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Praise for Claude & Camille

“Stephanie Cowell is nothing short of masterful in writing about Claude Monet’s life and love.… Claude & Camille is both a historical novel and a romance, but Cowell’s graceful, moving treatment of Claude and Camille’s turbulent love defies categorization. It’s an enthralling story, beautifully told.… Cowell’s glimpse into Monet’s life and art is convincing and intimate … vividly portrays not just the couple and their life together, but their time and place, their world. She writes in language that is simple, elegant, and extraordinarily evocative.”

—Boston Globe

“Historic verisimilitude cuddles with bodice-ripping fancy in this diverting fictional representation of the Impressionist maverick Claude Monet and his first wife.”

—New York Times

“Cowell presents a vivid portrait of Monet’s remarkable career. She writes with intelligence and reverence for her subject matter, providing a rich exploration of the points at which life and art converged for one of history’s greatest painters.”

—BookPage

“You’ll never look at Monet’s water lilies the same way after reading Cowell’s luminous biography of the artist and his muse.”

—Romantic Times (Four stars)

“Fleshing out the artist’s biographical outline with fresh imagery, well-paced dramatic scenes, and carefully calculated dialogue, Cowell mines the tempestuous relationship of Monet and his romantic and artistic inspiration with a nimble and discerning command as she indelibly evokes the lush demimonde of 19th-century Paris.”

—Booklist

“Rich and satisfying … Cowell seems poised on the cusp of very great things.”

—January magazine

“A convincing narrative about how masterpieces are created, and a detailed portrait of a complex couple.”

—Publishers Weekly

“There’s more than one love triangle involved in this highly recommended tale. Don’t miss Claude & Camille.”

—BookLoons

“Claude & Camille will make you rethink what you thought about art, life, and love. With colorful period detail and deft emotional insight, Cowell re-creates the life of Monet and his world that adds an entirely fresh dimension to the paintings.”

—Big Think

“Claude & Camille is by far one of the most beautiful books I have ever read! … An utterly engrossing read—the kind that makes you tune out everything and has you looking forward to every free minute that you can get back to it. Poignant and touching.”

—Passages to the Past

“Like stepping into an artist’s studio and finding oneself among the great Impressionists.”

—Tea at Trianon

“Cowell has brought Monet to life and in doing so created a masterpiece of her own.”

—Muse in the Fog

“Cowell has painted her own canvas, giving readers a unique look into Monet’s life.… As I read the last words of this magnificent story, I was brokenhearted it had come to an end. Cowell’s story will forever be etched in my mind when I think of Monet.”

—Chocolate & Croissants

“I loved the book from the moment I read the first word.… Stephanie Cowell is one of those authors who has the ability to write in such a way that you feel like you’re in the places you’re reading about and almost feel shock when you move the book from your face and realize you’re still in your own living room.”

—Book Drunkard

“Reading Claude & Camille is like inhabiting an Impressionist painting filled with luscious, tactile imagery. But in this novel of passion and heartbreak, Stephanie Cowell never forgets the emotional price exacted by such vivid, trembling beauty.”

—Lauren Belfer, author of City of Light

“An engaging, lyrical, and spirited work of fiction about the great love of Monet’s life. Cowell creates a vivid world here of art, friendship, and ardent love within the Impressionist circle.”

—Harriet Scott Chessman, author of Lydia Cassatt Reading the Morning Paper

“Claude & Camille is a wonderfully absorbing and romantic novel, the story of Claude Monet’s passion for his painting and his equally passionate love for a woman who is as elusive as the water lilies that he strove to capture on canvas. This elegant novel was hard to put down, and once I did, I rushed to view Monet’s paintings with a deeper understanding. Stephanie Cowell is a wonderful writer.”

—Sandra Gulland, author of The Josephine B. Trilogy and Mistress of the Sun

“Stephanie Cowell’s new novel of art and love is focused on Claude Monet’s great passions: painting, friendship, and Camille Doncieux. With her uncanny ability to inhabit the hearts of historical characters, Cowell creates a wholly fascinating milieu as vividly as a filmmaker. She has a special gift for rendering the scene—knowing which moments excite the reader, illuminate the characters, and create memorability. I was touched by the novel’s tenderness and compassion, and moved to immerse myself in my books of Impressionist paintings.”

—Sandra Scofield, author of Opal on Dry Ground and Occasions of Sin

“A novel as luminous as a Monet landscape. Cowell shows the reader the world through the great artist’s eyes and paints a dazzling portrait of a passionate young man struggling to become the towering Impressionist we revere.”

—Ellen Feldman, author of Scottsboro, short-listed for the Orange Prize

“With elegant prose that blends color, light, and shadow to perfection, much as Monet did in his canvases, Stephanie Cowell offers us a gorgeously rendered tale of love, genius, and haunting loss set against the dramatic backdrop of a world on the verge of inescapable change.”

