall for a
woman in those days.2

A measure of her mother’s love was that
when she took the infant Françoise to Paris’s square de la Trinité
‘for some fresh air’, they were caught up in a gun battle and
Madeleine ‘threw herself over [her] carriage to protect [her] from
the bullets’.3 This, of
course, was when the Second World War was raging.

 Madeleine, said Françoise, was not ‘truly in love’
with her father Pierre. He was ‘madly in love’ with her, but she
‘merely felt flattered that a man of his standing would be
interested in her’.4 Furthermore, whereas Pierre had received an education and
enjoyed ‘a much higher social status’,5 her mother Madeleine was from a humble and
provincial background, her parents being ‘low level bank employees
who only read the newspapers and had a poor command of the French
language’. ‘As soon as she got her diploma [in bookkeeping]’, said
Françoise, Madeleine left home ‘to find work in the
capital’.6

As far as her father’s relationship with
her mother was concerned, said Françoise, discretion was vital. ‘It
was essential that no one in his circle knew, if not of our very
existence [i.e. that of herself and her sister], at least of the
family bond between us.’7 Such
subterfuge was hardly likely to instil confidence in Françoise and
her sister Michèle.

 Michèle was
born at a time when Madeleine was working as a bookkeeper’s
assistant and barely making ends meet. Such financial constraints
obliged Madeleine to send Michèle to her maternal grandparents,
Claudius Hardy and Louise Jeanne Milot (known as Jeanne), who
brought her up.8

 ‘I loved my
mother passionately and exclusively’, said Françoise, ‘as I had no
one but her to love and I was the first person for whom she had
ever felt deeply’.9 In fact,
she described her relationship with her mother as an ‘addiction’ on
her part.10 Madeleine had a ‘strong constitution’, said Françoise, but
‘the fear of losing her tormented me throughout my
childhood’.11

 Françoise
confessed to idealizing her father Pierre ‘more than he deserved,
considering [they] barely saw him; he was content with only having
lunch with [them] in Aulnay during the Christmas, Easter, and
Pentecost holidays’. This was a reference to 5 rue du Tilleul,
Aulnay-sous-Bois, a town in the north-eastern suburbs of Paris, the
home of Françoise’s maternal grandparents Claudius and Jeanne. Her
father Pierre ‘sweetly called [her] “Patchouli”’, she
said.12 This is
an aromatic oil obtained from a south-east Asian shrub which is
used in perfumery, which was very popular in France in the 1960s
and 1970s, initially amongst hippies but also teenagers and
youngsters of the day. It was reputed to disguise the smell of
marijuana.

‘My sister and
I spent our childhood and adolescence in a vacuum that consisted of
the house at Aulnay and the small apartment in the 9th
arrondissement where no visitors ever came’, said Françoise. This
was with one exception: Jean Isorni, ‘a rejected suitor’ of her
mother’s.

However, in the 1950s, there were frequent
visits from Gilbert von Giannellia, an Austrian Baron who ‘was
probably the only man with whom my mother had ever fallen in love’.
But the Baron attempted to borrow money from Madeleine, ‘when she
did not have a penny to spare’.13

Françoise had no love for her maternal
grandmother Jeanne, whom she described as ‘despicable’. As for her
maternal grandfather Claudius, he ‘seemed to ignore his
grandchildren’.14 He
‘only spoke to me once, in 1962’, she said, to ask ‘are you happy,
at least?’15

 When Françoise was sent to her grandparents, she
said, this ‘plunged me back into a hostile world far from the only
person I loved and who loved me’.16 This, of course, was a reference to her mother Madeleine.
At Aulnay, where the sisters were obliged to spend their vacations,
life was ‘strictly regulated’. Françoise and Michèle were required
by their grandmother to make their beds, dust the furniture,
prepare the vegetables, do the washing up,
etc.17
Discipline was rigorously
enforced. For example, if Françoise and Michèle did not finish their main meal, they
‘would have to go without dessert’.18 Also, attendance at mass on Sundays, and saying their
prayers before going to bed, were mandatory.19 A frustration for Françoise was that most of her
grandparents’ books were ‘locked away in the
library’.20 How did
Françoise react to this discipline? ‘I was docile and timid’, she
said.21

Their mother Madeleine stayed at Aulnay at
weekends, but when she returned to Paris where she worked, the
time, for Françoise, ‘seemed to drag on endlessly because all I
cared about was my mother’s return’. She found, however, that the
‘crushing feeling of loneliness’, would ‘fly away whenever [she]
managed to isolate [herself] in a book. This practically sums up
[her] whole life: a life lived by proxy, more virtual than
real’.22 Again,
this peripatetic lifestyle was one hardly calculated to make
Françoise feel secure.

There were enjoyable interludes, however;
visits to Paris, to the department stores and ‘the floor with the
toys’ or to the place where the perfumes and cosmetics, with their
‘intoxicating fragrances’ were displayed.23 And ‘when the nice weather came, [they] would walk
to the Jardin des Tuileries, with quasi-ritual stops along the way
in front of the pastry shops where, for want of anything better,
[they] would devour the cakes with [their]
eyes’.24

Françoise also loved her grandparents’
garden, where rose bushes ‘climbed along the stone walls and
smelled so good, just like the privet flowers looking out onto the
street’. The theme of ‘flowers’ would one day feature strongly in
the songs that Françoise composed. She also enjoyed the wonderful
apricot preserves, gooseberry jelly and apple tarts that her aunt
made. Six decades later, Françoise would say, ‘Even today, baking
brings me indescribable pleasure’.25

At home in the rue d’Aumale, said
Françoise, the ‘school schedule was strict’, but her mother was
even stricter, and she and her sister would be woken up each
morning at 6.00 a.m. and sent to bed each evening at 7.30
p.m.26

Madeleine was
clearly devoted to her two daughters, and she ‘would bleed herself
dry every year’ to give them a ‘dream Christmas’, with Christmas
tree, and one present each, of their choice, as that was all she
could afford.

