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The life story of the bohemian socialite who rebelled against her famous family and became a

renowned art collector.Peggy Guggenheim was the ultimate self-invented woman, a cultural

mover and shaker who broke away from her poor-little-rich-girl origins to shape a life for herself

as the enfant terrible of the art world. Her visionary Art of This Century gallery in New York,

which brought together the European surrealist artists with the American abstract

expressionists, was an epoch-shaking “happening” at the center of its time. In Mistress of

Modernism, Mary V. Dearborn draws upon her unprecedented access to the Guggenheim

family, friends, and papers to craft a “thorough biography . . . [that] will appeal to art lovers

interested in more than the paint” (Publishers Weekly). “With drive and clarity, Dearborn charts

Guggenheim’s peripatetic life,” offering rich insight into Peggy’s traumatic childhood in German-

Jewish “Our Crowd” New York, her self-education in the ways of art and artists, her caustic

battles with other art-collecting Guggenheims, and her legendary sexual appetites (her lovers

included Max Ernst, Samuel Beckett, and Marcel Duchamp, to name just a few) (Booklist).

Here too is a poignant portrait of Peggy’s last years as l’ultima dogaressa—the last (female)

doge—in her palazzo in Venice, where her collection still draws thousands of visitors every

year. Mistress of Modernism is the first definitive biography of Peggy Guggenheim, whose wit,

passion, and provocative legacy Dearborn brings compellingly to life.
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this book for a long five years, mostly because I have enjoyed the work so thoroughly that I did

not want it to end. It was the people who made writing the life of Peggy Guggenheim such an

interesting and congenial project. The list of those to thank is long, and inevitably I have left

people out; my apologies to those I've overlooked.I made new friends: John Hohnsbeen, an

indispensable source, a kindred soul, and a believer in Peggy; Anne Dunn; Charles and Lenore

Seliger; the extraordinary Francis V. O'Connor; the late David Gascoyne and his wife, Judy;

Sara Havelock-Allen; Domingo de la Cueva (who introduced me to prosecco); and the

incomparable Lyle Bongé of Biloxi. Relatives of Peggy whom I have interviewed include John

King-Farlow, Nicolas Hélion, and Barbara Benita Shukman. Pegeen Vail's second husband,

Ralph Rumney (1934–2002), was a dear and unforgettable resource. His son, Sandro Rumney,

and Karole Vail, Sindbad Vail's daughter, were both extremely helpful and always gracious and

insightful about my project; I am particularly grateful to them for their generosity in supplying or

authorizing the use of photographs, and for granting me permission to quote from their

grandmother's unpublished writing.Art historians who helped me include Avis Berman, Ingrid

Schaffner, Roger Conover, Francis Nauman, Mel Lader, Francis V. O'Connor, Helen Harrison,

Roberta Tarbell, and Dore Ashton. Artists whom I have interviewed, some of whom showed at

or visited Peggy's New York gallery, include Paul Resika, Charles Seliger, Peter Ruta, David

Loeffler Smith, Al Kroesch, and Philip Pavia. Thanks also to Ethel Baziotes, the late Lillian

Kiesler, Suzanne Ruta, and Natalie Pavia. I owe a great debt to other biographers, many of

whom are or have become friends: Calvin Tomkins (Marcel Duchamp); Carolyn Burke (Mina

Loy and Lee Miller); Marion Meade; Ken Silverman; Brenda Wineapple; John Szwed (Miles

Davis); Julia Van Haafeten (Berenice Abbott); Jane Dunn (Antonia White); Cressida Connolly

(the Garman sisters); Valerie Grove (Dodie Smith); Florence Rubenfeld (Clement Greenberg);

Joan Mellen (Kay Boyle); William Feaver (Lucian Freud); Richard Greene (Edith Sitwell); Karl

Orend (Henry Miller), and, especially, Noël Riley Fitch (Julia Child).I am very grateful to those

who knew Peggy and shared what they knew (many of whom I've mentioned above): Peter

Lauritzen, Fred Licht, Tom Messer, Margot Waldman, Giselle Waldman, Colin Webster Watson,



Jacqueline Ventadour Hélion, Edmund White, David and Marian Porter, Jock Stockwell,

Baroness Maria Theresá Rubin de Cervin, the late Charles Henri Ford (with the help of Indra

B. Tanang), James Lord, John Loring, Eileen Finletter, Manina, Joan Fitzgerald, Alan Ansen,

Marc Dachy, Yasmin David, Judith Malina and Hanon Reznikov, Iris Owens, Yoko Ono (with the

help of John Hendricks), Philip Johnson, Donald Windham, and Marilyn Sorrel.Those who

helped me with questions, untangled knots for me, or gave me good press and/or information

include the late Billy Klüver and Julie Martin; Jonathan Bayer; Chris Busa; Sandra Chait;

Pierluigi Consagra; Ron Hogan; Laura Kuhn (and Rita Putnam); Mimi Roberts; Ron Stocker,

Helen Harrison; Judith (Kiki) Malin (and Rebecca Lieb); Ben Heller; Sylvie Mettetal; Steven

Beyer; Sigrid Falton; Sandra Kraskin; Judith Gutman; Kathleen Raine; Timothy Baum; Dierdre

Connolly; James Mayor; Kathleen Flanagan, Richard Kostelanetz, Mary Wesley, Michael C. D.

Macdonald, and Lyndall Passerini Hopkinson. Freda Hamric has been an excellent researcher

at the University of Texas in Austin.The Peggy Guggenheim Collection (PGC) in Venice has

been more than helpful. I especially want to thank Philip Rylands and his wife, Jane Turner

Rylands, who have been wonderful hosts; both also provided memories of Peggy that have

been essential. The PGC mounted a show in September 2003 about Peggy Guggenheim and

Frederick Kiesler, the visionary designer of Art of This Century (Peggy's New York gallery

during World War II), which was extremely revelatory. My deepest thanks go to two curators

who put the show together, at different Guggenheims, Jasper Sharp (of Venice) and Susan

Davidson (of New York); as well as the designer who brilliantly reconstructed the gallery in

models and an accomplished essay, Don Quaintance; and Dieter Bogner of the Frederick

Kiesler Foundation.Through Barbara Loeb Kennedy, in a felicitous turn, I found that I am

related to the Guggenheims (by marriage only, so not at all). Barbara led me to the wonderful

Susan Sandberg, who is the daughter of the gifted photographer Marjorie Content, my

grandmother's first cousin. Content, part owner of Sunwise Turn, the innovative bookstore that

employed Peggy in 1919, was married to Peggy's cousin Harold Loeb, Barbara Loeb

Kennedy's uncle.I happily thank some archivists: L. Rebecca Melvin Johnson in Special

Collections, University of Delaware Library; Beth Alvarez in Special Collections, University of

Maryland Libraries; David Koch and Katy Salzman at Southern Illinois University; Judy Throm

at the Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution; Christa Aube at the Art Institute of

Chicago; Wim de Wit at the Getty Research Institute; Ruth Long at Cambridge University; Sara

Hodson at the Huntington Library; Margaret M. Sherry at Princeton University Library; Chris

Petter at the University of Victoria; and Tara Wengler at the Harry Ransom Center for the

Humanities Research Center, University of Texas, Austin. For help with photographs, I want to

thank Carolyn McMahon from AP / Wide World Photos, Sydona Barrett from the University of

Oklahoma, Lara Adler from Bettmann / Corbis, Dean Rogers of Vassar, Rona Tuccillo of Getty

Images, Beth Krieger from the Calhoun School, Tara Schindler at Yale, Natalie Evans, and,

most especially, Cindy Johnson at Commerce Graphics, the Berenice Abbott archive.I was

fortunate to rent, for a week in May 2003, a vacation cottage that was an outbuilding of Hayford

Hall, the estate in Devon that Peggy and John Holms took for two summers in 1931 and 1932,

where they held an idyllic, very literate house party, on the edge of Dartmoor. My thanks to

Carol and Clive Richardson, my hosts; the Hayford Hall groundskeeper, David Wright; and

Malcolm Dunstan and his wife, Kate, the current owners of Hayford Hall.I am very grateful to

those who read the manuscript or parts of it and offered comments: Meryl Altman, Dick and

Tommy Dearborn, Tina Ruyter, Anne Dunn, David Gratt, John Hohnsbeen, Francis V.

O'Connor, Charles Seliger, and Philip Rylands, as well as those who organized the 2003–2004

Frederick Kiesler show at the PGC. Erik La Prade, the authority on Charles Henri Ford, added



a new dimension to my research and has generally aided and enriched my efforts. Also I must

thank those friends who put up with me: Ruah Donnelly, Meryl Altman, Mary B. Campbell,

Shirley King, Keith Nightenhelser, Warren Johnson, Tina Ruyter, Martin Hurwitz, Joe Markulin,

Dan Rosenblatt and James Pritchard, Jay Gertzman, Val Clark, Mark SaFranko, and Lisa

Greenwald.I am, as always, grateful to my peerless agent, Georges Borchardt; and I thank

Janet Silver, who believed in this book; Deanne Urmy, my very talented and resourceful editor;

Walter Vatter, the book's excellent publicist; and Jayne Yaffe Kemp, who cleaned everything up

and helped me say what I meant to say. Melissa Grella was efficient and smart throughout and

deserves kudos.My greatest debt is to Eric Laursen, my dear companion of nineteen years and

the keenest of editors.MARY V. DEARBORNNEW YORK CITY, MARCH 2004ContentsList of
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Mondrian, Max Ernst, Amédée Ozenfant, André Breton, Fernand Léger, Berenice Abbott,

Stanley William Hayter, Leonora Carrington, Frederick Kiesler, Kurt Seligmann (Marcel

Duchamp Archives. Courtesy of the Philadelphia Museum of Art)Peggy on a piece of Frederick
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Photos)Peggy's autobiography: front jacket art by Max Ernst, back by Jackson Pollock. The Dial

Press, New York, 1946 (Private collection)Pegeen, around the time of her marriage to the artist

Jean Hélion, circa 1943 (Private collection)Jacqueline Ventadour with her husband, Sindbad,
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photos (Private collection)PrologueSUNDAY DINNER, SUMMER 1941:SOJOURN ON THE

COAST OF PORTUGALHAVING RECENTLY FLED German-occupied France, Peggy

Guggenheim found herself on a Sunday afternoon in late June 1941 holding court at a large

table in the dining room of a Portuguese resort hotel, surrounded by a motley band of friends

and family, including a painter, a writer, an ex-husband, children, and others who were

depending on her to get them out of wartime Europe. They were cooling their heels in Estoril, a

resort town on what was once known as the Portuguese Riviera and home to exiled European

royalty, including Juan de Bonbon of Spain, Karl von Habsburg of the former Austro-Hungarian

Empire, and King Carol of Romania, which lent a certain frisson to the Guggenheim party's

experience. The town lay between the small coastal fishing village of Cascais and Lisbon, the

latter near enough so that members of Peggy's party could make forays there to try to

determine when their enforced exile would end—for Estoril was just a way station on the

journey to America. For the past three weeks they had been waiting for passenger lists that

would tell them when they could, all eleven of them, get passage on a Pan American Clipper

flight bound for America.Lisbon at that time was the single most important point of embarkation

for refugees from Europe who wanted to go to the United States. Portugal was a neutral

country, and more than 70,000 refugees passed through the port during the war. In the 1942

Hollywood classic Casablanca, Lisbon is the destination for the refugees stranded in Morocco.

Because of its transatlantic connections, and because it was a city crowded with foreigners of

all nationalities, it became a rendezvous spot for spies and a hotbed of intrigue.It is difficult to

overstate the anxieties of those wishing to flee the Nazis—not to mention the fears of the Jews

among them. One observer took measure of the atmosphere on a train heading for Lisbon after

the war commenced: "Outside the sun beats down in muggy waves, but inside ... fear—like a

blanket of dark cobwebs—lies over the lives of the passengers. Fear that visas may expire

before a destination can be reached. Fear that each new border check might bring a gruff order

to get off the train and turn back. Fear that scanty funds may not last until a safe place is

reached in the New World. Fear that an outbreak of war in a new theater will slam the gates to

freedom at the last moment. Fears by the hundreds—by the thousands." The Guggenheim

party was not immune to such fears; just keeping their papers together was an anxiety-ridden

chore.Most refugees got out of Lisbon when they could, and many of them went to America.

The war saw a torrent of them making their way to the United States, through Lisbon or

through Marseilles, another jumping-off point. In the French city, the American intellectual

Varian Fry ran the Emergency Rescue Committee, which conspired to help refugees from a list

of two hundred mysteriously given to him in the States. Fry risked everything as he

maneuvered around and away from the Gestapo and the Vichy police to secure passage to the

United States—usually through Lisbon—for the writer Hannah Arendt, the painters Marc

Chagall and Max Ernst, the harpsichordist Wanda Landowska, and the sculptor Jacques



Lipchitz, among many others.Peggy Guggenheim—herself, as a Jew, in a very vulnerable

position—had aided Fry materially, giving the committee 500,000 francs in December 1940:

she also arranged and paid for the flight to the United States of André Breton and his family.

The surrealist potentate, whom Peggy would support for a good part of his stay in America,

would reassemble his court around Art of This Century, Peggy's wartime gallery in New York

City. Among the other artists seeking haven in New York were Chagall, the Chilean-born

Roberto Matta Echaurren, Yves Tanguy, André Masson, and Kurt Seligmann. In fact, Peggy's

gallery would become a place where the European refugees could meet with emerging

American artists like Jackson Pollock, Mark Rothko, and Robert Motherwell in a heady mix of

cross-pollination and creative collaboration, out of which came abstract expressionism, and

which saw the center of the art world move from Paris to New York City.The year before Peggy

and her party arrived in Lisbon, as a German invasion threatened, she had tried desperately to

find ways to preserve her remarkable trove of surrealist and abstract art, which would serve as

the anchor of her New York gallery and which by then included, she wrote, "a Kandinsky,

several Klees and Picabias, a Cubist Braque, a Gris, a Léger, a Gleizes, a Marcoussis, a

Delaunay, two Futurists, a Severini, a Balla, a Van Doesburg, and a 'De Stijl' Mondrian. Among

the surrealist paintings were those of Miró, Max Ernst, Chirico, Tanguy, Dalí, Magritte and

Brauner. The sculpture [included] works by Brancusi, Lipchitz, Laurens, Pevsner, Giacometti,

Moore, and Arp." When the Louvre declined to store the collection, a museum director in

Grenoble had agreed to show it and to store it afterward, but he kept putting off the exhibit.

Finally, a shipping agent and family friend suggested that she wrap up all her artworks with the

rest of her possessions—dishes, furniture, and her car—and send them to America as

"household goods."The woman who assembled this remarkable collection was not a

conventional collector or patron. Peggy had found her vocation within the larger frame of a life

in quest of a personality separate from the confining world of her prominent and wealthy family.