—C. W. Gortner, author of The Last Queen

“Stephanie Cowell’s Monet and his Camille are achingly real, and the miserable garrets of Paris where they struggle to survive are so sensitively portrayed, you can almost smell the paint. Cowell sweeps the reader up into a story as dazzling and turbulent as the art whose creation she depicts.”

—Laurel Corona, author of The Four Seasons

“Claude & Camille offers a fascinating look at nineteenth-century Paris, the bohemian lives of the Impressionists, and their struggle to create a new way of seeing the world. From Parisian ateliers to Giverny’s lush gardens, Stephanie Cowell paints an unforgettable portrait of Claude Monet and the two passions that framed his life: his beautiful, tragic wife, Camille, and his pursuit of art.”

—Christi Phillips, author of The Devlin Diary

“So often, while reading Claude & Camille, I felt I had stepped into Monet’s world and then through it into his paintings. Cowell movingly explores themes of friendship, love, betrayal; hardship, endurance, dedication; and the challenges innovators in the arts confront.”

—Mitchell J. Kaplan, author of By Fire, By Water
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Prelude

GIVERNY
July 1908

DULL LATE-AFTERNOON LIGHT GLITTERED ON THE hanging copper pots in the kitchen where the old painter sat with his wine, smoking a cigarette, a letter angrily crumpled on the table in front of him. Through the open window he could hear the sound of a few flies buzzing near one of the flower beds, and the voices of the gardener and his son, who were talking softly as they pushed their wheelbarrow over the paths of the vast garden.

He had meant to paint his water lily pond again, but after the letter had come he could do nothing. Even now, he felt the bitter words rising from the ink. “Why do you write me after all these years, Monet? I still hold you responsible for the death of my sister, Camille. There can be no communication between us.”

Outside, the day was ending, smelling of sweet grass and roses. He swallowed the last of his wine and stood suddenly, smoothing the letter and thrusting it in his pocket. “You foolish woman,” he said under his breath. “You never understood.”

Head lowered, he made his way up the stairs to the top floor, under the sloping attic roof, and down the hall to the locked door. He had worked in this small studio briefly when he first moved here years before and could not remember the last time he had gone inside.

Dust lay on the half-used tubes of paint on the table; palette knives and brushes of every size rested in jars. Rolled canvas and wood for stretchers leaned against a wall. Past the table stood a second door, which opened to a smaller room with another easel and an old blue-velvet-upholstered armchair. He lowered himself onto the chair, hands on his knees, and looked about him.

The room was filled with pictures of Camille.

There was one of her embroidering in the garden with a child at her feet, and another of her reading on the grass with her back against a tree, the sun coming through the leaves onto her pale dress. She was as elusive as light. You tried to grasp it and it moved; you tried to wrap your arms around it and found it gone.

It had been many years since he had found her in the bookshop. He saw himself then, handsome enough, with a dark beard, dark eyes flickering, swaggering a bit—a young man who did not doubt himself for long and yet who under it all was a little shy. The exact words they spoke to each other that day were lost to him; when he tried to remember, they faded. He recalled clearly, though, the breathless tone of her voice, the bones of her lovely neck, and her long fingers, and that she stammered slightly.

There she stood in his first portrait of her, when she was just nineteen, wearing the green promenade dress with the long train behind her, looking over her shoulder, beautiful, disdainful, as she had appeared nearly half a century before. He rose and lightly touched the canvas. Sometimes he dreamt he held her; that he would turn in bed and she would be there. But she was gone, and he was old. Nearly seventy. Only cool paint met his fingers. “Ma très chère …”

Darkness started to fall, dimming the paintings. He felt the letter in his pocket. “I loved you so,” he said. “I never would have had it turn out as it did. You were with all of us when we began; you gave us courage. These gardens at Giverny are for you, but I’m old and you’re forever young and will never see them. I’ll write your sister again at her shop in Paris. She must understand; she must know how it was.”

Outside, twilight was falling on the gardens, and the water lilies would be closing for the night. He wiped his eyes and sat for a time to calm himself. Looking around once more, he left the studio and slowly descended the stairs.




Part One


1857–1861
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I have so much fire in me and so many plans. I always want the impossible. Take clear water with grass waving at the bottom. It’s wonderful to look at, but to try to paint it is enough to make one insane.

—CLAUDE MONET



IN THE TOWN OF LE HAVRE THE HARBOR WATER CHANGED color every hour; sometimes it was bright blue-green, sometimes exhausted gray, and other times a mysterious inky black. Boats creaked against their anchors, from great English ships with towering masts to little shabby fishing boats, wind-worn and piled with soggy nets. The wind always carried the smell of salt and fresh, slippery fish, which spilled out daily on the wet rough wharf boards. The ropes were every shade of brown.

Seventeen-year-old Claude Monet strolled down the main street in his dark suit and starched lace cuffs, his thick dark hair tucked beneath his jaunty hat and an artist’s portfolio under his arm.