From this
account, it is clear that Françoise had an overwhelming desire to
be loved and cherished. However, the circumstances of her birth and
upbringing, and in particular her fraught relationship with her
maternal grandmother Jeanne, were hardly conducive to confidence
building, and instead acted to make her feel inferior.

Later in life, Françoise described how
these childhood experiences had left her with a legacy of shyness.
The reason for this shyness, she said, was as follows. ‘I was aware
that my family situation was not normal. In the first place, I
thought my parents were divorced, and at that time it [i.e.
divorce] was not a good thing, you know. It was a kind of shame.
And, at the same time, my father didn’t help much financially my
mother, and all the other little girls were dressed in a very
different way than I was. Their parents had more money than my poor
mother, who was working hard all the time but who didn’t have money
at all.’27

 


1. Hardy, Françoise, The Despair of Monkeys
and Other Trifles, p.1.

2. Ibid, p.1.

3. Ibid, p.9.

4. Ibid, p.2.

5. Ibid, p.1.

6. Ibid, p.2.

7. Ibid, p.11.

8. Ibid, p.4.

9. Ibid, p.5.

10. Ibid, p.10.

11. Ibid, p.10.

12. Ibid, p.5.

13. Ibid, pp.4-5.

14. Ibid, p.5.

15. Ibid, p.3.

16. Ibid, p.11.

17. Ibid, p.7.

18. Ibid, p.7.

19. Ibid, p.7.

20. Ibid, p.9.

21. Ibid, p.20.

22. Ibid, p.7.

23. Ibid, p.6.

24. Ibid, p.6.

25. Ibid, p.8.

26. Ibid, p.9.

27. Hardy, Françoise, interview with John
Andrew, BBC Radio 4, 2011.
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Feelings of Shame and Inferiority*

 


 


 It was their father Pierre’s wish that
his daughters should attend a religious school so, said Françoise,
‘our entire schooling was with the Trinitarian [Order of the
Catholic Church] sisters who taught at 42 rue Bruyère, a
five-minute walk from where we lived’. However, added Françoise, ‘I
detested school’ and ‘this is where the feeling of shame that has
tormented me non-stop since I was a child took root’.

There were several
reasons for this. As already mentioned, Françoise believed
(mistakenly) that her parents were a divorced couple, which ‘at
this time and in this kind of place was still viewed as
deplorable’. Her father was invariably late when it came to paying
the school fees. Also, as a pupil with above average intelligence,
she was made to ‘skip two grades’ which would have meant that her
classmates were a year older than she was. Because her mother was
poor, she was obliged to wear ‘bargain-basement skirts’ until they
were ‘threadbare’. But ‘Most importantly, there was the
awkwardness’, on Françoise’s part, ‘of an introvert who did not
share other people’s interests and was never able to fit in’.

In order to avoid having to play sports, Françoise
used to hide in the chapel. This was misinterpreted by the ‘good
sisters’, who saw this ‘sensible, hardworking, and solitary young
girl, who preferred praying to playing’ as ‘showing signs of an
early religious vocation’. Whereupon she became the teachers’ ‘pet’
which served to ‘widen the gap between [her] and the others even
more’.1

Françoise’s maternal
grandmother Jeanne added greatly to her low self-esteem: she made
‘so many scornful observations about my physical appearance that I
grew up convinced that I was more ugly than average’. The trauma of
this would be a lasting legacy

‘I have never managed to
completely rid myself of the neurosis this gave me’ she
said.2

Finally, Françoise tolerated her ‘ordeal’ of
school in order, she said, ‘that my mother would be pleased with
me’.3

Years later, Françoise described how, suddenly,
she was transported into paradise. The Baron von Giannellia
persuaded her mother to send her daughters to an Austrian family,
the Weslers, in order to learn German. Here, she and Michèle spent
successive summers in the 1950s. This involved a train journey on
the Orient Express (luxury long-distance passenger train), from
Paris’s Gare de l’Est. As ‘the train began to move’ and Madeleine’s
‘long silhouette gradually disappeared, my despair touched rock
bottom and I would have given anything to stay in Paris with her’,
said Françoise.4

Nonetheless, Françoise
had happy times with Hedwig Wesler – ‘Aunt Heidi’ -, a widow whose
husband and eldest son had been killed in the war. There were cycle
rides through the forest with Hedwig’s son Gunni and daughter
Gertrud; and there was swimming in the lake; ‘fresh, foamy milk’ to
be had from the farm, and hide-and-seek in the farmer’s barn.

Subsequently, long after the death of ‘Aunt Heidi’
Françoise would ‘put back the clock’, to a time when ‘a lifetime of
love would still be stretching out’ before them all. She recalled:
I would ‘concentrate on her [Heidi] so strongly that I would
eventually see her again on the doorstep, hastily drying her
flour-covered hands in her apron; her opal eyes would brighten when
she saw me. Barely recovered from her surprise, she would spread
out her arms while joyfully shouting: “Franziska!” and I would run
to her calling back “Aunt Heidi, Aunt
Heidi!”’.5

Throughout these
times, Françoise had shown both resilience and an unconditional
loyalty to her mother Madeleine. She had also demonstrated her
ability to be happy in the company of those whom she loved.

 


1. Hardy,
Françoise, The Despair of Monkeys and Other Trifles, pp.12-13.

2. Ibid,
p.20.

3. Ibid,
p.13.

4. Ibid,
p.15.

5. Ibid,
pp.18-19.
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