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PROLOGUE

PRINCESS OF THE FOREST

The lion cub curled up in her lap. He started to purr. Gala could hear the reporters and photographers outside the ballroom coughing and shuffling impatiently as they waited to be let in. Salvador carefully adjusted the strap of the unicorn headdress he had spent days making for her. He plumped the enormous red velvet cushions on the bed behind her so she would be more comfortable and tickled her gently under her chin. Gala smiled. The doors opened. Film cameras started to whir.

It was 7:00 p.m., September 2, 1941, in Pebble Beach, California. The ocean breeze smelled of salt and eucalyptus, and the waxing crescent moon hung so low in the warm, clear night sky that it seemed to graze the tops of the trees in the vast pine forest to the land side of the Del Monte, California’s most storied hotel. The Dalís’ art party was about to begin.

Gala and Salvador Dalí checked into the Pembroke Lodge, on the Hotel Del Monte’s grounds, at the beginning of June. They had been in the United States for less than a year. On June 28, 1940, Hitler’s troops had invaded Arcachon in the south of France, where they had been working, and the Dalís, like hundreds of thousands of similarly terrified and displaced people from all over Europe, had fled to America as quickly as they could. In their haste, most of their possessions, including valuable canvases later confiscated by the Germans, had been lost or left behind. With the invasion of France, the art market had imploded. They were homeless, and their future was unsure. Salvador, whose preferred mode of expression was an idiosyncratic mixture of French and Catalan, barely spoke English, and Gala’s knowledge of the language was severely limited. Although they were traveling with their patron the Phelps Dodge heir Edward James, for all intents and purposes, they were refugees.

The Dalís were not, however, unknown. Two groundbreaking, provocative films Salvador had made with Luis Buñuel, Un Chien Andalou (1929) and L’Age d’Or (The Age of Gold, 1930), were respected as important milestones in the history of filmmaking by the American movie industry, which, as twenty million Americans went to the movies each week, was enjoying a golden age of its own.

Salvador, who was just thirty-seven, had been at the forefront of the art world for more than ten years. He had had eight one-man shows in four countries—France, England, Spain, and the United States—and had graced the cover of Time magazine in 1936. With his signature pomaded black hair and silver-headed cane, he was the avatar of Surrealism in America. Most recently, he and Gala had designed the Dream of Venus pavilion for the 1939 World’s Fair in Queens, New York, which received forty-four million visitors and was covered by media on both sides of the Atlantic.

Promising that Dalí would be “good for business,” Gala, who was the business end of the partnership, had asked the hotel’s proprietor, Samuel Morse, for a celebrity discount. Morse was taken with Gala’s hypnotic, slanted eyes, described by her first husband, the subversive French poet Paul Éluard, as “the color of old gold.” He also respected Gala as “an extraordinary, versatile, and ingenious woman”1 who understood the value of fame. He gave the Dalís a free suite, with a studio for Salvador.


Samuel Morse was the great-nephew of the Samuel Morse who in 1832 invented the Morse code and the telegraph. As the developer of the Monterey Peninsula, he became the third owner of the Del Monte, originally built by Charles Crocker in 1818. When that gorgeous Spanish-style structure was damaged by fire in 1924, Morse lovingly restored and expanded the compound, which hosted several American presidents, including Herbert Hoover and Teddy Roosevelt. By 1941, the Del Monte was a favorite getaway for European royalty, global millionaires, and Hollywood celebrities.

In addition to the pine forest, which ranged over approximately ten square miles of low hills and shallow valleys, and the eucalyptus-bordered, seventeen-mile-long drive along the Pacific, the immaculate grounds included a racetrack, a lake for boating and fishing, tennis courts, the famous Pebble Beach golf course, an Arizona Cactus Garden, and a Roman Plunge Pool Complex. Here Salvador did the breaststroke every morning with his head out of the water (so as not to damage his long waxed mustache), looking, as the hotel’s publicist Herbert Cerwin affectionately remembered, “for all the world like a skinny walrus.”

Morse, who believed that publicity was worth a hundred times more than advertising, had gone out of his way to hire the best public-relations person in California. Herb Cerwin “would do anything” for a good story and Cerwin and his wife, Dagmar, made a point of befriending the Dalís, and invited them to neighborly backyard barbecues where Herb grilled steaks, Gala tossed salads, and the two couples got to know each other. “The Dalís,” Cerwin wrote in his memoirs, “were so close that they spoke for one another. She was devoted to him. He depended on her.”2

As soon as the sketches of sets and costumes for the Ballets Russes’ Parade, which Gala and Salvador had begun working on in the south of France, were finished, Herb approached them with the idea of throwing their version of a “Hollywood” PR party. Salvador, who loved the limelight, was thrilled with the idea. More strategic in view of the optics a lavish festivity might present, Gala demurred. The United States which was flooded with refugees from all over the Continent had shut off virtually all immigration as it prepared to go to war. It would be better, Gala thought, to host a benefit to help artists still trapped in Europe.

“Gala and I were lucky. Other artists are not. . . . Some have no money. Dalí will assist,” Salvador (who often referred to himself in the third person and invariably agreed with his wife) told Herb. Gala had already telephoned Alfred Barr, the director of the Museum of Modern Art in New York. Barr, who had discovered Salvador in Paris at his first show with the Pierre Colle Gallery in 1930 and had hung The Persistence of Memory (Dalí’s famous melting watches) as the focal point of two blockbuster exhibitions at MoMA, readily gave his backing to the benefit.

By the beginning of August, invitations to “A Surrealistic Night in Del Monte in Honor of Senõr and Senõra Salvador Dalí” had been mailed out to film stars, socialites, and Monterey’s most prominent citizens. The donation for dinner was $4; “just cocktails” was $2. Costumes were required. Partygoers could come either as one of their dreams, as a wild animal, or as an inhabitant of the forest.

Insisting that the party must be a work of art, Dalí and Gala planned it as a performance inside an installation. “The Dalís,” Samuel Morse wrote in his memoirs, “were (and most of it came from Gala) founders of a new movement . . . I don’t quite know what it means but he painted fantastical representations that were beautifully executed.”