Pushing open the creaking door of the art-supply shop, he called out, “Bonjour, monsieur!”

Old Gravier limped from the shadows illuminated by a few oil lamps. “There you are!” he exclaimed. “Did you bring more of your work to sell?”

Claude dropped the portfolio on the counter and lifted his new caricatures, drawn with huge heads and minuscule twigs of bodies in the popular Parisian style.

The old man chuckled, showing his broken, tobacco-stained front teeth. “You clever boy!” he lisped. “Yes, people will pay well for these. Commissions come in every day for you. Can you go to this address first thing in the morning? The gentleman who lives there is eager to have his caricature made. He’s the father of your friend Marc from your lycée, which hasn’t yet let out for today, I believe.”

“Hasn’t it?” Claude replied airily, taking the address and ignoring the subtle inquiry. He turned away to glance out the window and down the street to where ships bobbed in the water, their masts moving back and forth. Someone was coming past the shop and in through the door. Who is it? he thought, a little uneasily. Ah, no one much! Only Eugene Boudin, one of several local painters who haunted the area with an easel weighing down his shoulder, always wearing the same clothes and shapeless brown hat. He was perhaps forty; friends said you could set a firecracker off near him when he was painting and he’d never hear it.

As Boudin walked across the floor, nodding pleasantly to them, the closing door created a sudden small wind, which lifted a few sheets of drawing paper from Claude’s portfolio. The young man dropped hastily to his knees to retrieve them.

“Bonjour, Monet,” Boudin said. “Allow me to help.” He also stooped to retrieve a paper that had blown against the counter and glanced at it. Stroking his beard, he studied a chalk sketch of boats. “But what have we here?” he asked, surprised. “Is this yours?”

“It’s mine. Merci!” Claude replied stiffly, holding out his hand.

“But it’s very good indeed. I didn’t know you drew seriously.”

“Oh, I don’t draw seriously,” Claude replied as he put his drawing away. “I just do it for my amusement between my real work.”

“Your real work?”

“Yes. I intend to be the most famous caricaturist in France.”

Boudin began to sift through a large wood box of oil paint tubes that Gravier had brought him. He weighed a few in his hand, his face thoughtful. Looking up at Claude again, he asked, “So that satisfies you, eh? But come! You’ve never tried oils or landscapes?”

Claude sensed both artist and shopkeeper waiting for his answer. He shrugged. “Landscapes, monsieur, such as you do? Standing outside in all weather to paint? That doesn’t interest me.”

Boudin shook his head. “Look here, then,” he said. “Try it once and you might change your mind. I’m going to paint at dawn tomorrow, and I invite you to come with me. I’ll bring an extra easel and supplies. Meet me in front of this shop at five in the morning.”

“It is unreasonable to go anywhere at that hour, monsieur.”

“It is totally unreasonable.” Boudin touched his chosen paint tubes with love and carefully laid money on the counter to pay for them. “Accept it as a challenge if you like.”

“Why of course, monsieur,” Claude replied calmly. “Five in the morning, as you say. I don’t suppose it’s as hard as all that.”

HE WALKED AWAY more quickly from the shop, glancing toward the wharf, where his father’s business stood. Not for the world would he go that way. Things were bad between them.

It had not always been so. When Claude was younger, he had adored his father and loved to run down to the nautical-supply shop, delighting in the cut-glass inkwell, the pens, the samples of brittle ropes hanging from nails, the tin boxes of hard bread. He would go after school, climbing on his father’s lap, being sent at last to the confectioner’s to bring back cakes with hazelnut cream to eat on the desk between the accounting books. Then came the harsh quarrels of the last few years, his sarcasm and poor marks in school, the bitter confrontations. There was also his exemplary older brother, Léon, who was turning out (as his father said) the way a man should.

So much had changed since those early days. Then, his father and mother had slept lovingly in one room; for two or three years now they had separated into their own bedchambers. He knew the cause. Claude hunched his shoulders as he climbed the hill to their house in the Ingouville neighborhood above the harbor, breathing harder for his anger and clutching his portfolio as if to defend himself. His mother was delicate, sweet, and too kind for this world. She should never have been the wife of a tradesman but of some great man who would have appreciated her love of the arts and her gift of empathy; she was tenderly warm, welcoming all, from their friends to the beggar at the back door.

As he approached his large house up the path and walked through his mother’s rose garden, he made his decisions on how best to manage the evening before him. Guests would be coming tonight for the monthly musicale; if he did not descend until they arrived and escaped upstairs again before they left, he could avoid the irksome problem of speaking with either his father or his newly married brother.

His shapely young cousin would be coming as well; that would likely make the evening bearable.

Claude mounted the stairs to his room two at a time and closed the door behind him. This room was his alone since his brother had moved away; with its narrow bed, washstand, and well-worn copies of novels, poetry, and plays on the shelf and in piles on the floor, it served as his refuge. He had also tacked some of his caricatures on the wall near magazine pages of women dressed in the latest Parisian haute couture of wide crinolines and embellished silk evening dresses.

