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About the Book

Marina Picasso remembers being six years old and standing awkwardly in front of the gates of Picasso’s grand house near Cannes. She was there with her father and eight-year-old brother to collect from her grandfather the weekly allowance that Picasso grudgingly gave his eldest son to support his family. Sometimes they were sent away and on other occasions, the gates would be opened and they would walk into the intimidating, exciting chaos of Picasso’s studio to face the man himself and his unpredictable moods.
 

Looking back, Marina can understand why Picasso had so little interest in his grandchildren; but at the time, she and her brother longed for him to love and understand them. Just a few miles away down the Côte d’Azur, they led a hand-to-mouth existence. Her father was a weak man, reliant on his father for everything and her mother lived in her own fantasy world; the family were therefore utterly dependent on Picasso.


People assumed they were rich and privileged because they were Picassos and they were to live their lives under the burden of these assumptions. It was this that caused Marina’s brother to commit suicide and when her father died Marina found herself in the ironic position of being one of the major heirs to Picasso’s estate.


About the Author

Marina Picasso is the founder of several charitable organisations that help underprivileged children in Vietnam. She has five children, including three adopted Vietnamese children, and lives in La Californie, the villa in the South of France that she inherited from Picasso.


‘To make a dove, you must first wring its neck.’

PICASSO


To my children, with all my heart,

in alphabetical order

Dimitri

Flore

Florial

Gaël

May


Picasso: My Grandfather

Marina Picasso

Translated By Catherine Temerson
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1

THERE’S NO RUNNING away from Picasso. I know that. I have never succeeded. But when I had my breakdown, I still hadn’t realized this.

It must have been one o’clock in the afternoon. I was in Geneva, driving down the Quai Gustave-Ador in a steady flow of traffic, taking my children, Gaël and Flore, to school. On my right was the lake Geneva and its famous Jet d’Eau.

The lake . . . the cars . . . the Jet d’Eau . . . and, suddenly, I was in the grip of a violent panic attack. My fingers contracted in an unbearable cramp. I felt a burning spasm in my chest. My heart was pounding. I was suffocating. I was going to die. I had just enough time to tell the children to stay calm before I collapsed with my head on the wheel. Paralysed. Was I going mad?

I had stopped the car right in the middle of the road. Other cars sped by, almost grazing mine, honking at me to move on. No one stopped . . . 

After half an hour of anguish, I managed to re-start the car, park it on the kerb and drag myself over to the petrol station a few yards away. I had to call for help. I didn’t want to be put away. What would happen to my children?

‘You need therapy,’ the doctor said.

Things were so bad I had nothing to lose.

So began my analysis. It would last fourteen years. Fourteen years of uncontrollable tears, fainting fits and screams. I writhed in pain as I inched my way back in time to relive the things that had destroyed me – silent, then stammering – finally to express what had been buried deep within the little girl and then the adolescent . . . and had eaten her alive.

Fourteen years of misery to rectify so many years of unhappiness.

Because of Picasso.

Picasso’s quest for the absolute entailed an implacable will to power. His extraordinary work demanded human sacrifices. He engulfed anyone who got near him, and drove them to despair.

No one in my family managed to escape his stranglehold. He needed blood to sign each of his paintings: my father’s blood, my brother’s, my mother’s, my grandmother’s, and mine; the blood of all those who loved him – people who thought that they loved a human being, whereas instead they loved Picasso.

My father was born under the yoke of his tyranny; he died from it – betrayed, disappointed, demeaned. Destroyed.

My brother Pablito, the plaything of Picasso’s sadism and indifference, committed suicide at twenty-four by drinking a lethal dose of bleach. I found him lying in his own blood, his oesophagus and larynx burned, his stomach wrecked, his heart adrift. I held his hand for three months at La Fontonne Hospital in Antibes as he lay slowly dying. With this horrendous act he had wanted put an end to his suffering and to bypass the problems awaiting him. Problems that awaited me too, for we were the stillborn descendants of Picasso, trapped in a spiral of mocked hopes.

My grandmother Olga, humiliated and degraded by so much betrayal, ended her life paralysed. Not once did my grandfather come to see her when she was bedridden and in distress. Yet she had given up everything for him – her country, her career, her dreams and her pride.