Morse’s description is confused and confusing. Gala, who was known in Europe as the “Mother of Surrealism” was not the only founder of this literary and artistic movement that, championing the subconscious, took the Continent by storm in the late 1920s. She had, however been deeply involved in shaping the work and careers of two of its most famous proponents: her husband Paul Éluard, and the legendary visual artist Max Ernst. Gala had also inspired and coauthored Dalí’s Paranoiac-Critical Method (1931), which expands André Breton’s Surrealist Manifesto, and was famous for stating that illusion is real.

What Morse, who was a natural-born promoter, did understand, and very clearly was the allure of fantasy for a country that was just coming out of a ten-year depression and going into World War II. “Let Dalí,” he told Cerwin firmly, “do anything he wants . . . within reason.”

Preparing for the party with the same painstaking care they applied to making a painting, the Dalís gave Cerwin a detailed list of everything they would need to create it. According to Look magazine, this included two thousand pine trees, four thousand gunnysacks, two tons of old newspaper, and twenty-four papier-mâché animal heads with twenty-four headless department-store mannequins to attach them to, as well as the largest bed in Hollywood, twelve hundred ladies’ high-heeled evening slippers, two truckloads of squash and pumpkins, and one wrecked Buick sedan.3 They also wanted ballet dancers and wild animals, like the giraffe that appears in Dalí’s Inventions of the Monsters. This was going to make great newspaper copy, Morse and Cerwin agreed.

Herbert Fleishhacker, the financier who had underwritten the San Francisco Zoological Gardens, was a great friend of Herb Cerwin’s. He agreed to take Salvador on a private two-hour tour of the zoo. Here the artist was spurned by a tigress when he tried to pet her (“So feminine,” he concluded), and went on to enjoy a close encounter with a friendly giraffe. In the end, twenty animals were selected and nineteen were approved to be loaned for the party. (Fleishhacker, who thought the giraffe was too delicate to travel, wouldn’t let him leave the zoo.)

ON AUGUST 25, a week before the big night, Newsweek published an article comparing the Dalís to Leonardo da Vinci, who had party planned for Lorenzo de’ Medici in 1518. Four days later, the Monterey Herald ran a picture of Salvador discussing the upcoming festivities with Dorothy Spreckels, whose family had, in 1880, founded Hawaii’s sugar industry. Later that day, the local magazine Game and Gossip was allowed backstage to take photos of Salvador wearing the round, mirrored glasses Gala had picked out for him while he painted Samuel Morse’s daughter Mary’s long blond hair blue and pinned Gala’s low cut evening gown.

As the date for the party drew nearer, twenty men began work on the installation in the Del Monte’s ballroom. Two thousand pine trees culled from the timberland were placed along the ballroom walls. The hemp sacks stuffed with newspaper were hung from floor to ceiling to conjure the effect of a cave. A huge bed that had been used in the 1925 silent film The Merry Widow, starring Mae Murray, arrived from Hollywood and was arranged as the end piece of the long table. This was where Gala would be dining “in bed,” with her guests surrounded, as though in a dream, by the magical forest she and Salvador had created.

The bed was draped in red satin and velvet, its red velvet headboard flanked by two suits of armor suitable for a medieval-style joust. The wrecked car was placed where it could be viewed from the bed. Blue light bulbs were wound around poles and decorated with fir branches, transforming the grotto into a twilight zone. The animal heads, which had come from a production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, were fitted on top of the naked dummies. When the 1,200 stilettos arrived, the chef, who was coaxed into using them to serve the first course of crab and avocado salad in small paper bags, joked that the starter should have been “filet of ‘sole.’ ”

The hotel was fully booked, and reservations for the party were still flooding in. Even though Pebble Beach was a five-and-a-half-hour drive from Hollywood, Millicent Rogers, Clark Gable, Jackie Coogan, Edward G. Robinson, Bob Hope, and Bing Crosby all wanted a role in the Dalí art performance and had promised to attend. Alfred and Alma Hitchcock and a posse of millionaires, among them seventeen-year-old Gloria Vanderbilt, were flying in from the East Coast. More than one thousand people had purchased tickets to the event.

Tables had to be placed in halls and adjacent rooms beyond the ballroom, which could accommodate only a few hundred guests. Dalí decided that those seated outside could come in, walk around, and enjoy the spectacle. They would be the denizens of the forest. By noon on September 2, the preparations were complete. The shop-window mannequins with their animal heads were strategically sited. The squash and pumpkins had been ingeniously arranged as table decorations. A tame performing bear and a caged tiger were carefully placed near the trees. A porcupine in a comfortable cage became one of the centerpieces of the bed where Gala would dine with her chosen guests. White-faced capuchin monkeys romped in the shadows.

By 5:30, Dagmar had finished sewing an anatomical chart onto Salvador’s shirt for his costume. Half an hour later, a statuesque brunette model Dalí had selected to play the car wreck’s casualty arrived. She took off her clothes and lay down in the vehicle, where she was given a mild sedative and covered with leaves. Partygoers would be encouraged to peer into the wreck and admire the pretty victim. At 6:45, the hotel’s physician, Dr. Mast Wolfson, arrived to help Salvador dress the dancers in their bandage costumes. Dalí, who thought Americans were frequently in car accidents, had choreographed the “number,” in which the bandaged ballroom-dance team Charlotte Maye and Burt Harger emerged from the car wreck to perform a preternatural pas de deux.

Just before 7:00 p.m., ice sculptures of animals were placed on the tables, and fresh white magnolias were pinned to the headboard of the bed, where a glowing Gala reclined with the five-month-old lion snuggled beside her. By 7:00, the newsreel cameramen from Paramount, Pathé Newsreel, and Universal were allowed in to shoot background footage before taking their places. Life magazine was planning a special feature called “Life Goes to a Party” and had sent its top reporter, Herbert De Roose. Look was permitted early entry as well, as was Robinson Jeffers, the famous Pacific Coast poet who planned to review Dalí’s art event.