Glancing at his small desk, he saw his schoolbooks waiting for him and, with sudden disgust, thrust them under the bed. Why had old Gravier asked him that stupid question? He put it from his mind as not worth thinking of at this moment and lay down to read a favorite novel.

Hours later, when darkness was falling and the clock below struck its melancholy eight times for the hour, he heard the voices of their guests for the musicale, dressed in his evening suit and shirt with lace cuffs, and sauntered downstairs to the parlor. Gaslight shone on the embroidered chair seats, the silk wallpaper, and the good French piano. He noted also the plentiful supply of wine.

Adolphe Monet stood near an oval portrait of his own mother on the wall, feet slightly turned out while his eyes darted about as if looking for someone to whom to explain his work. There was something irritatingly humble in his need to let all know that he did well by his family. With him stood Claude’s older brother, Léon, already slightly round-shouldered, with his pale, dull new wife.

Claude frowned. I must keep to the other side of the room, he thought, and slip away if he comes near me.

He drank a full glass of wine to fortify himself.

A dozen or more guests had arrived, including his fifteen-year-old cousin, Marguerite, in a long dress of sandy pink, her flaxen hair in curls, her wide mouth smiling at him. She was always daring him with her blue eyes. He sat by her on the sofa, trying to capture her fingers with his. “The price of ship rigging …” his father was saying.

Rigging to hang oneself, Claude thought, his hand now entwined with the girl’s smaller, moist one.

Claude’s mother arranged her skirts to sit at the piano. She began to sing, her older, widowed sister, Claude’s aunt Lecadre, standing near to add a soft contralto harmony. Madame Monet called, “Sing with me, Oscar,” and Claude released his cousin’s hand with a last squeeze and leapt up, bowing extravagantly to the general applause of the room. He pulled a chair next to the piano. Amid all the guests he felt his father watching him as he sang. À la claire fontaine, m’en allant promener… Ily a longtemps que je t’aime. By the clear fountain I walked; I’ve loved you for a long time.

He had had too much wine already. His youthful baritone faltered. A few other people had come in, and behind them the Latin master from his lycée. Who had invited him? Claude rose and walked to the side table, where he poured brandy; then he returned to the sofa and sank down onto it to join the girl again, frowning. The room was suddenly stuffy, and he unfastened his top shirt button.

She giggled. “You’re drunk.”

“I need air. Come with me.” He rose, pulling her through the room and outside the house to the now darkened rose garden. He urged her around to the shed and kissed her mouth, his other hand feeling for her little breasts under the whalebones of her corset. More singing came through the window, and laughter.

“Oh don’t, Oscar! Non, s’il te plaît!” She giggled as he pushed her against the wall of the shed.

His father had appeared on the house steps, holding a lantern, which he shined here and there in the flowers until the light moved to the shed wall. “There you are!” Adolphe Monet whispered angrily. “What the hell are you doing? I’ve just been informed that you’ve been in school only a few times this past month and that you’re likely to fail the year. And you, young lady!”

He seized Claude’s arm, and the girl fled.

Enraged, Claude shook his father off. “I’ll do what I like!” he cried. “Just as long as I’m not like you! I know about your mistress and what it’s done to my mother!” Their voices rose above the music.

Avoiding his father’s blow, he ran back up the steps, past the guests, and to his room. There he spilled open the box of money he kept on his desk, and the coins rolled and clanked to the floor. He would be wealthy and take his mother away and they would live together and be happy. He felt the girl’s lips on his and the smell of the flowers and was angry and full of longing, and then he threw up harshly from the brandy.

HE AWOKE TO sweet early darkness, that time when you should embrace the pillow and sleep hours more. Through the first birdsong he heard the sound of persistent tapping. He buried his head again, though the housekeeper, Hannah, was calling his name from outside the door, saying, “You asked me to wake you, Master Claude! You’re to go out with that painter fellow. Your father’s still asleep.”

Claude recalled last night’s confrontation in the garden. The last thing he wanted to do today was paint a stupid landscape. He threw on some old clothes and made his way down the hill, swinging his lantern.

The light showed the closed shop and the dark figure in front of it: Boudin, and beside him a wheelbarrow with two easels. I’ll tell him I’m not interested and go back to bed, he thought.

Boudin’s face came into view as Claude approached. “Slept late?” the painter asked. “A landscapist is up before dawn. Is everything all right?”

Oh, what the devil! thought Claude, and he answered, “Yes, why shouldn’t it be? I had a little too much wine last night, that’s all. Come on!”

How strange to walk through the town so early with only a few signs of people waking. The fishermen were just putting their boats piled with nets out to sea in the harbor beyond. Smoke rose from a few chimneys. As they walked on with the heavy wheelbarrow, even these houses fell away, and they found themselves on a dirt path with the first gray light of dawn rising over the fields. A grove of apple trees emerged before them, their blossoms scattered on the ground like ghosts.