Instead of a respectable marriage and a stable home, she had opted for an itinerant life with a

succession of male companions, friends, and hangers-on in the literary and artistic circles of

France and the United Kingdom. The entourage she took with her on her constant travels

across Europe—and now to America—was an inextricable part of her life, for better or for

worse. Out of these circumstances Peggy became one of the most colorful figures in the

expatriate community of the 1920s and 1930s, and her New York endeavor would prove the

most distinctive and individual in America in the 1940s. The collection she assembled

represented her iconoclasm: decidedly modern art, heavily surrealistic, a genre that was

sexually and ideologically confrontational. She had been brought up on old masters. True, her

uncle Solomon Guggenheim was collecting the works that would form the backbone of his

Museum of Non-Objective Painting—later the Guggenheim Museum in the Frank Lloyd Wright

building on Fifth Avenue in New York—but he was thought to be eccentric himself, and at any

rate he thoroughly disapproved of his niece having a career in the first place, not to mention

dealing in modern art.The party in the hotel dining room on a summer Sunday made a

decidedly unconventional family picture. Peggy, at the center, was then forty-two and had

maintained her attractive, slim figure; her build was delicate in the wrists and ankles, and she

waved her hands when she talked, giving her an air of fragility and vulnerability. She could be a

strikingly handsome woman, with raven black hair and bright blue eyes, but her crudely applied

makeup—a crimson gash for her mouth—and her famously ugly nose marred her looks. She

spoke in vaguely English-sounding, plummy tones, her voice often dryly amused, radiating an

ironic air that masked an underlying insecurity about how others regarded her.With Peggy in

Portugal was her ex-husband Laurence Vail, a hard-drinking literary and artistic dabbler,



equipped with a volatile temper but a wonderful sense of fun. Once known for his yellow mane,

Laurence wore his light, receding hair long on top but clipped underneath, giving him a boyish

air even in his late forties. He too had striking blue eyes, and his large, aquiline nose, rather

than detracting from his appearance, made him look distinguished. He was a naturally graceful

man. In group conversation, he was witty and ebullient, and in one-on-one discussion he was

capable of creating a rare intimacy. He was also very much the proud papa, affectionate toward

his large brood.With Vail was his second wife, the writer Kay Boyle, a beautiful and patrician

American who had managed to curb her husband's scenes by throwing impressive ones of her

own. Kay was at the hotel with the others reluctantly. She spent the rest of the week in a Lisbon

clinic, supposedly because of a sinus infection but really to escape family turmoil. Kay intended

to divorce Laurence as soon as she got to the States and to marry her new lover, an Austrian

baron named Joseph Franckenstein.Between Peggy and Kay there was no love lost. Kay had

urged Laurence to obtain custody of their two children by any means possible, including

dredging up some nasty gossip about Peggy's family in an attempt to prove that all

Guggenheim women were crazy, unfit mothers. Laurence eventually won custody of their son,

Sindbad, and inevitably Kay and Peggy fought a tug of war over him and later, over Laurence

and Peggy's daughter, Pegeen.In Estoril, the assorted children, however appreciative of the

drama of their situation, were themselves going through difficult passages, especially Peggy's

children, Sindbad and Pegeen, eighteen and sixteen respectively. Pegeen, a beautiful blond girl

who projected a lost, otherworldly vulnerability, inherited her mother's mannerisms, including a

habit of drawing her mouth inward and downward when she laughed. She had bonded deeply

with Kay and defended her stepmother's actions—which was hard on Peggy. And Sindbad told

Kay, "You haven't only ruined one man's life. You've ruined two!" With Kay's departure, he felt

that he was losing the only real mother he knew. Sindbad, with soulful, large eyes, was darkly

handsome, having inherited the paternal, not the maternal, nose. This summer, he was

obsessed with losing his virginity, a burden he did not want to bring to America. The adults

made this a topic of much amused conversation—Peggy urged her son to forswear the local

girls, from whom he might acquire a venereal disease.One member of the group, Pegeen's

close friend Jacqueline Ventadour, fifteen, had fallen in love with Sindbad, creating another

subject for gossip among the adults. But Sindbad was still in love with Yvonne Kuhn (the sister

of Pegeen's first lover) from the previous summer at Lake Annecy in the French Alps, and paid

no notice to Jacqueline's attentions.The fourth adult in the ménage was the surrealist artist

Max Ernst, Peggy's latest lover. She had met the German painter just two months before in

Marseilles, when they were all arranging for their departures for the United States. Peggy had

fallen in love with the strikingly handsome Max, who, with his long whitish blond locks, piercing

blue eyes, and beaky nose, closely resembled a younger Laurence. Max had allowed Peggy to

take him in tow, grateful to her for making it possible for him to get an emergency exit visa,

despite a stay in a French internment camp, as well as for paying his way—for which Peggy,

driving a hard bargain, got her pick of his artworks. Yet Max was inscrutable. Sometimes

boisterous, he could also be frigid and taciturn, emitting waves of European displeasure. With

his aloof manner, he kept Peggy guessing. A believer in personal anarchy, he introduced a wild,

unpredictable note into a household that already contained enough conflict to keep it at the

brink of chaos. On this Sunday, his hair was dyed blue—he had soaked it in mouthwash—to

the children's delight and the grownups' titillation; yet he made no reference to the hue of his

hair. Max could be a little frightening, especially to the children; just that morning, Kay and

Laurence's daughter, the twelve-year-old Apple, had seen him naked in front of the mirror in his

room, solemnly applying the blue to his hair.Peggy was dismayed by what she felt was Max's



lingering affection for the English painter Leonora Carrington, who had turned up in Lisbon

independently. Yet, as she wrote in her memoir, "I soon had a definite feeling that my life with

[Max] was not yet over." One evening Peggy and Max went over to nearby Cascais, and Peggy

took a nude midnight swim: Max implored her to come out of the water, as the sea at night

looked threatening and the sight of the naked Peggy bobbing in the black waves frightened

him. Afterward, Peggy dried herself with her chemise and they made love on the rocks.

Repairing to a nearby chichi hotel bar, Peggy hung her chemise on the bar railing to dry as

they sipped their brandy. "Max loved my unconventionalities," Peggy later recorded.That

evening in late June, Peggy sat, as was her custom, at the head of the great table, with Max on

one side and Laurence on the other. Kay, sitting next to the various children, tended to them

and generally ignored the other adults, though at one point she piped up to tell Peggy she had

heard a rumor that the ship carrying Peggy's art collection to the United States had sunk, a

malicious remark she repeated several times during the group's long wait in Portugal. Peggy

had been greatly relieved when she saw her collection off for America, but now her relief gave

way to worry about its safe passage. Her father had gone down with the Titanic, and Peggy

had a deep mistrust of boats."Our life in the hotel was rather strange," Peggy later wrote fondly.

She hugely enjoyed the confusion their seating arrangement caused the hotel staff. "No one

knew whose wife I was or what connection Kay ... had with us," Peggy wrote. Once, the hotel's

head porter—nicknamed, by Laurence, Edward the Seventh, because of his resemblance to

the English king—took a telephone call from Peggy with information about when her train

would arrive in Estoril. "[H]e guessed my dilemma and, not knowing to whom I wanted the

message delivered, went to the dining room and facing both Laurence and Max, said

impersonally, 'Madam arrives on the nine o'clock train.'"It was no accident that Peggy took the

presiding post at the table. It was she who was paying the $550 Clipper fare (roughly more

than $6,000 in today's currency) for everyone in her party, with the exception of Jacqueline

Ventadour. In Marseilles, the wartime hub of visa activity and travel arrangements for those

seeking to leave Europe, she had arranged for her party's travel documents and for money

from the Banque de France to be transferred to her account, and she made sure that

everyone's passports registered the sums.What this footloose, unconventional, gypsyish

collection of expatriates had in common was Peggy. She was the glue that held them

together.The entire band would be going to America because they had to, not because they

wanted to. Peggy, Kay, and Laurence—Laurence especially, having grown up in Europe—had

adapted themselves to expatriate life. They viewed the United States (from a distance) as

commercialistic and tawdry, devoted exclusively to business. Max was essentially stateless and

had been for some time; there was no place for him in Germany or in any other European

country for that matter. He would go where the winds of change carried him. Peggy, however

much she may have dreaded revisiting the city of her childhood, had been frustrated by the

shutdown of her artistic efforts by the war and saw only possibility in a new life in America. She

and her collection, she hoped, would find a worthy home, and Peggy could continue a life

among artists and other creative people.It was in Europe that Peggy Guggenheim had

asserted her independence and begun to sketch out a role for herself as a patron, collector,

and occasional savior to a generation of modernists. With her marriage to Laurence at twenty-

four in 1922, Peggy had put behind her what she considered a ridiculously conventional and

confining destiny as the daughter of a prominent family in New York's old guard German-

Jewish elite, exchanging it for a life among artists and writers in Europe. Marriage to Laurence

was a round of adventures, but many of them were sordid. Too often, Peggy felt she was living

the life of the idle rich, and she wanted more—to be engagée, actively on the scene of artistic



or literary production. Divorcing Laurence, she had moved on to the man she considered the

love of her life, John Holms, a would-be writer and literary critic, and they surrounded

themselves with writers, most notably Djuna Barnes and British critics such as Edwin

Muir.Peggy was trying out possible destinies for a woman of independent means in the

twentieth century. Not until she turned forty, in 1938, four and a half years after Holms's sudden

death, had she begun to see her way. She opened a London art gallery, Guggenheim Jeune,

which became, despite her inexperience, an overnight success. For two years Peggy exhibited

the best in modern art, giving shows to Tanguy and Kandinsky and displaying sculpture by

Brancusi, Moore, Arp, Calder, and Pevsner, among others, developing the habit of buying at

least one piece from every show. When the gallery failed to realize a profit, she closed its doors

and attempted to open a museum of modern art in London, setting a higher goal for herself.

She came to collecting motivated in part by economics, reasoning that in Europe's threatening

climate artwork could be had for rock-bottom prices. With an eye toward amassing a personal

collection that could be the basis for her museum, she took advice from Marcel Duchamp, who

had assisted her at Guggenheim Jeune, and later from Howard Putzel, an astute American art

dealer, and set out to buy, as she put it, "a picture a day."In France, with invasion threatening

after the outbreak of war, Peggy gave up the idea of a museum—for the time being—and put

her collection in storage. She roamed around the country, toying with the idea of opening an

artists' colony but really marking time until her departure became inevitable. When she had

turned forty, coincidental with the start of her career as an art patron, Peggy had begun to take

lovers. She chose them from the literary and artistic milieux she knew; they included, among

others, Samuel Beckett (perhaps the closest she came to a true match), Tanguy, Brancusi, the

British surrealist Julian Trevelyan, and James Joyce's son, Giorgio. Some of these affairs were

more difficult than others, but sexual freedom energized Peggy and gave her a new vitality. All

the while she supported—financially—her growing and colorful caravan of family and protégés,

including Djuna Barnes, Laurence Vail, the anarchofeminist Emma Goldman, and now, in

Portugal, Max Ernst. Sometimes the world whispered, and she heard the whispers. But she

chose to disregard conventional morality and the gossip of those who seemed to her

excessively narrow-minded and prudish.Peggy had come to Europe twenty-one years before

and, except for very occasional family visits, she had never looked back. In June 1941, from

her temporary perch outside Lisbon, America loomed disconcertingly ahead again. In a sense,

she was following her art collection, for increasingly that was what defined her. It gave her

confidence, a gift to one whose life thus far had been riddled with personal insecurity. Though

she had little inkling of what awaited her in New York, and no idea of the full role she had yet to

play in twentieth-century art, she knew she would have to rely on that confidence.1. Fortunes

and FamilyPEGGY GUGGENHEIM viewed the Seligmans, her mother's side of her family, as

"peculiar, if not mad." Her ancestors displayed unconventional sexual practices (and an

openness about them) and remarkably eccentric behavior that suggested a streak of downright

lunacy. By the time of Peggy's birth in 1898, however, this budding merchant banking dynasty

had established itself as a pillar of the German-Jewish community in New York City, whose

Edwardian and august members of the aristocracy have been given the soubriquet "our crowd"

by the popular historian Stephen Birmingham in his book of the same name. Characterized by

ambitious and at the same time philanthropic patriarchs with many children and large extended

families and by women who dedicated themselves to pursuits of the most haut bourgeois (teas,

family gatherings, European tours, attention to their children's rearing), the German-Jewish

circle was slightly inbred and exclusive to the point of a distinct suspicion of outsiders. Young

men were expected to marry well and join the family business—usually banking or the law. For



young women, who grew up in mansions on Fifth Avenue and, decades later, the Upper West

Side, the future was even more rigidly prescribed: to be scantily educated in academic subjects

but deeply immersed in French, needlework, and music, exposed to the arts but exclusively old

masters, perhaps broadened (though that word would never be used) by a grand tour. They

made their debuts and a few years after married Jewish men of the same community, if not of a

related family, who would install them in establishments identical to their mothers', in order to

devote themselves to their children and the smooth running of their very large households. The

affluent German-Jewish woman's fate was one that Peggy Guggenheim, from a very early age,

determined to escape.Seligman means "blessed one" in German, but the Seligmans of

Baiersdorf, a small town on the Regnitz River just north of Nürnberg in Bavaria, were generally

poor tradespeople. David Seligman, a weaver and later a merchant selling woolens and sealing

wax, was no exception. Conditions for Jews in Bavaria in the first half of the nineteenth century

were constrained indeed; they could own no property other than the land on which their houses

stood, marry only as permitted by law (which sought to limit the number of Jewish families),

had to pay a toll whenever they left their settlements, and had to submit to random and

extortionary taxes. As factories began springing up in cities, peasants from ghettos like

Baiersdorfs were migrating to cities, making country life even more financially straitened.In

1818, David Seligman married Fanny Steinhardt, from the nearby village of Sulzbach, who

brought with her a small stock of linens, bolts of cloth, and other dry goods (her father was

probably a merchant), enough to set up a modest shop in David's small attached house in

Baiersdorfs Judengasse (Jew Street). Between 1819 and 1839, Fanny gave birth to eleven

children. The eldest, Joseph, worked at his mother's side in her shop. Fascinated by the

differences among coins paid in exchange for goods, he began converting out-of-town money

into local currency and vice versa, charging a small fee for each transaction, excellent training

for a future banker. Fanny was determined that Joseph get a good education, and she used her

life savings to send him for two years to the University of Erlangen, where he excelled.It was

clear that a future in Baiersdorf held no promise for such a talented young man. Germans had

already begun to emigrate, in growing numbers, to America, where opportunities were said to

be unlimited. In 1837, Joseph set off for the port of Bremen in a wagon with eighteen other

neighborhood boys. He had $100 sewn into his clothing by his mother and the $40 necessary

for steerage in his pocket. Crossing the Atlantic on board the Telegraph took just over two

weeks, a grim voyage indeed. Steerage passengers received one meal a day—water, beans,

and pork—the latter, of course, proscribed by Jewish dietary laws. Joseph had no choice but to

eat the fare.Landing in New York, Joseph, then seventeen, made his way, as planned, to the