As for my mother, she wore the name Picasso like a badge, a badge that lifted her to the highest rungs of paranoia. In marrying my father she had married Pablo Picasso. In her delirium, she could not accept the fact that the great man didn’t want to see her or give her the ‘grand’ life she deserved. Fragile, lost and unstable, she had to make do with part of the meagre weekly allowance which my grandfather paid to keep his son and grandchildren under his domination – and on the verge of poverty.

I wish that I could live without this past.

It’s a Thursday in November. My father is leading me by the hand. Silently, he walks up to the forbidding gate which protects La Californie, my grandfather’s house. My brother Pablito follows, hands clasped behind his back. I am six, Pablito nearly eight.

My father rings the bell. I am afraid, as I always am each time we come. There is the sound of footsteps, then a key turning in the lock and La Californie’s concierge, an elderly Italian worn by servitude, appears behind the half-open gate. He looks us over and says to my father, ‘Do you have an appointment, Monsieur Paul?’

‘Yes,’ my father stammers.

He has let go of my hand so I won’t feel how moist his palm is.

‘Good,’ the elderly concierge replies, ‘I’ll see if the Maître can receive you.’

The gate closes behind him. It’s raining. In the air is the scent of the eucalyptus trees which, with their peeling bark, line the path where we are left to wait for the Maître’s orders.

Just like last Saturday, or the Thursday before that.

In the distance a dog is barking. Lump, my grandfather’s dachshund. He likes me and lets me stroke him.

The wait is endless. Pablito is now clinging to me, both to comfort me and to feel less lonely himself. My father has finished his cigarette. He puts it out and lights another. His fingers are stained with nicotine.

‘You’d better wait in the car,’ he whispers as though afraid that someone might hear him.

‘No,’ we answer in chorus. ‘We’re staying with you.’

Our hair is matted from the rain. We feel guilty.

Once again the key turns in the gate and the wrinkled Italian appears. He lowers his eyes. In a discouraged voice, he recites the lesson he has memorized: ‘The Maître can’t see you today. Madame Jacqueline has asked me to tell you that he’s working.’

Even he’s not fooled. He’s ashamed.

How many Thursdays had we heard those words – ‘the Maître is working,’ ‘the Maître is sleeping,’ ‘the Maître is not here’ – at the locked gate of La Californie, which was defended like a fortress. Occasionally it was Jacqueline Roque, the future, devoted Madame Picasso, who delivered the sentence: ‘The Sun does not want to be disturbed.’

When it wasn’t the Sun, it was Monseigneur or the Grand Maître. We didn’t dare show our feelings of disappointment and humiliation in front of her.

On the days when the gate was opened for us, we would follow my father across the gravelled courtyard up to the entrance of the house. I used to count the paces like the beads of a rosary. It came to exactly sixty hesitant, guilty steps.

Inside the Titan’s den – Ali Baba’s treasure cave – clutter reigned supreme. A mass of paintings rested on paint-splattered easels, sculptures lay everywhere, crates overflowed with African masks. There were cardboard boxes, old newspapers, stretchers for unpainted canvases, tin cans, ceramic tiles, armchair feet bristling with upholsterer’s tacks, musical instruments, bicycle handlebars, profiles cut out of sheet metal and, on the wall, posters for bullfights, reams of drawings, portraits of Jacqueline, bulls’ heads . . . 

Amidst this shambles, where we are made to wait once again, we feel unwanted. My father helps himself to a glass of whisky and empties it in one – no doubt to give himself composure and courage. Pablito has sat down on a chair and pretends to play with a lead soldier that he’s taken out of his pocket.

‘Don’t make noise and don’t touch anything’ says Jacqueline who has slipped into the room. ‘The Sun will be down in a minute.’

Esméralda, my grandfather’s goat, follows her. Esméralda can do anything she wants: gambol through the house, test her horns against the furniture, leave her droppings on the drawings and canvases piled in a jumble on the floor. Esméralda is at home. We are intruders.

We hear a flurry of laughter and shouts . . . My grandfather makes his dramatic entrance, thundering and heroic.