Boudin began setting up the easels.

Claude looked around. “Here?” he asked incredulously. “We’re painting here? There’s nothing but trees, and beyond that fields and more trees.”

The painter stopped his work and threw up his hands, his face no longer placid. He exclaimed, “Is that all you see before you, Monet? Perhaps I was mistaken to allow you to come with me today. Perhaps you haven’t much of a gift after all. It begins badly! A painter does not drink late before rising early, not to mention that you kept me waiting for some time.”

Claude flushed as he accepted the palette and brushes. He stared from the dim apple trees to the empty canvas on the easel before him. What was this odd man in his muddy shoes fussing about? Landscapes! It was only a matter of putting the right color paint in the right place. Then he could win the challenge and go home to bed. By that time, his father would have left for work.

The rising day was emerging behind the trees, and the dark tips of the leaves began to glimmer. “It keeps moving!” Claude exclaimed after half an hour, pushing back his hair with the crook of his arm. “You didn’t tell me about this. How am I supposed to do this if the air keeps moving and changing and the light changes?”

The sun rose high above, warming him and the earth. His legs and right arm ached, his head pounded, and his eyes hurt from looking. A few hours later when he stepped back to study what he had done, he saw merely clumsy strokes of paint. The green was wrong. It had been right before and now it was wrong. If only the colors would stay the same; if only the air would stay the same!

“Pas mal—not bad at all for a start,” Boudin commented, standing behind Claude to look at his canvas. “Your line’s good because you draw well, but painting is … ah, painting! If you keep going, you will improve. Eventually you may reveal a little of your heart.”

“That’s not what a man does, is it?” Claude replied bluntly. “My father says that. I think he’s right in that at least.”

They stopped only once, for some bread and cheese and wine that the older painter had packed. By early afternoon, they both were tired. Claude shook Boudin’s hand and limped back home, where he fell into bed and slept until morning.

When he opened his eyes he saw the painting on his bureau. The oddest thing was that as he gazed at it still half asleep, it seemed to gaze back at him. He rose somewhat shyly and approached it. Why, there’s nothing there! he thought. It’s all dead. Yet now a few branches of a tree seemed alive. There was a stiff cotton cloud and he thought, Perhaps I could make that a little better, as if it lived. Perhaps I could.

He looked down at his hands, intrigued.

Later that day Claude walked down to Gravier’s shop.

He moved down the aisles full of fat metal tubes of English paints, their thick colors dabbed on a wood board to identify them. Near the back were canvases stretched on plain wood frames, as well as rolls of unstretched canvas, leaning like rugs against a wall. Another aisle held thick pads of paper, smaller sketchbooks, jars of pencils, crumbling pastels in a wood box, brushes that ranged from the most slender sable for ink drawings to ones as wide as his hand. There were boxes of watercolor pigment, each little square separate from its fellows; palette knives of several sizes in a jar; palettes of every shape.

What could I do with these supplies? he thought. What could I do? I may be terrible at it, but I have to try. He felt this with every muscle of his slender chest.

A few days later he discovered Eugène Boudin on the wharf with his easel, painting the boats. “Monsieur,” Claude said politely, “I’d like to study with you if you’ll have me.”

The painter did not turn from his work, though he blinked a few times. He said finally, “I’m delighted, Monet. And the caricatures?”

“Maybe later.”

That spring Claude went everywhere with the older artist. The two of them painted in Honfleur across the estuary, and they painted the estuary itself. It was oils for Claude, and the occasional red chalk or pastels. Wherever he looked he saw shadow, shape, and color, things receding and rushing toward him again, and each day he thought, Today I’ll manage it; today I’ll seize it all. Yet each day he felt he was beginning again. What he saw today made yesterday’s work rubbish.

In the evening, during the peaceful hour before his father came home from work, Claude sat in the parlor with his mother as she embroidered. “I’m going to Paris one day to study,” he told her. “Would you come away from him for a while to stay with me? We’d go to the opera and the ballet.” By the lamplight, he looked at her more closely. Her face was in profile to him, and he could see that her neck was thinner under her high lace collar and her hands more fragile.

“What, aren’t you eating?” he demanded.

“I am, but I know I’m losing weight.”

The clock ticked; outside, the wind blew the trees and he breathed deeply to push away the sudden fear. He lowered his voice stubbornly and said, “You’ll come to Paris with me.”

FROM THAT DAY he did not cease to worry about her. Every morning when he left the house early to paint, he looked back at the window of her room, but the closed shutters told him nothing. She’ll be in the parlor when I return this evening, he told himself, and I’ll show her what I’ve done.

He forced himself to concentrate on his painting, but the moment he ceased, his thoughts returned home. Then he stared at the half-finished canvas on his easel and cried, “The harder I work, the more I want from it. How long will it take me to be good?”

