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[from p. 227] 

 

Paris skies yellow 

Reflections in the Seine 

 

 Frida is chatting in a corner with Jacqueline Lamba, having greeted her with the effusion 

reserved for lovers when they were reunited. She left New York after the New Year’s celebrations, 

reluctant to be parted from Nick. For her, 1939 will start in this city on the far side of the world. Paris. 

Raucous. Constricted. Full of a disturbing, unfamiliar feverishness. Since her arrival she has been a 

guest of André Breton and Jacqueline, at 42 rue Fontaine. Here she is, then, in the very heart of the 

city, in Montmartre, the place Diego has harped on about so much with memories of his heroic youth 

and his duels as a misunderstood genius. She feels she knows its history in more intimate detail than 

even Breton does, not that he holds back at all, telling her that Degas used to live very close to his 

house, as did Toulouse-Lautrec, and Bizet composed Carmen at number 26, et caetera. The Bretons 

live in a small fourth-floor apartment-cum-artist’s-studio tucked away behind the blinding façade of 

the Théâtre Aux menus plaisirs. Quite a junk shop! Every inch of its crumbling walls is covered with 

friends’ paintings, photographs, African masks, ramshackle piles of books or some gigantic idol 

brought back from their travels. If she didn’t find Breton so annoying, she might almost love this 

shambles. And, as it is every evening, the overfilled apartment is abuzz with people distributed 

between the sagging sofa, a simmering saucepan and various makeshift stools. André does a tally of 

his troops, looking to Frida like a king surrounded by his jesters. But king of what? To her mind, these 

French intellectuals are ridiculous. They seem so pleased with themselves on their decaying little 

continent, their rancid degenerate Europe, with Franco in Spain, Mussolini in Italy and Hitler in 

Germany. There’s talk here of imminent war, and yet they carry on pontificating pointlessly from 

morning till night, traipsing from one café to another, doing nothing but spout implausible words as 

they stir their coffee rhythmically with tiny spoons. The surrealists. A pack of over-talkative pedants, 

in her view. Frida loathes them. She loathes this ill-lit apartment where she has to sleep on an 

improvised bed shoehorned between piles of paper covered in scribblings and a clutter of rickety 

curiosities; she loathes Paris and this language that she doesn’t understand! Breton sold her the idea 

of an exhibition of her work, and nothing’s happening. He hasn’t collected her paintings, which are 

still being held in customs; he hasn’t found a gallery for the exhibition; and he doesn’t have a sou to 

his name. He’s even asked Frida to lend him money. She’s been here three weeks now, and she feels 

trapped, such a long way from Diego to whom she sends endless letters, missives she decorates with 

lipstick, poking colourful feathers into it. His replies tell her to hold on but not hold back, to absorb 
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the smell of bistros, the wafts of croissants baking in the middle of the night, the thudding racket of 

musicians in the clubs on the rue de Douai, to go on picnics and to pick flowers in Montmartre 

cemetery – in other words to make the most of this city that he so loved. 

 

 Luckily, Frida has Jacqueline, her incendiary blond, a dear familiar face amid all this 

strangeness, someone who takes care of her like the tenderest of friends, and more sometimes, in full 

view of a somewhat disconcerted Breton. This evening the two women are discussing a painting that 

Frida finished on her crossing to France. Frida would like to include it in her exhibition, if and when 

señor Breton finally consents to get up off his backside and find a venue. The painting is about Dorothy 

Hale’s suicide. After the opening night of her New York show, Frida had a long conversation with Clare 

Luce, a friend of Dorothy’s who agreed to commission her to paint a portrait of the deceased socialite, 

with the intention of giving the painting to Dorothy’s mother. Clare was editor-in-chief of Vanity Fair 

and had been one of the too-beautiful-to-die Dorothy’s closest friends. One evening when she and 

Frida had talked about the incident over a last drink, Claire had confided a secret that was eating away 

at her: she had been giving Dorothy money. The situation had started to get difficult and she’d urged 

her friend to find some sort of paid employment and haul herself out of her sequin-spangled lethargy. 

She also told her she should go and see Bernie Baruch to ask him for work. 