Pennsylvania town of Mauch Chunk, where he had the address of his mother's cousin, and

where German was spoken, thereby easing barriers for German-speaking immigrants. He

worked for a year in Mauch Chunk as a clerk and cashier for a Yankee boatbuilder, Asa Packer,

but he wanted to make money himself, not work for another man, and he outfitted himself with

enough goods—first jewelry and watches, soon sewing equipment, bolts of cloth, shawls, table

linens, and such items as eyeglasses and shoehorns—to take to the road with a pack on his

back, traveling through the countryside and sleeping in fields at night. He soon had enough

money to send for his younger brothers William and James, who also proved themselves

successful enough at peddling that the three brothers could open a shop in Lancaster,

Pennsylvania, and send for the fourth-oldest Seligman, Jesse.James, Peggy's grandfather, the

best-looking of the Seligman brothers, was known for his ability to sell. Eager to try his fortunes

in the South, whose economy was booming, he wanted to buy a horse and wagon to haul

more goods around the countryside than he could carry on his back. But Joseph put his foot



down. Family lore has it that James and Joseph were arguing in the shop on a hot summer day

when a customer walked in. James said under his breath to his brother, "If I can sell her a pair

of galoshes, will you let me go?" Joseph said yes. Though the shop had not a pair of them in

stock, James, turning on the charm—he had a way with the ladies—managed to sell the

customer a pair, telling her he would have them for her the next time she came in. In later

years, James is said to have pronounced, "To sell something you have to someone who wants it

—that is not business. But to sell something you don't have to someone who doesn't want it—

that is business!" Joseph did indeed set James up with a horse and wagon, and James went

south, returning very soon with $1,000 in profit. Impressed, the brothers sold their store in

Lancaster and moved to Mobile, Alabama.There a letter reached them from Bavaria, telling

them that their mother had died and that business was going so badly that David could not

support the remaining seven children. The four sons raised $2,000 to bring Babette, twenty,

Rosalie, fifteen, Leopold, ten, Abraham, eight, Isaac, seven, and two-year-old Sarah to the

United States. David kept thirteen-year-old Henry to help him. Soon after, however, David wrote

to say that his business had failed completely. Joseph wrote his father's creditors that he would

make good on David's debts, and in 1843 David and Henry made the trip to America. The elder

sons set up the family in a flat on New York's Lower East Side, with Babette running the

household. The patriarch, David, died just two years after arriving.In the South, Joseph rented

three buildings outside Selma and opened dry goods stores in them, and the brothers became

employers for the first time. When Babette and Rosalie wrote that they were marrying, Joseph

insisted that they divide the remaining children and take them into their new families. James

went up to New York for Babette's wedding and opened J. Seligman and Brothers, Merchants,

on William Street; the brothers also opened stores in St. Louis, Missouri, and Watertown in

upstate New York, with the new brothers-in-law participating. When gold fever struck in

California, Jesse and Leopold made their way by ship through Panama to San Francisco,

where they rented a brick building and opened a store, hoping for their share of that abundant

wealth. (Their selection of one of the city's few brick buildings for their business paid off during

the 1851 fire.) The store's markups were high, but not higher than the considerable market

could bear, and soon Jesse and Leopold were sending shipments of gold back to New York,

where the other brothers traded it on the commodities market or took it to Europe on the

buying trips they had begun to make. The Seligmans were now officially in the banking

business, just in time for a huge upsurge in the economy. (One blip was the panic of 1857, of

which Joseph heard rumors beforehand, liquidating all the Seligman holdings, thereby

remaining unaffected.) In 1857, Joseph, who in 1848 had married Babet Steinhardt, a

Baiersdorf girl and his first cousin, moved into a brownstone in the Murray Hill district of New

York City. By then, most of the brothers were married, and big family dinners became a Sunday

tradition at Joseph's house.The Seligman brothers in 1857 had joint capital of over $500,000,

but the real family fortune was amassed during the Civil War. In 1860, William Seligman

reasoned that it would be more profitable to make clothing than to sell it and started to open

clothing mills. It did not take a visionary to deduce that the government would need uniforms in

the coming war, and William positioned Isaac to be in the right place at the right time to obtain

government contracts—something other businesspeople found too risky a proposition, the

government being less than stable at the time. The venture was indeed risky, as the brothers

were paid almost entirely in Union Treasury bonds, almost unsalable in the United States but

which Joseph was able to sell abroad at a steep profit. Upon hearing of Lee's surrender in

1865, Joseph Seligman set up J. and W. Seligman & Company as an international bank. Soon

the brothers established offices in Paris (run by William), Frankfurt (Henry), and London



(Isaac). The Seligman brothers had thirty-six sons and their sisters eight more. The family

became known as "the American Rothschilds" and were close advisers to presidents; Joseph

was offered the post of secretary of the Treasury under Grant, but reluctantly declined. Few

American fortunes have been made so quickly and from such humble beginnings.The

Seligmans were among the first generation of American immigrants who made good in

spectacular fashion, but other German-Jewish families were doing well themselves; among

their number were the Lehmans, the Warburgs, and the Schiffs. The Seligmans belonged to

the generation that rose to great wealth during the Civil War and the economic expansion that

followed; in this respect their peers were the Vanderbilts, the Rockefellers, the Morgans—

parvenus who within two generations would buy and marry their way into the American upper

class.The Seligmans also, perhaps more significantly, were among the first generation of

Jewish businesspeople who benefited from the opening of the European ghettos and enjoyed

the opportunity to prove their mettle in the wider world. These immigrants felt a constant

tension between the desire to assimilate and enjoy the comforts familiar to gentiles, and a

protective instinct based on centuries of persecution. The way they chose to negotiate the

situation was to bond very closely within their families (participation in the family business was

mandatory, not optional) and to create a distinct subset of New York high society—a sort of

Jewish microcosm of the old Manhattan elite. They were socially conservative, but persistently

Jewish (despite their tendency to patronize the newly arriving eastern European Jews), and

they distinguished themselves by contributions to the arts—Otto Kahn would be the moving

force behind the Metropolitan Opera, for instance—and in philanthropic reform efforts.

Members of this community may have felt the strictures of their bourgeois world, but there were

no bars to what they could achieve.James Seligman, who had worked as a roofer in

Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, before joining Joseph and William in the first Lancaster store, was

interviewed at eighty-eight in 1912 by the New York Times, as his yellow canary, Billiken, sat on

his shoulder. Told by a nurse that Seligman, while in possession of his other faculties, was

totally deaf, the reporter asked him several questions with the help of a pad of paper. James

related that as a boy he had trained as a weaver, arriving in the United States at fifteen with

some small savings from that trade; he had contracted smallpox on the boat. By the time of this

interview, James Seligman was the oldest banker in the city, the third-oldest member of the

New York Stock Exchange, "an old gentleman clad in black, with snow-white, flowing locks and

a long, spare, white beard, deeply immersed in the contents of a newspaper, his slippered feet

extended before him upon a velvet hassock."James had married Rosa Content in 1851, when

he was twenty-seven and she seventeen. She was from a Dutch New York family that predated

the Revolution in America and looked down on the Seligmans as "peddlers." Rosa had dark

eyes and an olive complexion; she was thought "handsome but erratic." She loved material

things, and James bought them for her, despite being somewhat miserly himself. She had an

English butler named James and liked to say to him, "James, tell Jim that dinner is served."

Rosa, a "very beautiful, strongly tempestuous, unaccountable woman," knew early on that her

husband had taken a mistress, and she used to ask salesclerks, leaning confidentially across

the counter, "When do you think my husband last slept with me?" Rosa's several eccentricities,

according to family legend, included a fear of the newly invented telephone; she would allow

only the servants to use it. "Bearing philosophically the hectoring of his impatient wife,"

according to a family historian, James fathered eight children, five boys and three girls, though

Peggy would mistakenly say in her autobiography that these grandparents had eleven children,

perhaps counting siblings who had died in childhood.The eldest of the girls, Frances, known as

Fanny, was, according to Peggy, "an incurable soprano." She wore feather boas and a rose in



her hair and was an excellent cook, but nevertheless was given to wiping household surfaces

down with Lysol, the German disinfectant first sold in 1889. The family story had it that after

quarreling with her for thirty years, her husband tried to kill her and one of their sons with a golf

club, failed, and threw himself in a reservoir with weights on his feet. Another aunt, Adelaide,

was enormously fat and late in life deluded herself into thinking that she was having an

adulterous affair with a druggist named Balch; though her family tried to convince her that

Balch did not exist, she remained so guilty and remorseful that they eventually put her in a

nursing home. A third daughter, Florette, was Peggy's mother.To educate his sons, James's

brother Joseph had called in no less than Horatio Alger, the author of such enormously popular

books as Tattered Tom and Ragged Dick, in which poor boys make good through "luck and

pluck." Alger tutored Joseph's five boys, and James's five sons joined them. The slight, mild-

mannered, and effeminate schoolmaster could barely control his charges and was the butt of

many family jokes, which he took in good humor. The grateful Joseph and James opened an

account for him at their firm and deposited his literary earnings there, investing them so wisely

that Alger became rich himself, just like his heroes. He was long a fixture at Seligman family

dinners.James and Rosa's two eldest sons, DeWitt and Samuel, were "nearly normal,"

according to their niece. Peggy's favorite, DeWitt (named for New York governor DeWitt

Clinton), earned a law degree and joined the family firm. An inveterate writer of plays, he could

never figure out how to finish them, ending each one with a fantastic explosion. He produced a

weekly magazine, Epoch. Samuel Seligman, the next eldest, was obsessed, like Rosa, with

cleanliness and bathed several times a day.The best-looking son was Jefferson, who married a

rich girl but lived in two small rooms in an East Side hotel, which he filled with dresses from

Klein's department store to give away to his mistresses. His sister Florette, visiting, took away

an armful for herself, saying, "I don't see why I shouldn't have some, too." Jefferson became a

member of J. and W. Seligman & Company, winning a reputation for handing out fruit and ginger

—remedies, he thought, for every ill.Another brother, Washington, never married and did not

join the family firm. He was troubled with indigestion and nervousness, and tried to kill himself

in 1903 by gashing his throat with a razor blade. An investor, he lost heavily on Wall Street. He

had a habit of chewing charcoal, which gave him black teeth, and had a suit made with special

pockets for the charcoal and for the ice that he also chewed. At fifty-six, leaving a note that

read, "I am tired of being sick all my life," he shot himself to death in his rooms at the Hotel

Gerard on West 44th Street.Eugene was, Peggy said, the "notably miserly" Seligman, who

enrolled at Columbia Law School at the age of fourteen (after being admitted at eleven) and

four years later graduated with the highest honors in his class. He never married either, and

was a constant freeloader at his brothers' and sisters', where he amused his nieces and

nephews by playing "the snake," wriggling his body's length atop a row of chairs.Florette,

Peggy's mother, had her eccentricities as well. She too used Lysol detergent on all surfaces.

And she had a habit of saying everything three times. Her nephew describes a scene in which

a policeman in Rome stopped her as she drove the wrong way down a one-way street. "More

hurt than flustered, Aunt Florette had answered, 'But I'm goin' one way, goin' one way, goin' one

way.'" In another story, she went to a milliner for a hat with a feather. After her request of "a

feather, a feather, a feather," she was given a hat with three.Florette had a great deal to bear in

her marriage to the handsome Benjamin Guggenheim. He was the fifth son of Meyer

Guggenheim, who came to the United States in 1848 with his father, Simon, a tailor, and the

family of the woman who would become his stepmother, Rachel Meyer, from the northwestern

Swiss town of Lengnau. His first identifiable ancestor was "der jud Maran Guggenheim von

Lengnau," mentioned in official documents of the duchy of Baden in 1696. On the voyage to



Philadelphia, Meyer Guggenheim, twenty, fell in love with the daughter of Rachel Meyer from

her prior marriage, Barbara, then fifteen, whom he married in 1852. Although trained as a tailor

like his father, Meyer began his life in America, much as the Seligmans had done more than

ten years before, by peddling in coal country in northeastern Pennsylvania. Seeing that most of

his profits went to pay his suppliers, Meyer became a manufacturer himself—of stove polish, a

product that he had heard his clients complain about. He hired a scientist to study the existing

stove polish and create a product that would not sting or stain. Very soon, Meyer had a

personal fortune of $800,000 and housed the family in a Philadelphia townhouse, maintaining

a stable nearby whose horses pulled the business's wagons on weekdays and the family's

carriages on weekends.By the 1880s Meyer and his seven sons owned lace-making factories

in Switzerland and the stove polish company, which expanded to sell coffee essence (a

substitute for high-priced coffee). Meyer's goal was to bequeath to each of his sons—Isaac,

Daniel, Murry, Solomon, Benjamin, Simon, and William—a million dollars.In settling a business

debt in 1881, Meyer, for $5,000, bought a one-third share in two lead and silver mines, the A.Y.

and the Minnie, near Leadville, Colorado; it marked a turning point in his fortunes. Meyer

pumped out the two mines, which had been flooded with water from the nearby Arkansas

River, and before long, back in Philadelphia, he received a telegram that read "Struck rich ore

in A.Y. shaft number one." The A.Y. was yielding fifteen ounces of silver per ton, along with

considerable copper ore. He sent sons Benjamin and William to Leadville to learn metallurgy

while he and his other sons turned themselves to the business of smelting the copper ore in

economic fashion. Smelting and refining were to become Meyer and his sons' specialty;

eventually they would even sell ownership of the mines while retaining the right to smelt the ore

found there. In 1882 Meyer formed the company M. Guggenheim's Sons, with each of the sons

an equal partner; they bought their first smelting operation in nearby Pueblo (where Benjamin

was put to work as manager, having first served as bookkeeper for the A.Y.) and then one in

Mexico. In 1890, the Minnie mine, only one of their operations, was worth $14.5 million. The

next year they formed a trust called the Colorado Smelting & Refining Company. By 1895 the

Guggenheim smelters were earning $1 million a year in cash.Meyer had moved his family to

New York City in 1888, settling in a brownstone on West 77th Street opposite the Museum of

Natural History. In 1895 Benjamin, "as near a black sheep as existed among the

Guggenheims," according to one family historian, was called back east to run a metal refinery

that the family had just bought in Perth Amboy, New Jersey. During this time, he met Florette

Seligman and proposed, to create what his daughter Peggy would call a "mésalliance." The

Seligmans far surpassed the Guggenheims socially, though the latter had amassed the greater

fortune. The Seligmans are said to have cabled their families in Europe that Florette was

marrying into the great smelting family; the wire was garbled and read, "Florette engaged

Guggenheim smelt her."In 1899, the Guggenheim brothers formed the Guggenheim

Exploration Company, known as Guggenex, which bought copper and silver mines in Nevada,

Utah, and New Mexico; copper mines in Alaska; tin mines in Bolivia; and a variety of metal

mines in Mexico and Chile, the latter the great Chuquicamata copper mine. A rival trust,

controlled by the copper miner Henry H. Rogers and backed by William Rockefeller and Adolph

Lewisohn, sprang up. Called ASARCO (American Smelting and Refining Company), this trust

appeared to be a threat, but the Guggenheims took advantage of a labor strike in 1900 to flood

the metals market, driving down ASARCO's share price. Daniel Guggenheim, acting as leader

for his brothers, began buying up shares in ASARCO until the Rockefeller interests offered to

buy him out. Daniel made it a condition that the new ASARCO trust would include Guggenex

only if all the brothers were to serve on its board. Thus the Guggenheims wrested control of



ASARCO, going on to become the mining leaders of the world. By the time the First World War

broke out, they controlled 75 to 80 percent of the world's silver, copper, and lead. But William

and Benjamin lost interest in this battle, both of them dropping out of the family business in

1901. Benjamin, Peggy's father, retired on $250,000 per year from the interest he still held in

the company.Marguerite Guggenheim was born to Benjamin Guggenheim and the former

Florette Seligman at home on August 26, 1898, in the family's rented rooms at the Hotel

Majestic, on East 69th Street. She joined a sister, Benita, born in 1895, and in 1903 another

sister would follow, Barbara Hazel (known as Hazel), of whom Peggy would be "fiendishly

jealous." Her father called the newborn Maggie; she wouldn't be known as Peggy until she was

about twenty, when the nickname came into national favor. He bought her a little bracelet made

of pearls and diamonds in the shape of a chain of marguerite daisies, henceforth Peggy's

flower.Before Peggy was a year old Benjamin installed his family in a renovated limestone

mansion on East 72nd Street, just steps from the East Side entrance to Central Park. The

grand old house was typical of the Gilded Age palaces favored by the status-conscious rich of

the era. To a child, it was immense and spooky. One entered it through a little vestibule

dominated by a stuffed eagle that Benjamin had shot at a family camp in the Adirondacks.