“It takes all your life, Claude.”

“There isn’t enough time. I’m worried about my mother. There’s the doctor coming in and out this whole month and no one tells me anything. And today I’m so uneasy I can’t do any more. I’ve got to go home and see how she is.”

As he hurried in the door, Aunt Lecadre was coming down the stairs, and when he climbed to meet her, her wrinkled face and pale mouth made her look as if all joy had seeped from her. “No one tells me things!” he whispered, looking up the darkness of the stairs to the landing.

“Claude, dearest, we hoped it wasn’t so.”

He rushed up past her. Wherever he looked, the hall turned into lines and colors and the shadows blended. In the bedroom, he pushed past the doctor and threw himself on the bed, burying his face in his mother’s loose hair.

Two weeks later Claude listened to the earth fall on her coffin like measured blows. He broke from his family around the open grave and ran up the hill until he could not run anymore. Under a group of trees he felt that dreadful rising breath in his throat that warned him that his grief could not be kept down. Holding on to a tree, he wept so harshly he felt his chest would break apart.

The house in Ingouville fell silent but for Claude playing songs softly on the piano in the small hours of the night until his father called down, “Stop!”

A few days after the funeral he went into his mother’s bedroom and put his face in her dresses, which hung in the wardrobe. He took out the gloves from her glove box and laid them on the bed. I never painted her, he thought bitterly. She saw only the very beginning of what I could do. I was going to paint the garden for her as a birthday present, and now it’s too late. I was right that there wasn’t enough time.

From behind his father’s closed bedroom door he heard no sound.

FOR THE NEXT few years he did little but paint. Sometimes he took food and stayed away for days, sleeping in little houses or inns. He and Boudin walked and painted together.

As they put their brushes away one late afternoon, Boudin said, “Listen, my young friend. You’re twenty now, and I can’t teach you much more. Go to Paris to study. Speak to your father.”

“He won’t approve,” Claude said. “Since I left school, he’s been urging me to join him in the shop. But I’ll ask again.” He wiped the sand from his feet, put on his socks and shoes, and walked back to the wharf and his father’s shop of nautical supplies.

Adolphe Monet looked up sharply from behind his desk under the hanging lanterns and ropes. “There you are, boy!” he cried. “This very morning one of the fishermen informed me you were sleeping with his daughter and wants to know when you’ll marry her. I haven’t laid eyes on you in a week, I told him.”

He tore off his spectacles, which fell on his papers. “Damn it, Claude!” he shouted, slapping the desk hard with both hands. “You’re gone when I get up and asleep when I come home. You’re throwing your life away and leaving me here to work alone, though I’m growing old and you know it! And you don’t earn so much as a franc from this new obsession. Landscapes!”

“I want to go to Paris to study art.”

Aunt Lecadre hurried toward them through the crates, looking anxiously from one to the other. Claude snatched up her rough hand and kissed it. “Talk to him, Tante! You must!” he begged. “I can’t put it off any longer. I’ve got to go to Paris. If I fail, I’ll come home again. I promise.”

The tall old woman touched his cheek. “Alors, Adolphe!” she said. “Let him go for a time and see what he makes of it. You know how mad I was about painting as a girl. I have artist friends in Paris. They could find him lodging.”

“I won’t give him any money!”

Claude said hotly, “I don’t need your money; I have a lot of my own left from my caricatures.”

Adolphe Monet felt for his spectacles amid the papers. “Then go,” he said wearily. “Perhaps things will blow over with your girl here by then. I tell you, though, my son: you’ll be back.”


1861–1862
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When I’ve painted a woman’s bottom so that I want to touch it, then the painting is finished.

—AUGUSTE RENOIR



IT WAS THE IMMENSITY OF IT HE COULD NOT HAVE IMAGINED: Paris, where the emperor and his wife rode through the streets in their carriage, where mansions and palaces rubbed walls with hovels. Thousands of cafés, their windows painted with wine advertisements; thousands of alleys, whose brick houses were pasted with posters. Filth ran in the streets in one neighborhood while those in others were washed daily; in stately green parks, sunlight danced through the trees onto the women’s fine dresses and onto the feathers and silk flowers on their hats. Clean, bright children skipped about with hoops. He had never seen so many people in his life.

About him whole neighborhoods were being torn down, and magnificent boulevards with elegant terraced houses were being erected, the work of the emperor’s deputy, Haussmann, who had vowed to make this cramped medieval city the most beautiful in Europe. Claude had read about it in the news journals for years.

He would not go straight to the room that his aunt had arranged for him to have in Pigalle; no, he would go first to the annual state Salon of French artists in the Palais de l’Industrie on the Right Bank. He got lost twice, and his arms were aching from carrying his suitcase and easel when he finally found it and, for a small fee, walked inside and climbed the broad stairs to the exhibition hall.