As soon as the rest of the guests, who arrived at 8:00, were settled at their assigned tables with their new animal-headed mannequin friends, they were greeted with Harger and Maye’s spooky duet. The first course, of crab in satin slippers, was served by waiters dressed as nurses and followed with a double consommé, then a choice of Sardine à la Dalí or Beefsteak Forestière with wild mushrooms. Dessert was Coupe Surréaliste, but the pièce de résistance was a covered plate offered to the actor Bob Hope. When he lifted the lid, an army of live frogs jumped out. Everyone laughed. As the finale to the dinner, Salvador, who was acting as Gala’s waiter, gallantly presented her with a jumbo Coke bottle with a very large nipple. It was filled with warm milk, and she was finally able to feed her ravenous baby lion.

There was dancing after dinner. Many of the guests wore horns or antlers. One came in a gorilla mask. Gloria Vanderbilt had little cat’s-eye sunglasses. The festivities lasted all night, and the next morning The Monterey Herald reported that “by dawn most of the best people were subconscious.” “I have attended a lot of parties, some of them quite fantastic,” Morse wrote in his memoirs, “but this one topped them all. And,” he added, Gala and Dalí “got as much publicity as we did.”

Morse was right. Thanks to their party, the Dalís’ spell had reached beyond the art world into the hearts and the minds of the American public. Within the week, millions of appreciative fans at movie theaters all over the world were entranced by the newsreel footage of Gala, whom they would remember as the captivating princess of her enchanted forest.

Naturally, many wondered who the ravishing, mysterious woman in the unicorn headdress really was.4




CHAPTER 1

FAIRY TALES AND SECRETS

Gala, who was so guarded that her friends called her “The Tower,” was famous for being mysterious. “The secret of my secrets is that I don’t tell them” was one of her favorite sayings. Even her birth date remains controversial. According to her teacher’s certificate, she was born on August 26, 1894, but Michael Stout, who became Dalí’s lawyer in the late 1970s, thinks there may be evidence that the year was really 1890.

She was born in Russia, an 8,800,000-square-mile, landlocked empire that stretched contiguously eastward from Sweden and the Baltic Sea to the Bering Strait in the Pacific Ocean, which separates Siberia from Alaska by approximately 50 miles. Three-fourths of the country was in Asia, and in the eyes of many Europeans, Russia had more in common with China than it did with them.

Ever since the first Romanov tsar, Mikhail Fyódorovich Romanov, made his father, Feodor Nikitich Romanov, head of the church in 1613, Russian Orthodoxy had been a force almost as if not more powerful than the emperor with whom it worked hand in glove. Thus, although the 350-year-old dynasty, conceived when a courtier named Roman (Yurievich Zakharyn) elevated himself by marrying his daughter Anastasia to Ivan the Terrible, was in decline, Nicholas Alexandrovich, the eighteenth consecutive Romanov to sit on the throne, believed he was God’s representative in this world. All of Russia was his personal domain. And although its people, the vast majority of whom were desperately poor manual laborers, were God’s children in heaven, he was their tsar batiushka, their “little father” on Earth.

Since Catherine the Great’s demise in 1796, the monarchy had become increasingly reactionary. It was at odds with the empire’s creatives and thinkers, and much of its nobility, as well. Major suppressions of civil rights had been triggered by the 1881 Winter Palace assassination of Nicholas’s grandfather Alexander II, who had survived six previous attacks on his life. By 1890; the political climate in Russia was palpably toxic.

Russia was the least developed of the great powers. Long after the end of Europe’s industrial revolution, it was still an agrarian economy deeply dependent on the labor of its peasants, who made up more than 30 percent of the population. Many of these were slaves bonded to federally owned communes. The country’s nonagricultural production was crude oil, sugar, and cloth. Most of the hardware, including rails, carriages, locomotives, and railroad switches for the magnificent Russian trains, world-famous through Anna Karenina, was of French manufacture. France was Russia’s closest ally, and the Russian royals, nobility, and intelligentsia all spoke to one another in French, which was considered elegant, the language of culture.

Paradoxically, although the tsarist regime censored its artists and intellectuals so harshly that many, like Ivan Turgenev, immigrated to Paris and London in the mid-1800s, Russian culture remained the jewel in the empire’s crown. Russian musicians, poets, playwrights, and novelists of the period—Tolstoy, Gogol, Dostoyevsky, Pushkin, Chekhov, and Lermontov, to name only a few—are among the greatest and most compelling creators the world has ever known.

Gala was born in Kazan, a Mongol stronghold founded in AD 1005 on the banks of the Volga River, approximately five hundred miles east of Moscow. It had flourished as a capital of the formidable Golden Horde khanate until 1552, when, after an arduous month-and-a-half-long siege, Ivan Vasilyevich IV of Moscow finally captured it and made it part of his empire, thus earning his sobriquet Ivan the Terrible (“fearsome”).

By the time Gala came into the world, almost four centuries later, Kazan was best known for its august university, where Leon Tolstoy had famously studied and from which, in 1887, Lenin was notoriously expelled for revolutionary activities. A storied, beckoning hub of knowledge and self-fulfillment, this gleaming white Parthenon-like Greek revival temple of learning dominated the entire center of the city. Unhappily, since higher education was forbidden to Jews, females, and neo-Russians, it was also a Mecca Gala would never enter. Still, she could yearn.

Christened Elena Ivanovna Diakonova in the Russian Orthodox Church, Gala was the second of four children: three years younger than her older brother, Vadim (called Vadka) and two years older than Nicolai (Kola), who was the younger son. Her sister, Lidia, was seven years her junior.