Beyond was a sweeping marble staircase and what must have been one of the first elevators to

be installed in a private home. It all made a big impression on the little girl, just as it did on her

sixteen-year-old daughter when they visited Peggy's childhood home in 1941. "Mama, you lived

in this house when you were a little girl?" her daughter asked her as they rode up in the tiny

elevator. When Peggy said she had, Pegeen replied, "Mama, how you have come down in the

world."Beyond the elevator and staircase was a high-ceilinged dining room, hung with panels

and tapestries, and beyond that a conservatory filled with plants. A reception room was

dominated by a tapestry of Alexander the Great and a silver tea set at which Peggy's mother

sat once a week, pouring tea for other East Side matrons.In the front of the house on the next

floor was the parlor, decorated according to Louis Seize style, with huge mirrors and more

tapestries. It had a bearskin rug and a grand piano, under which Peggy remembered taking

refuge from punishment when she had misbehaved. On the third floor, where her parents had

their rooms, was a red velvet–paneled library with a tiger-skin rug and four portraits of the girls'

grandparents. Peggy remembered sitting at a Louis Quinze table in this room and being fed by

a nurse. Her appetite was never good, and when the nurse forced her to eat, sometimes Peggy

vomited in rebellion.The daughters had the fourth floor to themselves. But what Peggy best

remembered of this floor was the "steep and dark" staircase leading up to the servants' rooms,

chambers that seemed to her cramped and miserable, especially in contrast to those in which

the family resided. She was especially horrified by the quarters for the male servants, "in the

back of the house on queer little landings along the ... back stairs."Peggy was a pretty child,

with an oval face and animated blue eyes. Benita was thought to be the beauty of the family,

with her mother's heavy-lidded, deep blue eyes. Family photos give the lie to this, however:

Benita was indeed a soulful beauty, but Peggy was the more conventionally pretty daughter,

apart from her large nose, which would become more prominent in adolescence; she was

terribly self-conscious of it. The two sisters sat for a painting by the German painter Franz von

Lenbach, known for his portrait of Bismarck; he also painted five-year-old Peggy alone. In these

portraits, Peggy's hair is unaccountably blond (though perhaps it was quite light when she was

very young) and her blue eyes rendered brown.The lodestar of Peggy's childhood was Benita.

Hazel was a despised interloper, and she indeed felt left out of things. Peggy and Benita

formed a close bond. "I don't remember my mother at all at this age," Peggy would later

comment, referring to the time when she was between eight and puberty. She had no friends, it



seemed. She thought vaguely that she might have had friends if she had been allowed to go to

school, but the girls were tutored instead. Their father saw to their artistic upbringing, hiring a

Mrs. Hartman, who accompanied the girls on their yearly trips to Europe, shepherding them in

and out of museums, teaching them French history, and reading British novels with them.

Peggy remembered Rene Gimpel, of the grand E. Gimpel and Wildenstein Gallery on Fifth

Avenue, coming in at teatime on Saturdays to sell her father old masters. Peggy herself

showed hints of a sense of style at a young age. She had a collection of "elegant little wax

models" for which she designed clothes based on the fashions she saw on the ladies and

courtesans at Trouville, where the Guggenheim girls and their mother spent a summer. (Peggy

was mortified there by the crosses the porters had chalked on the family luggage to advertise

Florette's reputation for giving poor tips.) A dollhouse in the nursery was the source of much

nostalgia later in her life; she tried without success to recreate it for her own daughter. She

remembered its contents especially: elaborate crystal chandeliers and bearskin rugs. Someone

noticed how she loved a glass cabinet filled with tiny ivory and silver furniture and gave her the

key, which she guarded zealously.The girls all worshipped their handsome father, a romantic

figure. Benjamin Guggenheim had quite a career as a lady's man, according to family legend.

Benjamin told his nephew Harold Loeb, "Never make love before breakfast. One, it's tiring. Two,

you may meet someone else during the day that you like better." Loeb observed, "Of all the

brothers he was the most extravagant in his amorous divagations, even introducing them into

his own home." Benjamin came by his reputation honestly. When his mother, Barbara, died in

1902, a certain Hannah McNamara brought suit against Benjamin's father, Meyer, for $25,000,

claiming that during twenty-five years as a domestic in the Guggenheim household she had

been intimate with Meyer. The outraged old man promised to give anyone who would say he

had seen the two of them together $10,000, and McNamara dropped the suit. But Peggy

believed he was "looked after by his cook. She must have been his mistress. I remember

seeing her weep copious tears because my grandfather vomited."Among Peggy's earliest

memories was the awareness of another woman in her father's life. Florette nearly left

Benjamin over Amy Goldsmith, the sister of a Guggenheim daughter's brother-in-law; Peggy

had a dim memory of various Guggenheims traipsing through the house, bent on convincing

Florette not to leave her husband. The next source of trouble was a trained, live-in nurse,

Benjamin's redheaded masseuse, as Florette told her daughters. Her mother too often let

Peggy know the details of her father's extramarital pursuits, so that Peggy was given to

inserting herself into the conjugal drama, taking her father to task for making Florette unhappy.

One night when Peggy was seven she was banished from the family table for saying, "Papa,

you must have a mistress as you stay out so many nights."While Peggy was having tea at

Rumpelmeyer's in Paris with Benita and their governess one afternoon, a fashionable woman

caught the little girl's eye, a woman who seemed to acknowledge her presence in some

mysterious way. Weeks later, when she was importuning the governess to reveal the identity of

Benjamin's latest amour, the governess told Peggy she already knew her. Peggy was delighted

to figure out that it had been the woman having tea at Rumpelmeyer's, a woman their father

called the Countess Taverny. Peggy never forgot being with her mother when she encountered

the "Countess" in the fitting rooms at Lanvin; the staff discreetly gave Florette a room of her

own. The "Countess" was succeeded by a young blond singer, L éontine Aubart, known as

Ninette.To Peggy and Benita, all of this intrigue was incredibly romantic, an escapist fantasy.

Otherwise, these were dreary years, punctuated by childhood illnesses. Peggy was thought

delicate, and her parents tried out one cure or another on her, including, at the age of ten, a

series of "colonic irrigations" that she associated with an attack of appendicitis and an



emergency appendectomy. One terrible winter she was separated from Benita, who had

whooping cough. Florette took a house in New Jersey and nursed Benita while sending Peggy

to a hotel with a trained nurse. Peggy could see Benita only on the street from a great distance.

It was one of her first experiences of loss.Central Park was the scene of many of Peggy's

childhood experiences, not all of them happy. When she was very young her mother used to

drive her through the park in an early electric carriage. She had a foot-pedaled toy car that she

rode in the Mall. She remembered climbing in the hilly and wild West Side section of the park

known as the Ramble, her governess watching her from below. Ice skating there was a bad

memory; weak ankles and feet haunted Peggy all her life, and the defect became more

troublesome as she tried to skate. She also had an accident riding sidesaddle on horseback

that resulted in a broken jaw and extensive dental work. She remounted the horse, however, as

one is told to do, and learned to ride astride: horseback riding continued to be a pleasure to her

later in life.Florette's ownership of an electric brougham indicates how rarefied was the air the

Guggenheims breathed. The family's mining fortune gave them access to new developments of

which the rest of the world only dreamed. By 1910, for instance, only 500,000 (of about 92

million) Americans owned an automobile; the Guggenheims owned several. But some areas

were completely closed to Peggy. About the development of motion pictures, for example, she

knew nothing; there was no one who could or would take her to a moving picture show,

generally a pastime of the working classes. While she often listened to Wagner—a favorite of

her grandfather's—on records, or possibly in recitals at her home, she knew nothing of the

explosive popularity of jazz in the first two decades of the century. Moving as she did between

the city's Upper East Side and Upper West Side across the terrain of Central Park, she barely

saw the skyscrapers that were refashioning the urban landscape farther south; needless to say,

she probably did not even know of the existence of the Lower East Side, with its impoverished

population of eastern European Jews. Her life was as circumscribed as that of a child a century

before; the only difference was, perhaps, that she had more playthings. And few adults, beyond

nurses and governesses, peopled her world.She remembered distinctly the notes her father

whistled upon entering the front door; an excited Peggy would run headlong down flights of

stairs to welcome him. But Benjamin Guggenheim receded as Peggy grew. Describing her

father's presence in her life in her memoirs, Peggy wrote, "In 1911 my father more or less freed

himself from us." It must have felt that way to the thirteen-year-old. By this time, Benjamin had

taken an apartment in Paris and spent most of the year there, having invested in the

International Steam Pump Company, which had bid on a contract to replace the elevator in the

northern "leg" of the Eiffel Tower. By April 1912, Benjamin had not been home for eight months.

On April 9, he had dinner with his nephew Harry Guggenheim in Paris; he told Harry that he

was on his way to Cherbourg to catch a boat for New York City in time for Hazel's ninth

birthday, which he did not want to miss. On arriving at Cherbourg, he learned that the stokers

of the ship on which he had booked passage had gone on strike and that passage was

delayed. Instead, he boarded the Titanic, the White Star Line's new ship. Said to be the fastest

and safest vessel yet built, the Titanic was also the world's most luxurious ocean liner. Peggy's

father bought a first-class cabin for himself and one for his valet and secretary, Victor Giglio,

and a second-class cabin for his driver, René Pernot. He also bought a first-class ticket for his

current mistress, Ninette, who was traveling with her maid, Emma Sàgesser.Peggy

remembered that her family, on hearing that the ship had sunk, wired the captain of the'S.S.

Carpathia, which carried the liner's survivors, to see if Benjamin was on board. The captain

wired back "no." For some reason Peggy learned of this while (in her memory) her mother

remained ignorant. An early report said "Mr. and Mrs. Guggenheim" had been on board the



Carpathia; indeed, when two of Peggy's cousins went to meet the ship, they saw Benjamin's

mistress (and her maid) come down the gangplank. Florette, in the company of her brother

DeWitt and his wife, went to the steamship office to see the lists of survivors herself.James

Etches, assistant steward in the first cabin of the ship, arrived at the St. Regis on April 19 with

a note for Florette from Benjamin that read, "If anything should happen to me, tell my wife in

New York that I've done my best in doing my duty." The story Etches told was this: When he

first got word that the ship had hit an iceberg, he woke up Benjamin and his valet, putting a life

preserver on Benjamin. The older man complained that it hurt him and the steward adjusted it.

He then put a heavy sweater on Benjamin, and the two men went out on deck. Etches said that

he saw Guggenheim assisting at the lifeboats. But forty-five minutes later, he saw Guggenheim

and his secretary, Giglio, in their evening clothes, without preservers. "We've dressed in our

best," Guggenheim told Etches, "and are prepared to go down like gentlemen." The last Etches

saw of him he was on the sinking liner as Etches's boat pulled away.The Guggenheim brothers

must have done some fast thinking in the hours after news of the tragedy reached them. No

doubt Ninette was sent back to Paris on the very next boat. (She had wired her family in Paris,

"Moi sauvee mais Ben perdu.") But that was not the last the family would hear from her.

Mistresses were something of a Guggenheim tradition, and the clan took pains to see that they

were treated well. Ben's older brother Solomon was said to have held forth in his club about

their care and feeding, saying sonorously that "when the time came to part, it is of the utmost

importance to provide generously for the lady in question." Benjamin had provided for Ninette

as he had her predecessors, by setting up a trust. Ninette, about whom little further is known

beyond a cryptic citation that she "held parties during the twenties that were ended by the

police," lived until the age of seventy-seven, when she died in 1964 in the south of France.

Peggy later told a reporter, referring to yet another of Benjamin's mistresses, "I still inherit little

bits here and there from my father's old mistresses. He set up trust funds for them which revert

to me when they die. There's one still alive in the south of France. She must be 100."But these

matters were beyond what Peggy, at thirteen, could take in. Surely the description of her father,

in evening clothes, going down with the ship would resonate with any young girl in Peggy's

place; she was an impressionable and imaginative person, who—all romance aside—must

also have visualized the horror of his watery death. Her father's body was never found. In any

event, she went through a religious phase, attending services and saying kaddish at Temple

EmanuEl, the synagogue of which her grandfather was a trustee. "I suppose, if Father had

lived, Peggy would have married bourgeois men and stayed married to them," her sister Hazel

later speculated. As it was, Peggy was heartbroken, writing later, "It took me months to get

over the terrible nightmare of the Titanic, and years to get over the loss of my father." She

added, with hindsight made possible by familiarity with popular psychology, "In a sense I have

never recovered, as I suppose I have been searching for a father ever since."That summer

Peggy and her mother and sisters did not go to Europe for the summer, since Florette had a

new distrust of ships. Instead, they went to the New Jersey shore, to the stretch of coast

around Allenhurst—near Deal, Elberon, and West End—where other German-Jewish families

summered. Their homes, like those of other very rich families of the pre–World War I era, were

a riot of fantasized European styles. A Guggenheim uncle with an Alsatian wife had built a

house that was an exact copy of Le Petit Trianon, while another one had an Italian villa with

formal gardens and marble courts. In contrast, Peggy's grandfather Seligman's house in West

End was a Victorian affair, surrounded by porches on which relatives rocked the days away. To

Peggy's relief, her mother allowed her to put aside the black clothes she had been wearing

since her father's death in April and to wear white, but still she mourned. Despite the fact that



they "bathed in the Atlantic in the wild breakers and played tennis and rode horses," Peggy

hated West End. "It was the ugliest place in the world," she said. It seemed to her barren. She

had clearly sunk into depression. The only flowers she saw were rambler roses, nasturtiums,

and hydrangeas, and she conceived a lifelong hatred for these flowers on the spot. In

Allenhurst that summer a hotel that did not admit Jews got out of control of the firefighters and

burned to the ground, and Peggy and her cousins watched with some relish.2. Changes,

Taking LeaveFOR PEGGY, life changed profoundly after her father's death. At the time, she

and her mother and sisters were living in rooms in the St. Regis Hotel, which was something of

a Guggenheim fortress, with Daniel Guggenheim and his family occupying the floor below. But

soon after Benjamin's death the brothers found that his estate was in complete disarray. Not

only was it sadly diminished by his secession from the family firm, but the $8 million or so he

had put into his elevator venture was mostly lost. The securities in his portfolio yielded little

interest and the share price of most of them was too low to consider selling. For a time Florette

was unaware of her finances and continued living in the same comfort she had enjoyed while

her husband was alive. The Guggenheim uncles "gallantly"—Peggy's word—paid the

considerable bills, keeping the real situation from her.But Benjamin's widow learned,

eventually, the sorry state of her fortunes. To her credit, she immediately cut her spending

drastically, moving the family to smaller rooms in the Plaza Hotel. She let most of the servants

go and sold many of the furnishings of the 72nd Street house—now rented to a relative—as

well as some of her jewelry and personal effects. This comedown cannot have been easy for

her, and her children picked up on the general indignity. Peggy would say that from this period

dated her feeling that she was a "poor relation" and her sense of humiliation in family circles.