Claude moved carefully from room to room, gazing at the hundreds of canvases hung from floor to ceiling. Sculptures of dying heroes and quivering virgins loomed above him; it was not the sort of art he liked at all, for he found it artificial and suffocating. But here and there, amid huge, old-fashioned paintings of allegories of the gods, he found the bright, humble paintings of the artists of whom Boudin had spoken—Corot, Daubigny, Delacroix, Millet—with their dreamy forests, fields of hay, and a house by a canal at twilight that seemed to glow with an unearthly radiance. All were painted not within studio walls but outside, en plein air, in wet, cold, or glorious sun. He felt he did not stand there looking at them but instead that he stepped inside, where the light gathered about him. This is art, he thought, almost touching the canvases. This is the new, true way; this is the path I will follow.

The next morning he joined a small school to learn.

A model posed naked on a stand. Dust lay on everything, clinging to the windowsills and the lamps. The other thirty students seated on benches at the stained tables hardly bothered to look at him. Claude took his pad and charcoal and began, sometimes working quickly, sometimes erasing with a bit of rolled bread.

Many hours later when he left, he was so tired he could hardly climb the seven flights to his room in Pigalle. By his oil lamp, he saw that his lace cuffs were gray with charcoal. He washed them in the cold water of the basin and draped them over the back of a chair. All about him, every angle and every color was more vivid than before. Even the chair with the drying cuffs and the worn wicker bottom cried out to him. He lay down and covered his eyes with his arm.

He walked to the studio every day, passing the new horse-drawn omnibuses that made their way through the rubble of wrecked neighborhoods and across the bridge to the Left Bank. At night he went home alone, too overwhelmed to speak with anyone.

Boudin had told him last summer, “The only thing I see you lack, Claude, is humility. When you learn that, you will do your best.” Claude winced, thinking of it as he walked through the darkening streets. I’m humble enough, he thought wistfully. It should come easier.

HE WAS YOUNG, and he had not left sensuality behind; it followed him here, it hung about the studio. Amid the chalk and dust at the long tables of the art school, he looked from the model’s rich breasts to the few demurely clothed female art students who diligently sketched her. Seated quite close to him on his bench was a plump, blond student from the Netherlands called Damek; he could feel the warmth of her leg against his trousers.

When he looked up from his sketchbook one warm afternoon, a male model stood where the lovely female had lately displayed her beauty; he was not, however, naked, but wore large white under-drawers. At that moment Damek pressed so near to Claude that he felt the edge of her breasts. “Because women study here too, the government says it’s not decent to let us see what’s between a man’s legs,” she said. Her voice dropped discreetly lower as she felt for her charcoal. “I wouldn’t mind seeing what’s between yours, Monet. Shall we? I don’t live far away.”

The chalky air stood still for him. “I only sleep with duchesses and maids; a duchess’s maid would be ideal,” he blurted as coolly as he could.

She closed her sketchbook sharply. “Oh, very well, then!” she whispered. “Keep what’s there to yourself.”

He leapt up as she took her things and hurried from the class. He caught her on the stairs, taking her in his arms and kissing her long and hard. “Actually,” he gasped, “what I have is best shared, and I assure you, it’s more than worth a look.”

In her boardinghouse room, they latched the door. He was in her then, thrusting hard, gasping. After, Damek lay naked beneath him wonderfully contented, her finger running slowly down his bare back.

He took her again. The strange sensation came to him then: he was with her in the height of their shared sexuality—laughing, grasping, pulling together—and then they fell apart and the intensity was but a memory. It was the same with his painting. There was his passion, and then his energy was spent; he tried to hold it in and it was gone, leaving an odd sadness for his loss of power.

“This certainly does not mean,” he said practically as he buttoned his shirt at last, “that we’re falling in love. I’m so glad you agree.”

They were lovers through the hot summer when the class emptied and the city sweltered, and they remained lovers as autumn came on and then the winds of winter. He bought coal for his own fireplace as seldom as possible to save money, and he sometimes sat with his back against it, wrapped in blankets, reading. He bought sausages so cheap they tasted of fat and wood. One franc purchased a jug of bitter wine. Almost all his money went to canvases and paints. The room had a few rats, but they were friendly. He wrote home that he was doing brilliantly.

He was making friends.

“There’s a café in the Batignolles district on the Right Bank where a bunch of us go,” a cheerful, thin student told him after class. They stood in the street and shook charcoal-smudged hands. The dark-skinned young man wore his usual workman’s blue smock and always looked as if he needed a good meal. “Pierre-Auguste Renoir,” he said, introducing himself. “I used to paint china but gave it up for canvases. My saintly widowed mother and many sisters are pinning all their hopes on my success! Allons-y! Come on!”

The windows of the Café Guerbois in Batignolles were dirty, the letters half worn away from the advertisement for wine painted directly on the glass. Claude recognized a few students seated around a long, cracked marble table. Their coats hung on hooks on the wall above them.