Gala’s mother, Antonine (née Deoulina), a warm and forward-thinking woman, was a trained midwife. She held a special license to teach children with disabilities and had published a series of children’s stories. Antonine was born in Omsk, a lively frontier town in southwestern Siberia, where her family operated small gold mines and where, after being sentenced to four years’ hard labor for allegedly conspiring against the tsar, that Dostoyevsky began work on The House of the Dead.1

Gala’s father, Ivan, was a civil servant in Russia’s Department of Agriculture who vanished in the snow fields of northern Siberia,2 while prospecting for gold, when Gala was either nine or ten years old. He had been an abusive alcoholic who beat his wife and neglected his children. Tellingly, there is no mention of him in the Carnets Intimes,3 Gala’s never-completed book of private memories.

Shortly after Ivan’s disappearance, something equally frightening and decisive happened to Russia. On the morning of Sunday, January 5, 1905, a large group of workers marched, as for hundreds of years had been the custom of the Russian people, to the Winter Palace in Saint Petersburg to hand a petition for alms and protection to their tsar. They were led by their priest, Father Gaipon, who had promised them clearly and with quotations from the Bible that Nicholas, who was their batiushka, would answer their entreaty if they went to him humbly, because that was his obligation before God. The workers addressed their ruler as they approached the palace: “Sire . . .” they began respectfully, “we come to you to seek justice and safety.” On orders from Nicholas, who was at his country palace, Tsarskoe Selo, playing dominoes, the imperial soldiers fired at the crowd to turn it back. Still, some sixty thousand protestors, intent on seeing the man they knew to be their true protector, managed to get through. The guards, who had been warned of insurgency, were alarmed. When the workers fell to their knees in the palace courtyard, took off their caps, and crossed themselves before their tsar, the firing began in earnest. It lasted for what seemed like eternity while one thousand kneeling, supplicant men were slaughtered. When the rifle shots were finally over and the survivors looked around at the dead and the wounded, they experienced a decisive moment of truth as their disbelief slowly changed to hatred and anger. In that moment of disillusion, the starting point to any revolution,4 the people discovered that there was no Holy Emperor. The myth of the tsar batiushka, which for time out of memory had been the crux of Romanov power, was dead.

After her children’s father disappeared, Antonine, who needed more work, moved the family to Moscow and enrolled Elena, who had previously been homeschooled, in the Potozkoi Lyceum, where the city’s intelligentsia educated their daughters. There Elena made fast friends with the sisters and future poets Anastasia and Marina Tsvetaeva, whose father, Professor Ivan Tsvetaev, had founded the Pushkin Museum. Anastasia renamed Elena “Gala,” and Marina dedicated the poem “Mother in the Garden” (“Мама в саду”) from her debut volume, Evening Album (Вечерний альбом), to her.5

IN HER FAMOUS Memoirs, published in 1971, Anastasia describes Gala as a little girl with an astonishing sense of humor and a laugh so huge it would overtake her entire body, until she was doubled up with her chin between her knees. But when something or someone displeased her, she would sneer suddenly and bolt, “turning on her heels without hesitation.” Then Gala and “Stasia” would run away, “fast as arrows,” holding hands. They shared, Anastasia remembered, everything: people, predilections, poetry, whims. She wrote of her friend, “The willfully determined curve of her lips and the devouring stare of her narrow eyes were more precious and more necessary to me than the gaze of all those others who looked at me with love.”6 Outside school, they enjoyed cozy Sunday afternoons curled up together on the little white sofa in Marina’s bedroom, sucking caramels that stuck to the roofs of their mouths. The sisters liked to talk about the grand things they would accomplish when they were older—travel, adventures, and literary triumphs. Anastasia wrote that Gala took it all in as though it were “Water of Life.” When they read Les Petites Filles Modèles, La Comtesse de Ségur’s aspirational tale of French château living, Gala, who longed to live in a castle, braided her hair down her back, like the girls in the story.

“Gala had a simple, natural independence; a pride and a dignity,” wrote Marina, “that made pity impossible. We never discussed her brilliant intelligence, which outshone her family’s poverty, the blatant absence of her father, or her shabby clothes, which always reminded me of Cinderella.”7

While she struggled to deal with the loss of her father and her new situation, Gala also drew closer to her older brother, Vadka, whom she admired and, during the years before she became a teenager, Gala and Vadka were virtually inseparable. For both siblings summer trips to visit their mother’s brother Artemi were the highlight of their troubled childhood.

Artemi lived in Tomsk, a seventeenth-century university town on the Tom River in Western Siberia, more than two thousand miles from the capital. Gala describes her excitement when the train from Moscow stopped in small rural stations where “the villagers would arrive bringing roasted wild duck, freshly baked chicken pies, and delicious raspberries and strawberries picked in the woods,” which her mother would buy for the children to eat. “Even after traveling the world,” she wrote in her diary, “I consider this the best food I have ever tasted.”8

Gala adored her uncle, whom she remembers as a colossus: “He popped one of us on each shoulder and a third on his head and went on walking and conversing with the other grown-ups as though nothing had happened.”9 Artemi, who owned a portfolio of country enterprises ranging from chalk pits to apiaries, cattle ranches, and dairies, lived near the university in a brightly painted, gingerbread-trimmed wooden town house that looked as though it belonged to the witch in Hansel and Gretel. Here he inspired Gala’s lifelong love of gambling by teaching her how to win at card games, betting green beans instead of money, and thrilled the little girl with wild tales of her grandfather, who owned small gold mines four hundred miles to the south. This patriarch took such wonderful care of his laborers that he toiled underground by their side for months at a time, during which they all suffered great deprivations to get rich as fast as possible. At the end of each work period, the miners would burst into town to blow off steam by indulging in wild orgies, feeding their horses French champagne and terrifying the good burghers, who bolted their doors to keep the revelers out.10

While Artemi tended his businesses, Gala and Vadka roamed the dense neighboring forrests. There they discovered small glowworms, large snails with brown and ivory stripes on humped shells, and, peering out of the moss in bright clusters, brilliant red-and-white spotted toadstools. Their favorite game was searching for Karl Moor, the daredevil hero of Schiller’s The Robbers, a Bavarian Robin Hood who gave up his rich lifestyle to live in the woodlands, protect the poor, and punish the powerful.11, 12

When Vadim set out to explore the Tom River, Gala, who went everywhere she could with her brother, insisted on going along. Soon they were caught in a summer squall. Their little dinghy was rapidly filling with water. Vadka rowed as hard as he could against rising waves that seemed gigantic to both panicked children. Gala kept them afloat by bailing desperately with a rusty old pail. In a stroke of pure luck: Just as the thunder and lightning began in earnest, brother and sister were saved by a group of fishermen astonished to see children out in such terrible weather.