 A few days later, Clare happened to be strolling around Bergdorf Goodman, looking at samples 

of made-to-order dresses and stopped beside a breath-taking evening gown. The price tag was 

indecent, and the over-talkative salesgirl confided that Mrs. Dorothy Hale had just placed an order for 

one. Was all that money loaned for her rent being thrown away on luxurious clothes? Dorothy really 

was criminally reckless! When Dorothy called the next day to invite Clare to her supposed leaving 

party, Clare refused the invitation. She would have liked to tell her how angry she was but opted 

instead to give her the cold shoulder and simply said she wasn’t free. All the same, Dorothy asked her 

opinion about which dress she should wear. Clare curbed her fury at this excessive frivolity and told 

her to wear the black velvet one that suited her so well. After all, if Dorothy was going away for a 

while, she would at least stop borrowing money from her so there was no point in initiating a heated 

exchange that would leave them on bad terms. 

 That same evening Dorothy threw herself out of the window. 

 

 Clare had wept as she related this to Frida, and added that Bernie had fortuitously told her a 

little about their last conversation, and his advice that Dorothy should buy a lavish outfit to find herself 

a husband – advice that had come hand in hand with a gift of one thousand dollars. 

 This outfit was the sole same gown from Bergdorf Goodman that Dorothy would never 

actually have an opportunity to wear. 

 

 Frida gave Jacqueline the whole story when she showed her the painting. The story of a 

woman who’s been told that all she’s good for now is virtually prostituting herself to find a husband 

as soon as possible, a woman whose brilliance and whose demise were both contained within her 
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achingly pretty little face. The painting represents the majestic verticality of Hampshire House which 

dominates the image even though it is caught, almost drowning, in disturbing wisps of mist that 

obscure any potential city skyline. In the background is a tiny body falling from a window slightly larger 

than the others, a human-shaped smudge with its head still uppermost; in closer perspective, partly 

obfuscated in the clouds, a woman’s body is clearly identifiable, with its head down this time, mid fall 

but the face – the glorious face – is impassive. 

 In the foreground Dorothy Hale lies on the ground, as if onstage in a theatre, almost in the 

viewer’s arms. She has no shoes, one of her feet lolls outside the frame, as if she might fall further, 

but outside the painting this time, as if it were up to us to stroke this naked foot to warm it. Her face 

is intact, a Madonna of the silver screen looking you right in the eye, a guilty perfection tarnished only 

by a trickle of blood from her right ear to her mouth. She is wearing a black dress. And pinned to her 

chest – sumptuous and still bright with life – is a spray of yellow roses.  

 Her blood spreads beyond the surrounding frame. Women’s blood, you’re beautiful so keep 

your mouth shut; the blood of women driven to distraction by the frantic desire they arouse. 

 “I’ve never seen anything like that in a painting, Frida.” 

 “I’ve painted a gloomy portrait, Jacqueline, a portrait of Dorothy Hale.” 

 Breton calls the two women over to break up their private conversation, irritated by their 

tight-knit bond that leaves him feeling excluded, as does anything beyond his control. The men – some 

ten of them shoehorned into the Bretons’ two-room apartment – are playing “exquisite corpse” in 

amongst the full ashtrays and bottles of Bordeaux, when André decides to start another game: truth 

or dare. Players are asked intrusive questions and, if they refuse to answer, are given a dare. Frida is 

happy to take on the challenge. Paul Éluard asks her how old she is, and Frida replies very simply that 

they will never know the answer to that question. A dare, a dare! 

 “Very well,” Breton says to Frida, “then you must make love to the chair you’re sitting on.” 

 

 Frida doesn’t say a word. She puts down her cigarette, very slowly pulls up her skirt, revealing 

her bare feet, slender red-nailed little feet that start to caress the bars of the chair with venomous, 

ape-like female gestures. A deafening silence settles over the room as the Mexican guest gradually 

goes into a trance, coaxing with suggestive expressions, pulsing against the armrests, seeking out 

every curve to mould herself to it, rocking and tipping backwards in a choreography of urgent desire, 

the tension builds in time with Frida’s cries which grow louder and louder, more and more specific as 

this graceful agile woman contorts herself in an impressive coupling with an inanimate object. Right 

through to the climax. 

 As beautiful as the chance encounter of a sewing machine and an umbrella on a dissecting 

table, that windbag Breton might comment rapturously.  

 The gathered surrealists are lost for words.  

 “Any more questions?” Frida asks, her neck slick with sweat. 