One man with a long, black rabbinical beard spoke with the cadence of the West Indies. “Jacob-Abraham-Camille Pissarro,” he said, introducing himself. “Plaisir! You don’t want to sit next to my friend Cézanne from Provence because he hasn’t changed his clothes in two months. Perhaps it’s a custom there in the south.”

“You merde; this shirt is new,” growled the dark painter.

Édouard Manet extended his pale hand to shake Claude’s. Manet was the only one of them who had already gained some public recognition. He painted scandalously provocative nudes. Claude had seen him walking brusquely down the street in his top hat, swinging his walking stick as if clearing the street before him.

As the waiter took their order, Claude felt for his money. He was burning through it at a great rate with art supplies and presents for Damek, but he did not worry. Well, here I am, he thought. My path is clear before me. I’ll keep working until I’m good enough to be accepted by the annual Salon and I begin to earn a living. Nothing can stand in my way.

He ordered sausages, cheese, and wine for all and began to tell them about the sky in Normandy. Of his family he said nothing: the one he loved was in the ground and he could never speak of her.

The artists met several times a week. They always carried paint boxes or sketchbooks and sometimes tied canvases; they came from painting the cold winter river, trying for a portrait commission, or persuading some framer to let them have credit and display their work in his window. Except for Pissarro they were all under thirty.

Around the café table, they talked all at once, shouting one another down and then listening quietly, nodding their heads before breaking into argument again. They spoke of perspective and shadow, brushwork, priming, layers of paint, leaves dancing in the wind, the fresh colors of a woman’s bare arm, darkening skies over the water, mist on the roofs of village houses, and fields of new wheat. They discussed the shape of Parisian rooftops and the many colors of snow that lay over them this winter.

A new student from the school walked into the café one rainy day, bending to accommodate his height as he came through the door. He had a wide, crooked, endearing smile and such a wispy beard and mustache that it looked as if he had just been blown in from a storm. “Jean-Frédéric Bazille, from Montpellier,” he said in his light bass voice when they all shook hands. “I’m a medical student, but my only love is painting. I shall murder all my patients through incompetence!”

He blinked as he shook Claude’s hand, suddenly serious and a little shy. “I saw your work in class, Monet. You’re good!”

CLAUDE STROLLED HOME on a late spring evening and was halfway up the stairs when a hoarse voice called him down. The concierge did not take the cigarette out of her mouth but waved a thick letter in the air. Claude took it, mounting the stairs more slowly now. It had been forwarded by his family and bore the stamp of the department of the army at Le Havre. Inside his crowded room, he read the letter.

For a few hours he walked back and forth in the dark until the seamstress below shouted up for him to stop. When he finally fell into bed he did not sleep but stared at the cracked ceiling in the dim glow of the streetlamp far below.

Claude caught the morning train back to Le Havre in a crowded third-class compartment with a family who ate garlic sausage and drank thick wine. Arriving in midafternoon, he trudged up the hill to his family house. He felt he had been away for years.

He washed in the basin in his old room and paced again to calm himself. At eight he would go down. He studied himself in the bedroom mirror, arranging his face, trying to find an expression between indifference and self-assurance. That had been his face at seventeen, and he did not know where it had gone. He passed his hand over his mouth, but it was no use. Damn it, then, he thought, descending the stairs two steps at a time at the sound of the dinner bell.

Gaslight illuminated the photograph of his mother on the wall. The long polished table with its ten chairs now seated only his father on one side and his aunt in her white, frilled matron’s cap on the other. He kissed them and sat down before his soup.

“So you received the letter we forwarded,” his aunt said.

“I did, dear aunt, and I came at once.”

She shook her head, her soupspoon poised in the air. “Oh, Claude, such bad luck that your name was called in the army lottery! So many other boys here escaped it. We understand your training is to be in our French colony in Algiers. The seven years will pass quickly, we hope.”

“But surely you don’t expect me to go!” he exclaimed, appalled. “It will only cost you a thousand francs to buy me out. I don’t doubt you’ll do so. I’m on my way to great success!”

He waited in the silence, only the gas lamp sputtering.

His aunt and father were looking at each other.

“Yes,” said his aunt reflectively at last, fingering the edge of the embroidered tablecloth. “We have been discussing your prospects, dear Oscar. Paris is full of thousands of artists, I’m told. And you haven’t sold anything yet. We know also that you’ve met a Danish girl there; one of my old friends heard from your teacher. You oughtn’t be thinking of les filles. No, it won’t do. A thousand francs is a huge sum.”

“However,” his father said, clearing his throat, “if you stay here and work with me, we’ll buy you out. You can paint on Sundays. Many men do.”

Claude put down his napkin and stood up abruptly, startling Hannah, who was waiting with the dish of chicken. “Then I will go into the army,” he said coldly. “I will never waste my life in a dark shop selling nautical supplies.”
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