Back home in Moscow, the duo gave themselves stomachaches from wolfing two pounds of strawberry jam left out by mistake on the dining-room table and made so much noise pretending to cross the Atlantic with Vadka as captain and Gala as sailor on an overturned table that angry neighbors complained to the janitor. They also played at being Native Americans. While Vadka and a tribe of classmates waged war in the park, Gala, as squaw, relunctantly stayed home. One day, Vadim came to her, as she describes it, “half dead, black and blue, and covered with blood.” In his role as “chieftain,” he had been taken prisoner by his enemies, who threw him into a gunnysack and beat him with sticks. When he stoically refused to cry out, his captors hit him as long and hard as they could. Not long after this incident, Vadka’s health declined. Suffering from severe asthma attacks and chronic bronchitis, he became so weak that, by the end of the school year, he had to be carried to class for his final exams, which, Gala proudly records, “he passed brilliantly.” Vadim was born, Gala writes sadly, “with the will, wit, and courage of a leader. What he lacked was the strength.”13

Tsarist Russia prohibited, and the all-powerful Orthodox Patriarchate refused to sanction, the remarriage of widows. Thus Antonine was flouting the law when, several years after Ivan’s disappearance, she married Dimitri Ilyich Gomberg in a civil ceremony and became a “fallen woman” who was “living in sin.”

Gomberg was a prominent, exceptionally well-connected Muscovite lawyer of Jewish descent. (In later life, Gala enjoyed explaining that she had acquired her business acumen and ability to negotiate from her Jewish-Armenian stepfather, who had somehow “managed to represent both the Tsar and the Bolsheviks at the same time.”) So Antonine and her children abandoned their genteel poverty when they moved into Gomberg’s spacious midtown apartment, complete with cooks, servants, and nannies: all luxuries that fourteen-year-old Gala, who was drawn to her mother’s new husband, enjoyed.

After the move, Gala, who was slight and unathletic, distanced herself from Kola and Lidia, who laughed at her for being bad at the activities—riding lessons, ice skating, and tennis—that their new “father” arranged for the children. “[My sister] was so fragile and light,” Lidia said later, “that when I was 10 and she was 17, I could carry her in my arms from the bath to the bed.”14

Gala’s brothers, who were sensitive to the social outrage their mother had committed by taking a second husband, loathed their stepfather despite his largesse, but Gala had a mind of her own. She showed her gratitude for the material advantages of their new situation by being affectionate and flirtatious with Gomberg and spending long winter evenings by the potbellied stove with her stepfather. She loved listening to him read—from Tolstoy and Pushkin, as well as Lermontov. Dimitri, who cherished his time with his stepdaughter and may in fact have been almost overly fond of her,15 readily became Gala’s adviser and mentor and, as Gala remembered, praised her so lavishly that she sometimes worried about living up to his high expectations.

When she turned fifteen, Gomberg paid for Gala to attend M.G. Brukhonenko Academy, an exclusive secondary school for girls, where she became an outstanding student with a special talent for languages. Here she excelled in French literature and expanded her knowledge of life by reading novels and poetry. It was an education that blurred the borders between fiction and fact.

Gala graduated at the top of her class with a diploma personally signed by Tsar Nicholas II. This document authorized her to work as a primary-school teacher or a private tutor. Because she was a woman, she was forbidden further formal education, but she audited literature classes at Moscow University anyway, where she discovered a strong affinity for Dostoyevsky, whose acute and poetic psychological insights fascinated her.

Lidia, who was jealous of the special attention Gomberg accorded her sister, described Gala insinuatingly as “the most practical of us all,” and Gala’s affection for Antonine’s partner was viewed as treason by both Vadim and Lidia. But Nicolai, the younger son, who went on to direct a workers’ theater in Moscow after the Revolution, saw things differently. Kola had acted out his anger at their mother’s remarriage by bringing home horrible grades and wrecking Christmas dinners picking fights with his siblings. He interpreted Gala’s behavior with Gomberg as a sign of her zest for life. “A petty, mean spirit was alien to Gala,” he insisted. “Her vitality was a quality she inherited from Mother. Our mother always had a drive toward living a full life.”16

In Carnets Intimes, Gala describes being the brunt of sibling anger and confusion. One evening, as a special treat, she and her brothers were allowed to read to each other from Lermontov’s fairy tale “Démon,” the story of an immortal fiend condemned to wander the earth in infinite isolation until he meets and falls in love with Tamara, a beautiful princess whom he ruthlessly pursues. Pitying the demon’s troubled soul, Tamara yields to his fatal embrace, but as she dies, she is wafted out of his reach to heaven, where he cannot follow. That night, after a special supper that included eggs “au diable” coddled over the gas flame of a lamp in the parlor, the children were all sent to bed much later than usual.

Very early the next morning, just before dawn, “the time when one doesn’t know if it’s night or day,” Gala writes, she woke “abruptly. I knew there was somebody beyond my bed. Thinking it might be the demon; I opened my eyes and saw that indeed there was a shadowy shape breathing heavily. To calm whatever it was, I pretended to sleep deeply. Emboldened, it came close and began to run its freezing, trembling hands the length of my pale, thin little unformed body. I cried out. Frightened it hid itself in the shadows in the corner of my room.