Four years later Florette's father died, leaving his daughter a considerable sum, and the

Guggenheim brothers invested what remained of Benjamin's estate wisely, so that when Peggy

came of age in 1919 and received her inheritance it was worth $450,000, about $5 million

today. However, the fact that Peggy and her sisters were to be heiresses, but modest ones,

created for Peggy a problem that would last to the end of her life. Strangers as well as friends

assumed the Guggenheim name meant that Peggy had unlimited funds at her disposal. The

writer Djuna Barnes, a lifelong friend of Peggy's, told Charles Henri Ford in 1931 what she

conceived to be the extent of Peggy's fortune; as Ford wrote in a letter to his father, "When we

got home Djuna said, would you think just looking at her that she had 70 million dollars?"

Peggy was to support Djuna and others financially for most of her life, according to an uneasy

mix of impulses—generosity, obligation, a need for connection—and these relationships would

prove to be highly fraught. She suffered embarrassments when she was forced to make clear

that she did not have the kind of money her recipients thought she had, and she was, in fact,

personally penny-pinching, a shortcoming that was even more damning in this context (why

should she check restaurant bills when she has $70 million? the thinking would run). Her

friends sometimes felt resentment when she limited the amounts she provided them. In

general, others perceived of her as stingy—quite at odds with her proven generosity.Peggy's

isolation in her adolescence eased somewhat when she enrolled, briefly, in school. She went to

a small academy that was the precursor of one of today's most prestigious Manhattan private

schools, Calhoun. Founded in 1896 as the Jacobi School, it was run by Laura Jacobi, a

German immigrant who was the niece of an eminent professor of pediatrics, Abraham Jacobi,

and of the reformer Mary Putnam Jacobi. She was from a distinctly progressive family,

committed to women's rights and community service. Jacobi originally opened what was known

as a "brother-and-sister" school in a townhouse on West 80th Street; among her first students

were the children of the eminent anthropologist Franz Boas. Soon it became a girls' school,



attracting the daughters of the German-Jewish rich. "All the girls from 'Our Crowd' came here,"

said a trustee, "from Peggy Guggenheim to the Morgenthaus to the Strausses." The school

was academically strong, especially in languages and history, and taught the students that they

must help the less fortunate. Far from being merely a finishing school, at a time when women

were not expected to work the school turned out well-educated graduates, many of whom went

on to professional careers or engaged in settlement or other volunteer work.It was extremely

unlikely that Florette Guggenheim chose the school for its progressive agenda (if she

understood it). No doubt she sent her daughter there because her relatives as well as her

friends had done so. Unfortunately, Peggy's first year at the Jacobi School was foreshortened

by her own bad case of whooping cough, which obliged her to spend the winter in bed. It was a

lonely year, because her mother was much preoccupied with Benita's debut. Peggy managed

to keep up with her class at home, doing the required homework and passing the exams, but

these studies did not fill her days, and she spent her additional time reading. Peggy was always

a prodigious reader, but the list of authors with whom she said she became acquainted in

these early years is impressive nonetheless and notably progressive for the time: Ibsen, Hardy,

Chekhov, Wilde, Tolstoy, Strindberg, Meredith, and Shaw.After her recovery, Peggy enjoyed a

full year at the Jacobi School interrupted only by a short bout at home with the measles.

Encouraged by a drama teacher, she played the role of Amy in the graduation play, Little

Women, and seems to have thrown herself into the production. Peggy also made some friends

among her classmates, remembering later a Fay Lewisohn on whom she had a schoolgirl

crush. She and the other girls planned a monthly ball, for which they drew up lists of desirable

young Jewish boys. Before the ball, Peggy auctioned off these "bachelors"; the highest bidder

then invited the young man. Talking about the suitability of young Jewish men was good

preparation for a life of bourgeois respectability, but Peggy, perhaps because no adults were

involved, found this and similar parties "gay and really not at all stuffy."Peggy later recalled in

her memoirs all sorts of childhood and adolescent crushes, some more serious than others.

Many of the candidates were inappropriate indeed. When she was eleven, Peggy met a friend

of her father's close to him in age, named Rudi, and wrote him passionate letters about nailing

her body to the fire of the cross. Later, she described him as "a typical roué"; he can't have

been too unacceptable because Peggy's mother arranged a marriage between him and a

Guggenheim cousin, which made Peggy cry "bitter tears."Like other urban, Edwardian children,

Peggy probably received almost no sex education, remaining innocent of such elementary

matters as where babies come from; this area had seen little progress from the Victorian era.

Peggy did have some selective sexual knowledge that could even be quite technical. One of

her earliest memories was of a nurse calling Florette away from the table because she had

heard a kitchen maid's cry. In her room they found "a newly born infant hidden in a trunk,

strangled in its navel cord." The kitchen maid had come to the Guggenheim house only a few

days before, hiding her condition. Peggy was given to understand that "[s]he had given birth

alone and then murdered her illegitimate offspring." No doubt the information was relayed to

her by a servant, from whom Peggy elicited the details. From this particular incident, she

learned something of the mechanics of birth (the detail about the umbilical cord), as well as the

horror of having an illegitimate child, even for a servant. Because the Guggenheim family

doctor declared the housemaid "insane to save her from prison," Peggy also may have

concluded that in the Guggenheim world, with enough money, actions did not have to have

consequences. It was a lot of information for a young girl to take in.But the Guggenheim

household was strangely sexualized, as we have seen, given the common knowledge of the

patriarch's adventures. As a little girl in the throes of love for her father she took great interest



in his romantic affairs, and Peggy did indeed know something about Benjamin Guggenheim's

sex life at a very early age—after all, she convinced a governess to identify his latest mistress.

She also knew something of the dramas of adulterous love, having witnessed her mother's

early attempt to leave her father over an affair and Florette's dismissal of the redheaded live-in

nurse. It was not necessarily that she understood her parents' behavior as hypocritical. There is

no indication that she received any moral or ethical guidance, except perhaps at school,

though she certainly learned plenty about manners. Behavior like her father's was beyond

morality for the little girl; for men to take mistresses and for women to countenance such

activity was simply the natural order of things. Peggy seems to have taken away the message

that a Guggenheim was above and beyond rules of sexual decorum, and later in life she would

recreate just such a sexualized household surrounding her own children.Benita, meanwhile,

had made her debut and was receiving no end of male attention, further feeding Peggy's

romantic fantasies. In 1914, the older sister fell in love with a dashing Russian baron she had

met in Europe. He visited her frequently during the war, when he was attached to his country's

American legation, and seemed to be in love with her as well. There is no indication that her

family disapproved of the suitor, but for some reason the Russian never proposed. Peggy was

vicariously disappointed, regarding Benita's other suitors as far too pedestrian.Peggy's

younger sister, Hazel, felt extremely left out of these exciting activities. She and Peggy had

been great rivals for their father's affection, each believing herself his favorite, and they would

continue to be rivals as adults. Hazel, of course, had suffered horribly as well when her father

died on the Titanic, and indeed bore a special burden of guilt. Florette seems to have told

Hazel, perhaps in a fit of grief-stricken fury, that her father had booked passage on the ship

because he wanted to make it home for her birthday, April 28. Peggy—and perhaps Benita—

picked up on this, accusing Hazel, in children's singularly cruel way, of causing her father's

death. However irrational the accusation, Hazel had to bear its burden.Peggy graduated from

the Jacobi School, but afterward, at sixteen, she was not sure what to do. She considered

college, which would have been a real departure for a girl from her background, though

perhaps not for a person of her abilities. In any case, no one in her immediate circle would

have supported such a decision, and, in fact, Benita counseled her not to go. Later, however,

Benita claimed that Peggy had talked her out of college, leaving the impression that she had

never told her sister she should not pursue her education. Not doing so was a decision Peggy

later said she regretted.Instead, she continued to work with tutors, pursuing study in history,

economics, and Italian. One remarkable woman had a powerful effect on her: "I had one

teacher called Lucile Kohn," Peggy later wrote, "who had a stronger influence over me than

any other woman has ever had. In fact, because of her, my life took a completely new turn ...

She had a passion for bettering the world. I became radical and finally emerged from the

stifling atmosphere in which I had been raised. It took me a long time to liberate myself, and

although it was not for years that anything occurred, the seeds that she sowed sprouted,

branching out in directions that even she never dreamed of."Lucille Kohn had earned a

doctorate in classics from Columbia University in 1909, a highly unusual achievement for a

woman of that day. Officially, she taught Peggy economics and political science, but she was

also an avid follower of current events, and had been, in 1912, a supporter of the "New

Freedom" reform platform upon which Woodrow Wilson ran successfully against President

William Howard Taft. "[Kohn] had complete faith in Woodrow Wilson," Peggy wrote. "But when

she was disappointed by his inability to carry through his program she joined the labor

movement." After his election, Wilson did carry through on several measures backed by

progressives, including the institution of a progressive federal income tax and new brakes on



monopolies. But many felt he had betrayed his stated principles. He gave no help to labor and

initially opposed many social welfare programs, even coming out against a child labor law

(which did eventually pass). He had promised a banking system over which the people would

have more control, but the Federal Reserve Act that he signed into law in 1914 created a

system dominated by big bankers.Kohn was one of those disappointed, which led her into a

lifetime of labor reform work, especially with the American Labor Education Service. All these

matters she discussed with Peggy at some length. Kohn later told a biographer of Peggy's,

"[W]e learned and felt together that people like the Guggenheims had an obligation to improve

the world." Peggy and Kohn corresponded many times over the years, Peggy slipping into her

letters, said Kohn, "countless 100s" for labor causes.As Peggy admitted, not everything Kohn

taught her would sink in for some time. It was impossible, for example, for her to throw

everything over and work among the poor, or to work for labor reform herself. Peggy's situation

was so anomalous, the demands and strictures of her upbringing so great, that she could not

decide where, outside a proper marriage to an appropriate young man, she fit in. In the war

years in the United States and the United Kingdom, work for women, especially if it was

patriotic, was accepted for the time being; Peggy may have felt comfortable with this, though

her family did not. In 1919 she enrolled in a business school to learn stenography and typing

with a view to getting a war-related job, but she found the subjects difficult to master; also, "the

girls ... were all of the working class and ... made me feel like a rank outsider."Similarly, she

had to temper a developing worldview sympathetic to outcasts and outsiders with the fact that

she too was an outsider, herself discriminated against. Anti-Semitism was rife in American

society in the early years of this century. Peggy was protected from most of this discrimination

by the spectacular insularity of her milieu, but, like other Jewish Americans, she inevitably

came up against it. Her great-uncle Joseph Seligman, the patriarch of the banking clan, had

been involved in an infamous 1877 incident of anti-Semitism: after summering in Saratoga for

years, he made reservations at the sumptuous new Grand Union hotel there, only to be turned

away because the manager, Judge Henry Hilton (who was also, perhaps not incidentally, a

political foe), informed him that "Israelites" were not allowed. The subsequent uproar in the

newspapers was one of the first high-profile revelations of anti-Semitism among "society"

people in the United States, but ironically the affair led more hotels to prohibit Jews.A

subsequent New York state law forbade hoteliers to refuse overnight lodgings to anyone, but

informal policies against Jews remained in place for years. During the first summer of the war,

when they could not travel to Europe, Florette and her daughters went on a motoring trip to

Canada. On their way back they stopped at a Vermont hotel, where they were explicitly told

Jews were not welcome. Because Vermont had a law similar to that of New York, the party was

allowed to stay overnight, but the next day they were told their rooms were rented and they had

to leave.Peggy's response was distinctive: "This gave me a new inferiority complex," she wrote

in her memoirs. Later, when the phrase came into popular usage, she would be very fond of

saying she had such a complex (and her friends often said it of her—even going so far as to

suggest that it was valid, that she was somehow inferior). Rather than feeling anger at such

blatant discrimination, not to mention outrage, Peggy internalized the rejection—even though it

was by definition not personal. It contributed to her feeling that she did not fit in. She did not

feel at home in the insular German-Jewish New York her family inhabited, but she could see no

place for herself outside it either.Her debut, on February 19, 1916, in the Ritz Tent Room, only

increased her feelings of alienation. Following it, Peggy went out with a string of appropriate

young Jewish men. Though she loved dancing, "I found this sort of life idiotic," she later said

flatly. "The whole thing seemed to me artificial and I never met anyone I could talk to



seriously."The pressures soon grew intolerable. After briefly taking a war job as a clerk for a

supplier of military uniforms in the fall of 1918 (in a strange echo of the history of the

Seligmans, who made a fortune in Civil War uniforms), Peggy had a nervous collapse. At first,

she could not sleep, and then gave up trying to sleep completely. She stopped eating, growing

thinner every day. She worried she was losing her mind. She developed a strange compulsion:

picking up burned matches everywhere—in ashtrays, on floors, in the gutters. She wanted to

be sure that there were no unburned matches left unattended, which, in a clear delusion, she

thought liable to start a fire. She lay awake nights worrying that she might miss a stray match.

(Again, this obsession echoed a Seligman uncle's penchant for chewing charcoal.)At one point

Peggy saw a psychologist, but he did not take her problems seriously. Finally Florette noticed

how thin and nervous her daughter had become and hired the nurse who had attended the late

James Seligman to watch her. The nurse's duty was to accompany Peggy everywhere, talk her

through some of her delusions, and, presumably, make sure she ate. Gradually, Peggy's

obsessive thinking eased and then disappeared, as did her sleeping problems. She does not

say so in her memoirs, but presumably she began eating again. She never had a robust

appetite, preferring to pick at her food, and she remained very slim into her middle age. At

various later periods of upset, she again would find herself unable to eat, as would her

daughter at similar junctures.Peggy recovered throughout the summer of 1919 and became

engaged to Harold Wessel, an aviator who had not yet shipped out to war. She had, in fact,

had several such "engagements"—a common enough phenomenon when men are rushing off

to war. Once they were overseas, these arrangements were forgotten. Peggy was devastated,

however, when Benita married. Barely recovered from her love affair with the Russian baron,

Benita impulsively agreed, without telling her mother, to marry Edward Mayer, another aviator,

who had just returned from Italy. Peggy believed that Benita agreed to marry Mayer because

he threatened to kill himself if she didn't. Benita had asked her sister Peggy and Peggy David,

a close friend of the Guggenheims, to serve as witnesses at the city hall ceremony. When

Florette learned of the marriage she tried to have it annulled, to which Benita at first agreed.