I say grandfather, but we’re not allowed to call him grandfather. It’s forbidden. We’re supposed to call him Pablo, like everyone else. Instead of abolishing frontiers, this ‘Pablo’ confines us to anonymity; it creates a boundary between the inaccessible demiurge and us.

‘Hello, Pablo,’ my father says as he goes up to him. ‘Did you sleep well?’

He too must call him Pablo.

Pablito and I run up and throw our arms around him. We’re children. We need a grandfather.

He pats us on the head, like you stroke the neck of a horse.

‘So, Marina, tell me. Are you a good girl? And you, Pablito, how are you doing at school?’

Empty questions that don’t need answers. A way of manipulating us into feeling close to him when it happens to suit him.

He takes us to the room where he paints: the studio he has chosen for a day, a week or a month, before creating another, as he moves wherever the house, his inspiration, or whim, take him. Here nothing is forbidden. We’re allowed to touch the brushes, draw on his notebooks, cover ourselves in paint. It amuses him.

‘I’ll make you a surprise,’ he says, laughing.

He rips a sheet of paper out of his notebook, folds it over several times incredibly fast and, magically, his powerful hands produce a little dog, a flower, a paper chicken.

‘Do you like it?’ he asks in his husky voice.

Pablito says nothing while I stammer, ‘It’s . . . beautiful!’

We would like to take them home with us, but we’re not allowed . . . They’re the work of Picasso.

At the time I didn’t realize that these figures made of paper, cardboard or matches, all these illusions he created like a conjurer, were part of an ambition that I now find monstrous: to make us understand subconsciously that he was all-powerful and we were nothing. All he had to do was scratch a sheet of paper with his nail, cut up a piece of cardboard with scissors, spread a splotch of paint on a fold. Out came violent, pagan images that crushed us. But I’m also convinced that he felt lonely and wanted to recapture childhood. Not ours, but his own, over there in Malaga when, with a single pencil stroke, he would bewitch his young cousins, Maria and Concha, by producing imaginary creatures out of the void. That was the kind of audience he enjoyed. Like Pablito and I: raw, as yet undamaged material that he could manipulate according to his mood. He had behaved like this towards his son from the start, with his paintings of Paulo on his donkey, Paulo holding a lamb, Paulo with the slice of bread, Paulo dressed as a torero, Paulo as Harlequin . . . before turning him into the inadequate father of my childhood.

My father, present as he always is when we come to La Californie, doesn’t dare interrupt these special moments with our grandfather. He walks furtively from the studio to the kitchen with a worried, feverish look in his eye. He pours himself another glass of whisky or returns from the kitchen with a glass of wine. He is drinking too much. In a short while he will have to confront my grandfather and ask him for money for us and my mother, money that Picasso owes him – the words pain me – for his loyal service. He is Picasso’s chauffeur, paid by the week, his factotum with no life of his own, a marionette whose strings Picasso enjoys tangling, his whipping boy.

‘Say, Paulo, your children are no fun. They should relax.’

We are terrified of breaking the spell. We must make sure everything goes well. For my father, and my mother, who will ask later how everything went, we must play along and please Picasso.

He grabs a hat lying on a chair, snatches a cape off a peg and drapes it over his shoulders, jumping up and down like a puppet. He shouts and claps his hands extravagantly.

‘Come on,’ his eyes flash. ‘Copy me. Cheer up and play.’

We clap our hands at his clowning. My father joins in, goading his father, a cigarette stuck in the corner of his mouth, his eyes watering from the smoke.

‘Anda, Pablo! Anda, anda!’

An ovation shouted in Spanish, the language of the Picassos, the only link between the omnipotent father and the belittled son.

Galvanized, my grandfather picks up a wooden spoon and a teatowel from the table: his sword and muleta. With a bright, barbarous look in his eye, he performs a series of passes for us – manolinetas, chicuelinas, verónicas, mariposas – to the rhythm of my father’s ‘olé ’s, and mine.

Pablito is silent and looks away. His face is deathly pale. He suffers from not having a proper family, with a responsible father, a lenient mother, a loving grandfather. Pablito and I are not destined for such things.

The east wind has chased away the clouds and a timid sun sheds a holy light into the room. My father has still not dared broach the subject of money with my grandfather. Why annoy him? He’s in such a good mood.

Today, I can easily imagine the torments
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