“I decided to wait until the sun rose to discover who this intruder might be. Lermontov’s story made me sure it was something sexual. And so the seemingly interminable fight continued. As soon as the trespasser advanced, I would make noise and it would hurry back to the darkness where it could hide. Finally, morning came and it ran away with its face in its hands. Then I saw the monster was my brother, Vadka. I was overwhelmed with dreadful shame, unqualified repulsion, an uneasy sense of superiority, and [like Tamara] agonizing compassion and concern [for my brother]. I lay rigid and sleepless until seven o’clock, when the chambermaid came to get me ready for classes. She found me ash-white and in such an awful state that she tried to keep me at home, but I protested so ferociously she finally gave in.”

After this, Gala and her brother stopped speaking. He ignored her completely during the day. At night he visited her with “a passion which—as he remained subject to humiliation, regret, and naiveté”—he never acted on.17

Gala’s description of Vadka’s attention leads the reader to believe that he never actually assaulted her. And amazingly, throughout this ordeal, perhaps in imitation of the kindhearted Tamara, Gala managed to develop not only empathy but emotional resilience and an abiding faith in her own ability to survive. She did not, however, escape trauma. “These incidents,” she wrote in her diary, “were emotionally excruciating, but I never told anyone. They were the first secret of my life.” During this period, Gala, who had always been highly reactive, grew increasingly nervous and capricious. She acquired a dry, anxious cough and probably suffered from dysmenorrhea.18

In the spring of 1912, she was sent on a restorative vacation to the Côte d’Azur, where she was visited by Anastasia, who recorded tender memories of her little friend, sunburned and merry, wiggling her bushy eyebrows and squinting her brown “Chinese” eyes to make funny faces as she imitated Stasia posing as a lady, until they both exploded into fits of wild giggles and went shopping for extravagant hats.

Back in Moscow, Gala’s cramps, mood swings, coughing, and retching got worse. On the advice of the family’s doctors, who worried these symptoms might develop into tuberculosis, her mother and stepfather decided to send her to a new sanitarium intended chiefly for patients with lung disease. Clavadel, run by a Dr. Bodmer, was located in the German part of Switzerland, just above Davos, a resort town later described by Thomas Mann as the otherworldly setting of the Berghof sanitarium in his 1924 novel The Magic Mountain.




CHAPTER 2

PAUL

At the turn of the last century, 10 percent of all urban dwellers in Europe and America died of tuberculosis, a pandemic for which no one had yet discovered a vaccine. Like many of the famous clinics established to treat the disease, Clavadel was a combination of a glittering prison—designed to keep the ailing sequestered to prevent them from infecting friends and family while they hoped for recovery—and a luxurious retreat where rich patients who were overtaxed but not physically ill could retire quietly for a rest. It was as grand as a five-star hotel.

Gala was all alone when she made the 1,600-mile train trip through the ice plains of western Russia. Huddled in a corner of her gray upholstered compartment, she listened to the laboring engine pull her far from all that was dear and familiar. As she stared out her window at the frozen horizon, hugging her small bag crammed with religious icons, stuffed animals, tarot cards, and the books she loved, she was, as she wrote later, “on the verge of a nervous breakdown.”

When she checked into Clavadel on January 12, 1913, the reason for her admission was listed as “nervous disorders.” The forty-nine other convalescing inhabitants of the clinic’s fifty balconied, south-facing rooms were by and large older, wealthy Europeans. These included prosperous Germans, Swiss-Germans, some Austrians, and one blond French teenager with a cumbersome name: Eugène Émile Paul Grindel. At five feet ten, Eugène was exactly as tall as Vadka and just slightly more slender. He had a dreamy, faraway look in his blue-gray eyes and a sexy, asymmetrical smile. Gala was so struck when she saw him that she rushed upstairs to consult her tarot. And if she drew the Knight of Wands, (the tarot’s symbol for Sagittarius, which was Eugène’s astrological sun sign) that foretells travel, true love, creativity, and ambition, she accurately predicted what the boy destined to become France’s most famous poet would bring to her life.

When pretty, round-eyed Jeanne Cousin married Clément Grindel on October 6, 1894, the groom’s five brothers welcomed her with open arms. A close-knit band of left-leaning blue-collar workers, they had watched Jeanne grow up just across the street—rue Dezobry, in Saint Denis, the worst slum on the outskirts of Paris. They were sure that their new sister-in-law, who was pious and industrious, would be happy with Clément, who was a loving, generous man. Clément was also the best educated of the siblings. When their father, François Barnabé, a construction worker, was murdered at his site by a gang of thieves, Clément had decided that office work was safer. He became an accountant.

The newlyweds promptly moved to a small apartment opposite the Saint Denis primary school at 41 boulevard de Châteaudun, where, on December 14, 1895, at 11:45 in the morning, the longed-for son of their young love was born. But it wasn’t until two years later, when the happy, outgoing toddler almost died from a sudden attack of bacterial meningitis, that, at Jeanne’s frantic insistence, anticlerical Clément agreed to baptize his son. The ceremony took place in the church of Saint-Denis-de-l’Estrée on January 1, 1897.

The Grindels were enterprising. Jeanne, who was in charge of an atelier de couture, took “Gégène” to work every morning, where the little boy played on the cutting-room floor. Years later he described these happy hours to Coco Chanel:1 “Les aiguilles du midi / Cousent la traîne du matin / Je me vois moi ma jeunesse / Parmi les couleurs volatiles” (“The needles of the afternoon / Sew the trains of the morning / I see my childhood / In [their] ever-changing colors”).

Meanwhile, Clément, who had observed that Saint Denis housing prices were on the upswing, cleverly began buying, selling, and developing neighborhood properties, and by age thirty he was well on his way to accumulating a fortune. Very soon Gégène, his “little white bunny,” would be able to have anything he wanted. And dear Jeanne could be free to devote all her time to nurturing their only child, whose precarious health was a topic of great concern to the Grindel family and especially Eugène himself, who was traumatized by his early illness and grew up worrying he would always be weak and inutile (“useless and negligible”).