But she then decided to go off on her honeymoon and thus remained married. Peggy found

Mayer distinctly unromantic. Worse, she was left alone with her mother, who had sent Hazel off

to boarding school."My mother's one idea was to sacrifice her life to her children and she had

done nothing else since the death of my father," Peggy wrote. The children hoped she would

remarry, and when she did not Peggy felt stifled and constrained by her mother's constant,

controlling attention. No doubt this vigilance had contributed to her breakdown the winter

before.All seemed to be well, however, when, that summer, Peggy at last came into her

inheritance. Each Guggenheim daughter received her $450,000, and their mother slightly

more. Florette's father, James Seligman, had died in 1916, leaving Florette "a small fortune,"

again $450,000, part of which would come to Peggy at her mother's death.As Peggy later said,

coming of age made her independent. Florette's reaction? "My mother was greatly upset. She

could no longer control me," Peggy wrote with evident satisfaction twenty-five years later. Her

determination to escape the bourgeois fate her upbringing decreed for her was now set; all that

had been holding her back was her subjection to her mother's will.She explored her options.

After a cross-country trip (she stopped to see her fiancé Harold Wessel in Chicago, where they

broke off their engagement), Peggy made another journey, in the winter of 1920, to Cincinnati,

to see a surgeon who specialized in plastic surgery. She wanted a new nose, and the high price

—$1,000—was no impediment to her. Plastic surgery was not a new field, but it had been

performed in this country largely for reconstructive purposes, mainly on war casualties. Elective

plastic surgery to improve one's looks was relatively new, and few doctors specialized in it. It



was also still fairly rudimentary, as Peggy's experience suggests. The Cincinnati specialist had

her choose from among some plaster models the nose that she wanted, and she chose one

"tip-tilted like a flower," a phrase from Tennyson that she remembered. During the operation,

performed under local anesthetic so that Peggy was quite uncomfortable, the doctor said that

he could not give her the nose she wanted and asked her to choose another type. By this time

in considerable pain, Peggy pleaded with him to leave her nose as it was. "It was ugly," she

wrote, "but after the operation it was undoubtedly worse." In the aftermath, it was swollen for

some time, and Peggy dallied in the Midwest, not wanting to face anyone at home. When her

nose settled down, it was more potatoish than ever; and whatever the doctor had done made it

susceptible to shifts in the weather, reddening and swelling with any change. It undeniably

marred her looks, and Peggy was well aware that many people could not see past it to admire

her distinct attributes. The question remains why she did not later have another operation,

especially after plastic surgery techniques improved. The answer must be that the pain had

been so severe, the humiliation of the whole experience so great, and the trauma of coming

out of it looking worse than when she went in so extreme, that she developed an aversion to

the very subject. Her nose was something she did not talk about.After her return to New York,

Peggy was at the dentist one day when his nurse was ill and absent; Peggy offered to replace

her until she was well enough to return. Oddly enough, she viewed this experience as a turning

point, calling it, in her autobiography, her "actual liberation." She discovered with pleasure that

she could perform simple tasks with alacrity and that she liked working with people. She may

have seen it as a sign that she might have some place in human society after all.Immediately

after, she took a job that really did liberate her, opening her mind to new ideas and introducing

her to creative people of accomplishment. Harold Loeb and his wife, Marjorie Content, both

Peggy's cousins, owned a part interest in a very unusual bookstore called the Sunwise Turn.

The shop was founded by two remarkable women, Mary Mowbray Clarke and Madge Jenison.

In 1916 it was a unique place; one observer said, "They did everything [in the store]: James

Joyce, Peruvian fabrics, color-influenced studies, Gurdjieff, handwriting analysis." Madge

Jenison described the idea behind the enterprise: "Why doesn't some woman open a real

bookshop, I thought, that would pick up all that is related to modern life that would flow in and

out of the doors of such a shop and make them available; and bring to it the tradition of the

professional spirit which puts its knowledge and integrity at the disposal of the community, and

what it does not know, finds out, as a physician does." The store, first located on East 31st

Street at Fifth Avenue, around the corner from Alfred Stieglitz's gallery, 291, had burnt orange

walls; it moved, in 1920, to the Yale Club building on Vanderbilt Avenue, across from the

recently built Grand Central Station.The two women hired unpaid volunteers in the winter of

1919 to 1920, eight young women, all "with a good deal of background." Peggy went to work at

the store in the fall of 1920; Jenison remembered her "in a moleskin coat to her heels and lined

with pink chiffon, going out for electric-light bulbs and tacks and pickup orders at the

publishers, and returning with a package large enough to make any footman shudder and a

careful statement of moneys disbursed."Peggy's mother had disapproved of her taking a job in

the first place and was not impressed by the bookstore either; she came in often to see what

her daughter was doing and, embarrassingly, to bring her rubbers when it rained. Her aunts

came and bought books by the yard for decorative purposes. Peggy ran errands but also

worked as a clerk in the second-floor offices, coming down to the bookselling floor only at

lunchtime, when she filled in for the absent booksellers.Peggy began to absorb avant-garde

culture through Sunwise Turn. At the store she met the poet Margaret Anderson, who was

seeking to raise money for the literary magazine The Little Review. Started in March 1914—the



first issue carried stories by Floyd Dell and Sherwood Anderson—the magazine, though a

critical success and the harbinger of a modernist literary awakening in America, was always at

the point of financial disaster. Supported by Margaret Anderson's lover, Jane Heap, and by

Ezra Pound and John Quinn, it was currently serializing Joyce's Ulysses (which would bring

about the arrest of Heap and Anderson and a sensational trial, which the magazine lost).

Anderson, in one of her many appeals for money, won Peggy's attention; she argued that if one

wanted to prevent future wars, the best thing to do was to invest in the arts. Persuaded, Peggy

gave her $500 and an introduction to her uncle Jefferson, thinking he might help her as well. It

was an important moment—Peggy's first decision to subsidize artists and writers.Harold Loeb

later remembered how Peggy had won her employers over by her willingness to perform lowly

duties and her joy in being among creative people: "Coming under Mary Clarke's spell, Peggy

gradually discarded many traditional taboos and adopted a whole set of new ones. Feeling

guilty, no doubt, for having inherited wealth, she came to deny herself some of the luxuries to

which she was accustomed. In compensation she collected the latest in experimental painting

and gave money and meals to poor artists and writers." Though Loeb was conflating Peggy's

entire career in this statement, he correctly marked her early experience at Sunwise Turn as

the first step in what would become her life's work. Peggy was beginning to move in a definite

direction: artists and writers would constitute her world.The Sunwise Turn not only sold books;

it exhibited and sold unusual art, including works by William Zorach, Hugo Robus, and Martha

Ryther, and several artists working in batik, then an experimental medium (the owners had a

special interest in fabrics). Mary Mowbray Clarke's husband, John, was a sculptor who had

been vice president of the Association of American Painters and Sculptors, the group behind

the controversial Armory Show of 1913. In 1920, the year Peggy worked there, the shop had

on view reproductions of works by Cézanne, Gauguin, Monet, Picasso, Redon, van Gogh,

Matisse, and Renoir, among others. It sponsored cultural events, including a series on Tuesday

evenings, at which Amy Lowell discussed free verse and Theodore Dreiser's plays were

produced; Alfred Kreymborg read his play Lima Beans (1916), soon to be performed by the

Provincetown Players. Sunwise Turn staged discussions among such intellectuals as Lytton

Strachey, Thorstein Veblen, and Arthur B. Davies.Marjorie Content noted the interconnection of

various "scenes" around the Sunwise Turn: "The writers, painters and sculptors of that area

and around New York were such a small group relative to those of today that most everybody

in the arts seemed to know everybody else." Peggy observed, but her shyness kept her from

joining in at first. She came to recognize Marsden Hartley, the painter whom Alfred Kreymborg

called "the long lean eagle from the hills of Maine" and the poet and novelist Gilbert Cannan,

who ran off with the Scottish playwright James M. Barrie's wife, but both intimidated her. Her

real introduction to the avant-garde world came when she met Leon and Helen Fleischman at

Sunwise Turn.Leon Fleischman was devilishly handsome and Peggy fell quite in love with him;

the Fleischman marriage, in its fourth year, was an open one, so Helen looked the other way,

though Peggy and Leon did not get past a flirtation. A would-be poet, Leon was a vice

president of the prestigious publisher Boni and Liveright, then publishing Sigmund Freud,

Sherwood Anderson, Eugene O'Neill, and Waldo Frank, among others. The publisher Horace

Liveright created the vice president's position for talented and wealthy young men who wanted

to learn about publishing. Essentially a vanity position, it would be filled by some who went on

to distinguished publishing careers, including Bennett Cerf and Donald Friede. Because of his

work, Leon knew most of the cutting-edge writers of the day. Helen, three years older than

Peggy, was from her milieu—her maiden name was Kastor, and her father was a manufacturer

of cutlery—but, as her open marriage indicates, she had broken free of her staid, bourgeois



background; each party in the marriage felt free to pursue other lovers. Peggy practically

moved in with the couple and their young son, David, she later said. They helped fill the void

left when Benita moved away from the city with her new husband.The Fleischmans brought

Peggy to visit Alfred Stieglitz, whose gallery, although recently closed, had handled such

modern American artists as Hartley, John Marin, and Arthur Dove. She saw her first work of

modern art at Stieglitz's: a painting by Georgia O'Keeffe, which she turned around and around

because she could not decide which way was up. "They were delighted," Peggy wrote about

her audience. Indeed, part of what drew people to Peggy was her curiosity, a certain naivete,

and her willingness to admit ignorance and laugh at herself.Through the Fleischmans, Peggy

also met Laurence Vail, a young playwright who had just written a one-act for the Provincetown

Players, What D'You Want. Vail had a flowing mane of hair and "never seemed to care what

people thought," Peggy later said. He had grown up in France, was on his way back there, and

spoke of America with disdain. Vail and the Fleischmans represented to Peggy the possibility

of a life outside hidebound social conventions, one deeply involved in the arts.Late in 1920

Peggy made another trip to Europe. It was meant to be a kind of grand tour; Florette's

motivation in arranging it may have been a desire to pry her daughter loose from the new

people she was seeing in New York. This time, with her new, intense cultural interests, Peggy

enthusiastically sought out all the art she could see. She had a friend, Armand Lowengrad,

who was the nephew of Sir Joseph (later Lord) Duveen, the London dealer whose chief adviser

was the eminent art historian Bernard Berenson. Lowengrad was a great enthusiast for Italian

art and convinced Peggy to study art systematically, beginning with Berenson's writings, which

he challenged her to read, saying she probably wouldn't understand them. She plowed through

all of Berenson's four volumes on Italian painting and went looking at art with a new vocabulary

altogether, seeking out "tactile values," for instance, one of the seven points for looking at art

spelled out in Berenson's Florentine Painters of the Renaissance (1896).Eventually Peggy

moved into the Crillon in Paris with a Russian girlfriend, where she entertained suitors and

discovered French fashions. Slowly, she was coming to realize that living in Europe could give

her heretofore unallowed freedoms. Europeans were famously more sophisticated and tolerant

than Americans, and, while Parisian society included a distinguished circle of expatriate

American matrons and their husbands, this was a much easier atmosphere from which to

break free.Peggy had no idea, she said, that when she left for Europe in 1920 she would

remain there for twenty-three years, with minor exceptions. On her first brief visit to the United

States, in June 1921, she attended Hazel's wedding to Sigmund Kempner. While in New York

she sounded out the Fleischmans. How could they bear America? she asked them. Did they

not realize how free life in Europe was? And Paris—how could they resist Paris? And in accord

with Peggy's overtures, Leon had become convinced after a year at Boni and Liveright that a

lot of good writing was turning up abroad, and convinced Horace Liveright that "[Paris] was the

place to be then for young Americans." He resigned his position after Liveright agreed that he

could work as the firm's scout in Europe.Peggy was delighted that her friends were willing to

make such a jump; it confirmed her sense of their freedom as well as her belief that Europe

was the best place for the unconventional and the creative. Peggy shook the dust of America

from her heels. An ocean separated her from the stifling world of her upbringing, and that was

the way she wanted it.3. The King of BohemiaWHEN PEGGY MET HIM, Laurence Vail was on

a distinctly upward trajectory. A poet, playwright, artist, and bon vivant, he displayed an

appetite for life the likes of which Peggy had known only in her father. He was vital to the point

of exhaustion, and Peggy would spend the next seven years trying to keep up with

him.Laurence's father, Eugene, was born in France of American parents. Vails had lived in



Europe for at least three generations; Laurence's great-grandfather, Aaron Vail, had been

chargé d'affaires to Great Britain and Spain and had died in France. Eugene was a painter in

the academic style, given to crises de nerfs and tantrums and of a somber and gloomy

disposition; his nickname was Le Maître Noir. A grandson remembers Laurence describing how

Eugene periodically put on elaborate death scenes, staging his own last rites in flickering

candlelight. Though Laurence knew better, he believed the scenes every time and was

somewhat morbid as a result. Laurence's mother, the former Gertrude Mauran of Providence,

Rhode Island, was a Daughter of the American Revolution, and distinguished herself as the

first woman to climb Mont Blanc, which she reputedly did in blackface to save her skin from sun

damage; Laurence shared her love of mountaineering, having climbed the Matterhorn when he

was eight and Mont Blanc a year later. The family was also devoted to skiing, then a very

expensive and demanding sport.Born in 1891 and raised partly in France, partly in the United

States, Laurence had gone to Pomfret School in Connecticut and later to Oxford. He spent

several years in Greenwich Village, where he bedded the female writers and artists of the day

and associated himself with the local theater group, the Provincetown Players. The Players

produced his What D'You Want in December 1920 and January 1921; the play was set in a

drugstore, and customers were given not only their orders but fulfillment of their dearest wish. It

was a quasi-nonsensical production, parodying American consumerism and the new popularity

of Freud—rather typical fare for the Players. Throughout the decade Laurence would publish

stories and poems in transition, Broom, Poetry, and the Smart Set.He was also writing a novel

when he met Peggy: Piri and I, which was published by the not very distinguished New York

firm of Lieber and Lewis in 1923. (Communications between publisher and author may have

been sketchy, as Laurence's first name was misspelled.) Light and comic, Piri and I is a

humorous society novel about Michael Lafosse, a self-described "brilliant and versatile poseur,"

"a blond lad with large and uncertain blue eyes, and a slightly irregular mouth," who, Vail

reveals, "happens to be no other than the writer of these pages." The novel reveals Laurence's

self-knowledge (or lack of it); the narrator, like Laurence, "learnt to idle—to idle deliciously ... I

learnt to be a meager dilettante, an average snob, a passable dude, and elaborate poseur."