The adorable invalid became an assiduous student. At six, he began bringing home prizes in literature, arithmetic, and vocabulary. His proud parents encouraged him to recite La Fontaine’s fables “The Fox and the Crow” and “The Ant and the Grasshopper” for the amusement of uncles and cousins at large Sunday dinners. Although he later remembered these performances as “awful—I had no sense of drama, I mumbled and finished off the verses too quickly”—Gégène liked being the center of attention. He also enjoyed cultural outings: to the theater, to a M. Vlabel’s dramatic poetry readings of Baudelaire and Marion, and to museums. He acquired an affinity for illustration, Aubrey Beardsley’s in particular, and drew whimsical pictures of beautiful ladies in elaborate costumes and extravagant furs. When Eugène was sixteen, he won a school prize in English, which included a trip to Southampton to improve his fluency. There, blossoming in the freedom of British port life, he crafted the beginnings of a first poem. Jeanne and Clément were happy enough with these accomplishments. They were, however, also determined that when he had obtained his brevet (a certificate similar to a high school equivalency diploma), their brilliantly creative boy would become an apprentice in his father’s flourishing business—a prospect that held no charm for Eugène.

That winter, Jeanne and Gégène vacationed in Glion, a small Swiss town near Montreux known for its pure, healthy air. There Eugène shared a sunlit room in the Victorian hotel with his mother, he enjoyed taking snapshots of Lake Geneva with his brand-new camera, and horrified both his parents by coughing up floods of blood one morning as he was brushing his teeth.

After panicked consultations with several doctors in Saint Moritz as well as Montreux and Lausanne, mother and son checked into Clavadel on December 19, 1912. Jeanne was instantly reassured by Dr. Bodmer’s solicitous manner and the clinic’s elegant atmosphere. Her husband concurred, “With the good care he will get, not to mention all the excellent food, our kid will be definitely on the mend by the end of winter,” he wrote with relief to his exhausted wife, who for once was happy to leave her little boy in the care of his doctors while she boarded the train home to her beloved Paris and Clément’s open arms.

At seventeen, Eugène was shy, spoiled, and overwhelmingly sheltered. He took all his vacations with a covey of aunts, uncles, and cousins at family houses in Nanterre at Easter and Bray-et-Lû in Val-d’Oise for summer break. At home he spent most of his time in the kitchen with his grandmother, an inspired cook whose famous plats were the delight of her family. And at school, the prestigious Lycée Colbert, to which he had been awarded a scholarship, he made only one friend, Fernand Fontaine, who was later killed in action during the First World War.

Through his first, lonely weeks in the sanitarium, Eugène felt like a misfit in the crowd of much older Germans, whose conversation he did not understand. When he met the fine-boned jolie laide from faraway Russia, he was immediately attracted to her gold-flecked eyes and masculine gait. At eighteen, she was only one year his senior and—even better—she could speak French.

Adding to his joy at this serendipitous encounter, Gala turned out to be wild, fierce, and outrageously opinionated, all of which he found utterly entrancing. When she explained to him that she preferred to spend her time with the gardener because she loathed “men with pretensions,” adding that she refused “to countenance any kind of stupidity,” Eugène found her severity charming. But when, after reading the new verses he had begun scribbling, she looked straight through him with her odd, piercing stare and declared he would become “a very great writer,” he was over the moon.

An unintentionally candid snapshot of the young couple caught off guard offers an insight into their budding relationship. Eugène, clearly dandified for his portrait in an exquisitely cut tweed jacket and a large, floppy black velvet bow tie, with his hair parted down the middle à la Oscar Wilde, exudes impish pleasure as he shuts his eyes against the flash of the camera. Meanwhile Gala, looking earnest and a bit put out, has been captured midsentence with her mouth half-open, apparently giving him an order as she perches protectively over him on the arm of his wing chair. She is dressed down in a hand-knitted turtleneck. Her hands are perfectly manicured.

Gala and Eugène became constant companions. When they weren’t being subjected to Clavadel’s weekly routine of back-whacking checkups, thermometer readings, X-rays, and freezing showers, they held hands as they explored the crystalline edges of the snowy property, where, scrambling about the mist-wreathed rocks, they searched for crows’ nests in the tall firs that rimmed the white-mountain lakes at the foot of Mount Günter.

Afternoons were spent lolling on adjacent lawn chairs in the glassed-in sun porch, sipping lemonade, getting winter suntans, and whispering to each other as time seemed to run both fast and slow. They developed a private vocabulary: When they were particularly excited and happy about something, they would say, “Hi-hi-hi.” During “quiet hours,” when all the patients were supposed to be resting their bronchial tracts in silence, Gala and Eugène passed surreptitious notes back and forth. In the evenings, there was Piper-Heidsieck, live piano music, and candlelight in the drawing room.

One day during rest period, Gala made a drawing that Eugène marked and returned to her for interpretation. It was a Cubist-style sketch in violet pencil of a young man in profile who looked like Eugène, attached to the enigmatic word “Triangulism.”2 Below this, a title printed in Gala’s very neat hand read, “Portrait of a young man—the poet at seventeen.” When Eugène asked her softly, “Who is the subject of the drawing?” she whispered back, “Today is the night you will dine with me.” “I am your disciple” came the joyful reply.

In “Nuits Partagées” (“Shared Nights”), a prose poem written to Gala twenty years later, long after she had left him for Salvador Dalí, Éluard describes how much he wishes they were still enjoying that magical evening:

Que ne puis-je encore, comme au temps de ma jeunesse, me déclarer ton disciple, que ne puis-je encore convenir avec toi que le couteau et ce qu’il coupe sont bien accordés. Le piano et le silence, l’horizon, et l’étendue.

(“If only, as in the days of my youth, I could still be your pupil, if only you and I could still be agreeing together that the knife and its meat are attuned to each other: The piano and the silence, the horizon, and the wide-open spaces.”)