These are qualities Laurence evidently believed were charming; it is the novel of a man who

has accomplished little but thinks very highly of himself.Laurence was a local sensation in

1920s expatriate Paris; it was his hometown, and his position in the artistic community earned

him the nickname "King of Bohemia." It was natural that he gravitated back to Paris in 1921.

His mother gave him an allowance of $100 a month, a sum that went far in 1920s Paris, when

a dollar was worth twelve francs.As a second-generation expatriate, Laurence would have

seemed a true exotic to Peggy, and unlike any man she was expected to marry. For one thing,

he was not Jewish, and had absolutely nothing in common with the scions whom Peggy's

family would have deemed acceptable. While he did not hold an ordinary job, Laurence

dabbled not only in literature but in art, having learned a fairly competent technique, either from

his father or from lessons at school or elsewhere. Mostly, though, he was a boulevardier.

Matthew Josephson, a fellow bohemian, describes Vail in the early 1920s: "With his long mane

always uncovered, his red or pink shirts, his trousers of blue sailcloth, he made an eye-filling

figure in the quarter. Moreover, he was young, handsome, and for all his wild talk, a prince of a

fellow; whenever he came riding in, usually with a flock of charming women in his train, he

would set all the cafés of Montparnasse agog."Another observer, John Glassco, wrote a

memoir of his years in Paris in which Laurence appears as Terence Marr, of whom he writes,

"He was not only the best-looking man I had ever seen, but he seemed quite unaware of it."In

Montparnasse, Laurence was usually with his younger sister, Clotilde, to whom he was



uncommonly close. With similar yellow hair and the same beaky but aristocratic-looking nose,

Clotilde cut a striking figure, and the two served as models for the poet William Carlos

Williams's portrait of an incestuous brother and sister in his 1928 novel, A Voyage to Pagany. In

it, he described Laurence and Clotilde, the models for his Dev and Bess: "The thing which had

always kept them together was the total lack of constraint they felt in each other's company—a

confidence which had never, so far, been equally shared by them with anyone else." Bess tells

her brother, "I shall never love anyone as I love you." Nobody really believed that brother and

sister had slept together, but their closeness was well known.When Peggy first met him in New

York City early in 1921, however, Laurence was having a fling with Helen Fleischman, Leon

having egged his wife on. The Fleischmans invited Peggy and Laurence to dinner, and Peggy

was impressed by Laurence's looks and his attitude. At twenty-eight to Peggy's twenty-three,

he looked "like someone out of another world." He was the first man she had met who didn't

wear a hat, a distinguishing habit in the days when a hat was almost required dress. Peggy

described the impact he had on her at the time: "His beautiful, streaky golden hair streamed all

over as the wind caught it. I was shocked by his freedom but fascinated at the same time. He

had lived all his life in France and he had a French accent and rolled his r's. He was like a wild

creature. He never seemed to care what people thought. I felt when I walked down the street

with him that he might suddenly fly away—he had so little connection with ordinary

behavior."There is no record of Laurence's impression of Peggy, which is a shame. At the time

she was entirely caught up in French fashion. She sported a twenty-inch-long cigarette holder

and painted her lips with "Eternal Wound," a brilliant red. At one point she shaved her

eyebrows and penciled in black half-moons. She visited all the couturiers—Paul Poiret, Jean

Patou, Lucien Lelong, Worth—but Poiret was a favorite. Her figure was flattered by the new

"flapper" fashions; the shorter dresses showed off her shapely legs and slim figure to great

advantage. With her gleaming chignon of chestnut hair, she cut an impressive figure.Evidently

Laurence did find her attractive and interesting, though she was shy at this first meeting. When

they met again in Paris in December 1921 he came to see her at the suite she shared with her

mother at the Plaza-Athénée Hôtel at 25 avenue Montaigne. They went out for a walk, passing

the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier and continuing along the Seine. At a bistro, Peggy ordered a

porto flip, an unlikely request in a simple French bistro, a setting unfamiliar to her. She was

used to grand hotel restaurants, at which a request for a frivolous frozen drink involving port,

two eggs, sugar, and nutmeg would not have been out of place. She was overdressed, too,

wearing an elegant costume trimmed with Russian weasel skins that she had designed herself.

Clearly, though, Laurence's attentions emboldened her enough that when at that first meeting

he said he wanted to get an apartment rather than continue to live with his parents in what

was, according to Peggy, "a very bourgeois apartment near the Bois," she offered to share it

with him.At the time, Peggy was fixated on a collection of photographs she had seen of

frescoes taken at Pompeii depicting couples in outlandish sexual positions. Determined to lose

her virginity, she somewhat startled Laurence by acquiescing completely the next time he

made advances to her. Unfortunately they were in her hotel suite, and her mother was bound

to return soon. Laurence, who had taken a room at a hotel in the Latin Quarter, said that they

could go there sometime. Peggy took this to mean they should go there now, and she rushed

to put on her hat, and they were off. She later commented dryly, "I think Laurence had a pretty

tough time because I demanded everything I had seen depicted in the Pompeii frescoes."But

Laurence was mercurial, and Peggy was convinced he wanted to back out of his engagement

to her from the very moment he proposed at the Eiffel Tower at Christmastime in 1921. (Had

they remarked on Benjamin Guggenheim's contribution to the tower's elevator system?) When



Laurence impetuously suggested, in March 1922, that they get married the following day, she

bought a new hat, feeling too uncertain of the outcome to buy a wedding dress. On March 10,

they were married in the office of the mairie of the Sixth Arrondissement; Florette, who had

threatened to investigate Laurence's past, gave the couple a wedding reception with lots of

champagne at the Plaza-Athénée. But the more memorable party commenced after the

reception, an all-night celebration at Le Boeuf sur le Toit (The Ox on the Roof), the nightclub of

the moment, named after a Cocteau opéra bouffe and decorated with dadaist drawings. A 1925

guidebook said, "At the Boeuf, one encounters the artistic trend of the moment, the literary

trend of the moment, and, briefly, the trend of the moment, whatever it may be." (Proust is said

to have pleaded in 1923, just before he died, "If I could only be well enough to go to the

cinema, and Le Boeuf sur le Toit.")Three days after the wedding, the new couple left for Rome

(but not before Florette, perhaps having noted Laurence's temper and his roving eye, managed

to get Peggy a new passport under her married name, in case she wanted to run back to

America). There they visited Peggy's cousin Harold Loeb, who was publishing the literary

magazine Broom, which had recently printed a poem of Laurence's. Peggy was "barelegged

and be-sandaled," Loeb later wrote, and commented on Laurence's "pink face and bright blue

eyes." From Rome they went on to Capri, where Clotilde joined them. (Laurence was already

worried that his marriage would drive a wedge between him and his sister.) But from the

beginning, the married state rather disappointed Peggy. "As soon as I found myself married,"

she would later write, "I felt extremely let down. Then, for the first time, I had a moment to think

whether I really desired the marriage. Up to the last minute Laurence had been in such a state

of uncertainty that I had been in suspense and never questioned my own feelings. Now that I

had achieved what I thought so desirable, I no longer valued it so much."The presence of

Laurence's sister didn't help. Older than Peggy, Clotilde seemed immensely more sophisticated

and mature; she had an endless string of lovers, each of whom made Laurence wildly jealous.

The honeymoon distinctly fizzled at the Vails' last stop, Saint-Moritz, where Laurence's mother

and Florette joined them. Laurence made no secret of his contempt for the Guggenheims;

when particularly displeased he could resort to making anti-Semitic remarks about them. (In

his 1931 novel, Murder, Murder!, the autobiographical hero confesses about a scene with his

wife, "I continued in this [hectoring] strain for upward of four hours, including in my torrent of

attack her nephews, her aunts, her uncles, in short, a considerable part of the Jewish people.")

In his autobiographical manuscript, "Here Goes," he dubbed the Peggy figure "Pigeon

Peggenheim." Peggy had overcome tremendous obstacles (the objections of her family, for

instance) in marrying a gentile, and it must have been unnerving, to say the least, to find that

her husband had such prejudices, however common they may have been at the time.But

Laurence introduced her to a new world, one that she had seen little of from the suite she

shared with her mother in the Plaza-Athénée. Laurence's stamping grounds were the cafés of

1920s Paris, particularly in the Latin Quarter and Montparnasse. His favorite was the Dôme,

where he would while away the afternoon, talking to other Americans—scores were around,

drawn to France by the tremendously devalued franc—and letting the saucers pile up at his

table. He hated the other café most frequented by the expatriates, the Rotonde, across the

road from the Dôme. One evening at the Dôme with Peggy, he was joined by Harold Loeb, the

American midwestern writer Robert McAlmon, the French surrealist Louis Aragon, the

expatriate newspaperman Harold Stearns, and the dadaist Tristan Tzara, "with monocle in

place." The American writer Malcolm Cowley hinted that the owner of the Rotonde was a

mouchard, a police informant. For some reason this particularly infuriated Laurence, and he

stormed across the avenue, his companions in tow, demanding to see the proprietor. The



Rotonde waiters threw out Laurence and his pack; they reorganized at the Dôme and decided

to make another attack. Back at the Rotonde, Louis Aragon addressed the crowd, "spitting

insults." Cowley then hit the proprietor, whereupon he and his friends were thrown out and

Cowley was taken into police custody. The following day, Harold Loeb observed, Peggy "had

gone to court with a group of elegantly dressed women" and testified loyally that Malcolm

Cowley had not even been in the café the night before.Cowley remembered the occasion

somewhat differently, believing that Laurence, in the middle of a conversation about something

else, said, "Let's go over and assault the proprietor of the Rotonde." This would ally Laurence

with the ranks of the dadaists, precursors of surrealism who favored the absurd over everything

else and were given to disrupting social occasions, as well as producing artwork that would

reshape the art world. But Laurence was never so organized; though he and Peggy knew many

of the dadaists and admired their actions, he (and she) failed at this point to see the deeper

potential of their message.Laurence, as Peggy learned very early in her marriage, was given to

tantrums. He was apt to drink too much and get into fights—a habit that would render Peggy's

time with him often hellish. Yet he could be charming beyond measure and was well liked by all

the expatriates and a boon companion to some. The parties he threw at his parents' apartment

were legendary. At the first one Peggy attended, homosexuals were thick on the ground—

Laurence's father, Eugene, came upon boys whispering together in the bathroom, and Peggy

received a proposal ("I can hardly say of marriage," she clarified) from a supplicant young

woman kneeling at her feet. It is an understatement to say that alcohol fueled many of these

parties; in fact, it seemed at times that liquor was the lifeblood of 1920s Paris. As William

Carlos Williams wrote, "Whisky is to the imagination of Paris of that time as milk was to a

baby." Prohibition, of course, was in force in America, and freedom from its reach no doubt

encouraged many American visitors to overdo. But Laurence, by any standard, had a special

talent for getting noisily drunk.Through Laurence, Peggy would form some of the most

important friendships of her life. In the early 1920s, she met two women who would become

lasting friends, both of whom had been mistresses of Laurence in Greenwich Village in the late

teens. The first was Mary Reynolds, the widow of an American soldier killed in the Great War,

who came to Paris to avoid the bourgeois remarriage her midwestern parents expected of her.

A beautiful woman with strawberry blond hair and a slim carriage, Mary was soon to become

the lifelong mistress of the French artist Marcel Duchamp, whom she had earlier met in

Greenwich Village. A highly original woman, she papered her apartment with striking maps and

hung one wall with her prodigious collection of dangling earrings (Peggy would take up a

similar collection and also display hers on her walls); Duchamp would paint one wall dark blue

and pound tacks into it at different angles, connecting the tacks with white string. Mary would

take up bookbinding, sheathing volumes in all manner of strange fabrics and animal and reptile

skins, stitching them together in remarkable fashion.Peggy's second new friend was the writer

Djuna Barnes, also a former lover of Laurence's. Born in 1892 to rural New York parents, Djuna

had a chaotic upbringing, bonding most strongly with her grandmother Zadel, a writer and

believer in free love. Djuna's father, an impecunious dilettante, had a mistress with whom he

had children and who lived with Djuna's immediate family; Djuna had to support her mother

and four brothers after her father decamped with his second family for good. She became an

enterprising newspaperwoman, writing idiosyncratic features about extraordinary phenomena

and personalities in the distinctly bohemian world she frequented; for one of the most

memorable, a feature about the hunger-striking suffragettes published in the New York World in

1914, she subjected herself to force-feeding for the sake of a story. In 1921 McCall's magazine

sent her to Paris, which she made her base for the next twenty years. A striking, auburn-haired



beauty with an ample bust, Djuna was known for her biting wit and markedly eccentric turns of

phrase. While supporting herself with journalism, Djuna was trying her hand at fiction; she had

published a strange volume, A Book of Repulsive Women, in 1915. Peggy was highly

impressed by this arresting woman, noting that Djuna, like Mary, had a lovely nose, "the kind of

nose [she] had gone all the way to Cincinnati for in vain." After giving Djuna some secondhand

lingerie, Peggy learned that Djuna resented the gesture, but she discovered her sitting at her

typewriter wearing it, which greatly embarrassed Djuna. Peggy then gave her new friend an

entirely new set, a russet cape, and her favorite hat; Djuna would be the lifelong recipient of

Peggy's generosity—not an easy relationship for either woman.Peggy evidently did not mind

that Mary and Djuna had been Laurence's lovers before she came on the scene. But other

surprises confronted her in the early weeks of her marriage. She had had one fight with

Laurence before they were married, which had prompted him to stalk out in a fury. However,

Peggy laconically relates in her autobiography, "[I]t never dawned on me that was a sample of

what I might expect perpetually in the future." She had not been around Laurence long enough

to witness his violent behavior; it is possible, as well, that the constraints of marriage made him

more violent.Laurence, Peggy discovered, was not only violent but exhibitionistic. He liked to

create scenes with her in front of servants or in cafés, which she of course found doubly

humiliating. In her memoirs, Peggy cites his habit of rubbing jam in her hair and observed,

"[W]hat I hated most was being knocked down in the streets, or having things thrown in

restaurants." She continued, matter-of-factly, "Once he held me down under water in the

bathtub until I felt I was going to drown."Peggy speculated that the scenes could be averted if

someone simply told Laurence not to be an ass; Djuna had done so in a Paris restaurant with

great success. Yet Peggy couldn't put him in his place that way, she said, fearing it would only

further enrage him. Although she would come to see the balance of power differently later, for

the time being his scenes mortified her and undermined her confidence; she noted that he

"always made [her] feel inferior."But perhaps Peggy's self-esteem, never her strong suit, made

her feel she couldn't stand up to it—made her feel, quite possibly, that she deserved

Laurence's abuse. Just as anti-Semitic slights in her adolescence gave her "a new inferiority

complex," so too did she internalize Laurence's criticisms of her. Two admirers of Peggy's later

in life commented on this key aspect of her personality. Eileen Finletter, her daughter's close

friend, said there was always something "off" about Peggy. "Maybe if she'd—I don't know, had

a better nose job—that would have kept her from this fundamental insecurity." Anne Dunn, a

great admirer, saw early on that Peggy was unjustly maligned and discredited, venturing, "Her

lack of self-regard was picked up by others," who perhaps found it easy to denigrate

her.Shortly after her wedding, on a quick visit to New York to see Benita, Peggy realized she

was pregnant and wired Laurence about her condition; she was so thoroughly stricken by

morning sickness that her aunt Irene, Solomon's wife, took her back to Europe in her

stateroom, Peggy making most of the trip in bed. (When up and about, she ran into some

"Jewish ladies" on board, who endeavored to learn just what family she belonged to. "Vail,

née ... Vail, née...?" they asked. To which Peggy replied, "Yay, yay.") Reunited with Laurence,

she determined to have the baby in London, for the French could claim military service from a

son. But for the winter of 1922 to 1923, Peggy and Laurence took a villa on the French Riviera

in the town of Le Trayas. Peggy had bought what would be the first in a long line of luxury

automobiles, a Gaubron convertible whose top they left off whenever they could. Laurence

learned how to drive and was on his way to becoming a reckless driver indeed, hurtling along

with empty wine bottles, the contents consumed en route, rattling about his and his

passenger's feet.Peggy, still feeling sick, consumed volume after volume of Dostoyevsky. She



was learning fast that a drunk Laurence was a dangerous Laurence, given to throwing her

shoes out the window and breaking crockery, mirrors, and furniture. Yet there was no one to

whom she could turn. Florette would likely have counseled Peggy that she had made her bed

and now must lie in it, and she also hated to confirm that her mother had been right in her

initial distrust of Laurence. Similarly, she hated to disillusion Benita, her other likely confidante.