Gala, who was Eugène’s superior in both education and worldliness, was a warm and generous teacher. She shared her expansive knowledge of contemporary literature and her passion for the Russian Symbolists. She was particularly enamored with the critic and novelist Andrey Bely and his friend the poet Aleksandr Blok, two men who loved the same woman and whom she loved because they reminded her of her own country. She happily taught Eugène the nuances of French poetry by reading to him from the anthologies she had brought with her from home. When they discussed current events, Gala confided her worries that the outmoded belief systems of the world’s ruling classes were paving the way to calamity. While Eastern Europe’s tottering empires were filled with unrest Metternich’s balance of power3 had crumbled. There would surely be war. Eugène comforted her with mischievous verse: “Ne pouvant pas entrer dans la voie inconnue / La vieille Humanité succombait toute nue.”

(“Unable to walk down the undiscovered roadway / Old Humanity—stripped naked—lay down and expired.”)

Gala was in love. “If I spent all my time with you,” she wrote in one of the passionate letters the pair were still exchanging two years later, “it’s that I was sure that with you, because I love you, all is pure, beautiful, and right.” Being close to him was heaven: “I need your tenderness. . . . Never regret our caresses.” Intoxicated with his love for Gala and his surging creativity, Eugène thought of changing his name. On his darling’s advice, he dropped the hefty “Eugène Émile,” picked up his grandmother’s musical surname, and was reborn: Paul Éluard.

When Gala took him costume shopping in Davos for Clavadel’s fancy-dress ball, they bought ruffs and white makeup. Paul transformed into Pierrot, a favorite character of the Symbolist poets, but instead of becoming Columbine in a tutu, Gala made herself into another Pierrot: Paul’s identical twin.4 She taught him to turn it all into poetry. Taking a leaf from Blok, whose explicitly erotic, Pierrot-centric verse had created a scandal in Moscow, Paul began writing about himself as an innocent romantic pining for sex. He also styled himself as Gala’s puppet: a reference to The Woman and the Puppet, Symbolist Pierre Louÿs’s novel about carnal obsession.

By November 1912, less than a year into their stay at Clavadel and under Gala’s guidance, Paul had produced a collection of one hundred rondels, ballads, and sonnets, including “Pierrot,” “The Ballad of Pierrot-White and Ugly,” and a sonnet called “The Wet Pierrot.” His mother was put in charge of working out the first printing with Eymard & Co., a publisher Paul had contacted during a brief visit to Paris the previous summer. On December 1, 1913, First Poems, by Paul Éluard Grindel, a 101-page volume with engravings by an illustrator named Ciolkowski and a single reproduction of a Beardsley drawing, made its debut to decent praise: Revue des Oeuvres Nouvelles de la Littérature et du Théâtre called Paul a “young poet bursting with ideas.”

Jeanne was disgruntled. In her view, poetry, like acting, was a useless, vainglorious diversion. What she and her husband both wanted was a healthy son with his feet on the ground and solid, gainful employment. Worse, when she visited Clavadel the following summer, Eugène ignored her to spend all his time canoodling with Gala. The “little Russian,” with her icons and tarot cards, was clearly a terrible influence.

Jeanne and Clément emphatically agreed that Gégène was much too young to be so deeply involved. They both wanted him to experience other women, and as Paul himself liked women in general, they enjoyed some victories in that regard. But these were short-lived. “At Clavadel,” Gala wrote to Paul three years later, “when you seemed so happy with Miss . . . I prayed to God, perhaps for the first time, that the boy I adored would come back to me. And voilà! I have you. You know,” she continued, solidifying the bond between them, “I understand these transgressions. I too have my côté putainesque [my whorish side]. When you saw me holding hands with ‘H’ and looking into his eyes, I was like you. It was only because he was pestering me. It meant nothing. You were my love always and always will be.”

Disturbed by a flurry of worried letters from his parents demanding he break up with his sweetheart, Paul went to Gala for comfort, and she knew what to say: “Your mother is really in love with you,” she observed curtly, “but when you turn 21, her consent won’t matter. We can get married then.” It was impossible for Paul to imagine his life without Gala. She was his soulmate. She was his partner. They quarreled. They made up. He pledged love eternal.

By the end of 1913, Gala and Paul had collaborated on another collection, Dialogues des Inutiles (“Conversations of the Useless”), which was published as a three-page insert in the literary magazine Oeuvres Nouvelles at the beginning of January 1914. Dialogues is a suite of fourteen breezily romantic mock-arguments between the poet and his beloved, in which Éluard takes both sides of the conversation






OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Prologue: Princess of the Forest



		Chapter 1: Fairy Tales and Secrets



		Chapter 2: Paul



		Chapter 3: War Everywhere



		Chapter 4: A Baby for Peacetime and a New Benefactor



		Chapter 5: Littérature



		Chapter 6: Max



		Chapter 7: The Doll’s House



		Chapter 8: Escape from “The Doll’s House”



		Chapter 9: Entr’acte



		Chapter 10: Salvador



		Chapter 11: Gala and Salvador



		Chapter 12: Starting Over



		Chapter 13: Paris When it Sizzles



		Chapter 14: America



		Chapter 15: Loss and Fame



		Chapter 16: Everyday Marvels



		Chapter 17: End of the Era



		Chapter 18: Exile



		Chapter 19: Metamorphosis



		Chapter 20: Expressions of Talent



		Chapter 21: Home



		Chapter 22: A Madonna in Portlligat



		Chapter 23: Turning a Page



		Chapter 24: New Frontiers



		Chapter 25: New Love



		Chapter 26: Peter Moore’s Scandal



		Chapter 27: Amanda Becomes a Rock Star, Gala is Ishtar



		Chapter 28: A Castle in Spain



		Chapter 29: Darkness and Light



		Chapter 30: Jacob’s Ladder



		Chapter 31: A Time to Reap



		Chapter 32: A Time to Rest



		Epilogue: The Last Fairy Tale



		Acknowledgments



		Notes



		Bibliography



		Index



		Picture Sections











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start













		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328











OEBPS/images/title.png
MICHELE
GERBER KLEIN

Qurveal,

The EXlraoroirary,
Life of Galn Daly





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
MICHELE

( GERBER KLEIN

The EZGasrdirary,
Life of Godn Dolf