Hazel, recently divorced and remarried to Milton Waldman, a writer, may have seen her sister

fairly frequently in these years, but Peggy never felt she could share intimacies with her.

Suffering Laurence's scenes in public, Peggy lost whatever privacy she had had, and,

perversely, was very much alone with her problem.The birth of a son, in London on May 15,

1923, barely slowed Peggy and Laurence down; indeed, they threw a party the night before

with Mary Reynolds and her current boyfriend; Tommy Earp, the English translator and art

critic, and Earp's wife (old friends of Laurence's); and Bob McAlmon, the expatriate who had

acquired a considerable fortune through a manage blanc to the heiress Winifred Ellerman, a

lesbian writer known as Bryher. Peggy's water broke when one of Laurence's friends threw a

pillow at her. The partygoers had a hand in selecting the new baby's name. While Peggy

labored, Mary Reynolds, the painter Cedric Morris, and Lett Haynes, also a friend of

Laurence's, were playing bridge with their host. Laurence told them they could each suggest a

name. Mary, momentarily smitten with Cedric Morris, suggested Cedric. Someone else

suggested the name of an old friend, Michael Carr (Michael was Peggy's choice for a name,

perhaps because it was the name of the narrator in Laurence's first novel, Piri and I), and

Haynes suggested Sinbad, though Peggy remembered later that Laurence had chosen the

name out of the Arabian Nights. The chosen name was Michael Cedric Sindbad Vail, and the

boy would not find it easy to grow up with the evil-sounding name of Sindbad (spelled,

unaccountably, with an additional d), or even worse, with the nickname Sindy, which came from

Djuna Barnes.Dr. Hadley, Peggy's obstetrician, insisted that she stay in bed for three weeks

after giving birth. As if in answer to prayers, her old schoolmate Peggy David appeared on the

scene to stay with the Vails. A friend since childhood, Peggy David had joined the family, so to

speak, in marrying Edwin Loeb, a Guggenheim cousin (and Harold's brother). "The most

intelligent woman I ever met," as Peggy Guggenheim called her, Peggy David would surface at

a number of critical junctures, always a rock of dependability for her friend. Her daughter

believes that her mother "understood" Peggy. "They were from the same background, and they

both broke free from it," Peggy David doing so when she divorced Loeb.This ménage—

Laurence, Sindbad, the two Peggys, and a baby nurse—returned to Paris in July for Bastille

Day, an occasion Laurence traditionally celebrated by dancing in the streets for three days and

nights. From there they went to the town of Villerville, in Normandy—the Channel beaches

were a fashionable vacation spot for wealthy Parisians—for the rest of the summer, renting a

big villa with a garden where everyone painted, Peggy trying it for what would be the only time

in her life. Among the Vails' guests was Mina Loy, a talented poet and artist sixteen years older

than Peggy. Jewish and English, Mina was a friend of Gertrude Stein's, a collaborator of Marcel

Duchamp's, and a lover, in the preceding decade, most of it spent in Florence, of the futurist

artist Marinetti. A much-photographed beauty, Mina had been in Greenwich Village in 1917,

where she played the role of a spinster who decides she wants a bohemian husband in What

D'You Want, Laurence's play with the Provincetown Players. After her first marriage produced

three children—only one, Joella, another noted beauty, survived—Mina took as a lover Arthur

Cravan, the legendary poet and boxer who claimed to be Oscar Wilde's nephew. After

impregnating Mina with a daughter, Fabienne, Cravan vanished off the Pacific coast in Mexico

and was never found. This story only embellished Mina's considerable legend. While she was



not particularly forthcoming in personal relations and later became a near recluse, she

nonetheless was an important friend to Peggy.Other friends of the Vails in Paris included

Peggy's cousin Harold Loeb and his current girlfriend, Kitty Cannell. Harold would very soon

become, in Ernest Hemingway's 1926 novel The Sun Also Rises, the model for the much-

maligned literary dabbler Robert Cohn, on whom Hemingway vents his anti-Semitic spleen.

Kitty, an American fashion writer and Parisian fixture, would become the model for

Hemingway's unfortunate Frances Clyne. (Peggy's friend Leon Fleischman had arranged for

Hemingway's first book, In Our Time, to be published by Boni and Liveright, his first American

publisher, the year before.) The American-born photographer and artist Man Ray was in Paris

with his model, the fabled Kiki of Montparnasse, said (incorrectly) to have no pubic hair. One

day James and Nora Joyce made an appearance; they were visiting their daughter, Lucia, at

boarding school nearby. While never a close friend, Joyce would become an important

presence in Peggy's life, and Peggy liked Nora immoderately, instantly seeing the woman's

charm. Clotilde's current boyfriend, Louis Aragon, rounded out the group.The pace was

relentless. From Normandy, the Vails went to Capri again for several weeks, where they hired

Lilly, a baby nurse recommended by Peggy's cousin Eleanor Castle Stewart (her uncle

Solomon's daughter Eleanor had married into the family of Earl Castle Stewart). Capri was a

cheerful refuge, an island perched on cliffs, where visitors reputedly lost all the inhibitions that

plagued them on the mainland. There, in an incident that could have appeared in Norman

Douglas's popular comic novel South Wind (1917), Laurence fought with a suitor of Clotilde's.

In the fight, a policeman's thumb was broken, and Laurence had to spend ten days in jail until,

through some connections supplied by a lawyer in thrall to Mary Reynolds, he was released.

Peggy was ashamed that her husband had been in jail and always rushed to explain, though

explanations did little to mitigate the circumstances. Peggy and Laurence had no doubt

devoured South Wind by this time, the author much later becoming a friend of Peggy's.From

Capri they continued on to Amalfi (on a yacht supplied by Mary Reynolds's lawyer friend) and

then to Egypt; Peggy David, Mary Reynolds, and Clotilde went back to Paris. Peggy and

Laurence amused themselves in the souks of Cairo, she buying fantastic dangling earrings and

he bolts of Egyptian cloth to be made into colorful shirts; John Glassco's Terence Marr,

modeled on Laurence, wears a suit made of pale green Egyptian linen. They ripped open a rag

doll and filled it with four hundred cheap Egyptian cigarettes to bring back into France without

paying a duty on them. When they returned to Paris they gave cocktail parties at which they

showed the guests their Arab treasures.Matthew Josephson remembered that in Paris,

"Laurence and Peggy Vail ... ruled as informal social leaders of the 'American quarter'... In

those days Peggy was very much the young matron, somewhat shy in manner and plain in

appearance, but beautifully dressed." She and Laurence took rooms in the Hôtel Lutétia on the

boulevard Raspail, where they had lived before Sindbad's birth. With the baby and Lilly it was

crowded, and they soon took a six-month lease on an apartment on the boulevard Saint-

Germain. Peggy never forgot the bohemian parties they gave in this flat. Laurence went with

her to Paul Poiret's showrooms, where he encouraged her to buy a cloth-of-gold evening dress

with a dramatically embroidered blue and white top made of crêpe de Chine. With it she wore a

headdress, a tight net gold band. Photographed by Man Ray in this outfit, she looked the

picture of Parisian sophistication. Yet she was often bored at these parties; she drank hardly at

all and found her guests' drunken antics tiresome; she also didn't like people making love on

her bed, an event that happened more than once.The Vails occasionally presented another

image during this time. The doctor and poet William Carlos Williams remembered a party they

gave that Laurence's mother attended. At the Vails', he wrote, "we had a suburban sort of party



that was really amusing. At table, Peggy (née Guggenheim) and her pink ice cream about

which Mrs. Vail was very insistent. At each place the petits pains had been hidden in the napkin

to keep them warm. Floss and I and Mrs. Vail spilled them out on the floor." For all their

bohemian cachet, Laurence and Peggy had to labor mightily to remove themselves from their

parents' shadow. Peggy hoped to distance herself from her mother, who embarrassed her with

her solicitude; Florette telephoned her daughter every morning to tell her how to dress for the

day's weather, called women who had lovers "N.G.," for "no good," and, as always, repeated

phrases three times. When Laurence, who made flirting with her a habit, kicked her under the

table meaningfully, she said, "Shush, Peggy will see, Peggy will see, Peggy will see." (This

behavior was decidedly odd; why would Florette call attention to her son-in-law's action rather

than ignoring it or telling him to stop? Furthermore, why would she leave open the

interpretation that Laurence did this sort of thing in Peggy's absence?)That winter, Peggy

bobbed her mane of dark brown hair. Long and wavy, it was a "headache" to her, she said.

Clotilde, too, had her long hair cut. Laurence did not react well; according to Peggy, he threw

her under the dressing table. When spring came, she was off to Venice, only to find on her

return that Laurence had had an affair with an American woman. Peggy affected not to care,

but the incident marked another not-so-petty humiliation at her husband's hands.In the summer

of 1924 the Vails left for Saint-Moritz to spend some time with Benita and her husband, and

then went on to Lake Como and other Italian resorts. While they loitered, with Mary Reynolds

and Clotilde and sometimes Eugene and Gertrude Vail, Peggy and Laurence bought lots of

antique furniture, never considering that they had no home to put it in. Spending the following

winter in Venice, a city Laurence knew well because his father often made trips there to paint,

Peggy got to know it in a way she hadn't on previous visits, discovering that all parishes in

Venice—not just San Marco—had their own piazzas. From Venice they went on to Rapallo,

where they visited the American poet Ezra Pound and played a lot of tennis. On New Year's

Eve 1924 in Rapallo, a man asked Peggy to dance. Laurence flew into a fit and "hurled" Peggy

against the wall in the presence of an audience. During another fight in the same town,

Laurence smashed a tortoise-shell dressing-table set she had bought that day after months of

bargaining; when she later told Pound how much she had hated Rapallo, he replied, mildly,

"Maybe you have unpleasant personal memories of it."Laurence, according to Peggy, hadn't

wanted a child, although he was "crazy about" Sindbad. What he really wanted, he told her,

was a daughter, and she promised to give him one. Within three months Peggy was pregnant

again. As soon as spring came, she and Laurence went by automobile to the south of France,

where they entertained the idea of buying property. The Riviera was not then a fashionable

vacation spot for Parisians. By the end of the nineteenth century, Russian, German, and

French aristocrats visited the little fishing towns along the coast, but only in the winter, and they

seldom ventured inland.Peggy and Laurence found an inn near Le Canadel, a little town

midway between Saint-Raphael and Toulon on the Côtes des Maures (named after the Moors

who had once peopled the coast), where Jean Cocteau had once lived with his lover Raymond

Radiguet. A white plaster building in the Provençal manner, the house had a wing that,

according to Peggy, "made the place not only possible but attractive." The wing consisted of

one oversized room with a large fireplace and French doors opening onto a terrace planted

with orange trees and palms; though the house had but one toilet and no telephone or electric

lights, it did boast a private beach, a double garage with three servants' rooms, and a little

green wooden cabin in a pine grove. A friend would later describe the house as "standing on a

rock overlooking the sea." After negotiating a cheaper price by saying they would never

operate a hotel there or use the inn's name, La Croix Fleurie, the Vails bought it and ordered a



studio to be built on the premises before they returned to the place after the birth of their child

in August.In March 1925 they cut short their stay in France, embarking for New York, Peggy to

see Benita, and Laurence to take a break from writing his novel. They took with them some

creations of Mina Loy's. Mina had cut leaf and petal shapes out of colored paper, making

"bouquets" of them, which she arranged in marvelously painted bowls and vases. Others she

placed in antique frames. These inventions, according to Loy's biographer, "crossed the still life

with Cubist collage." Laurence cleverly called them "Faded Blossoms," and he and Peggy (with

a hugely swollen belly) successfully peddled them to department stores and galleries all over

New York City.On their return to Europe, they went to Switzerland, to the enormous Beau

Rivage Hôtel in Ouchy on Lake Geneva, to await the birth of their child. Just as Sindbad was

born in London, this child was to be born in Switzerland rather than France. One night in mid-

August, Laurence dumped a plate of beans in Peggy's lap in their hotel's dining room and then

made a scene in their suite, "throwing all the furniture about and breaking a chair," which

brought on labor. Peggy delivered a black-haired girl on August 18. Since the child was the girl

she had promised Laurence, she decided her childbearing days were over. Peggy nursed the

child for a month, as she had Sindbad. Shortly after the birth, Alan Macdougall, a writer friend,

wired, "Congratulations: call her Jezebel." Jezebel it was, with the middle name Margaret, after

Peggy's given name, Marguerite. Perhaps following the lead of their friend Polly (aka Caresse)

Crosby, wife of Harry, who named her daughter Polleen, Peggy called the child Pegeen. (The

Crosbys ran the Black Sun press, which published, among other things, Harry's poetry.)With

the new child, Sindbad, and baby nurse Lilly, the Vails returned to their new home. The nearest

railroad stop to it was Pramousquier, and Peggy gave that name to the house. (Florette insisted

on calling it "Promiscuous.") They took the little train to go to the nearby village of Cavalière,

which had a small shop, or to Le Canadel, where they drank Pernod at an establishment

known as Mme. Octobon's. They had three luxury cars by this time: a Lorraine Dietrich, a

Hispano Suiza, and a Citroën. Peggy raced the Citroën all over the coast to buy food—

particularly milk, in short supply because there were few cows in the area—avoiding the

dangerous railroad crossings that had killed residents, including their housepainter's son. They

acquired a sheepdog named Lola that the painter Francis Picabia's wife, Gabrielle, had left

behind. Lola gave birth to puppies, which the Vails kept (one named Lulu became a favorite),

though the dogs tore up the gardens Laurence had laid out and roamed about the countryside,

often killing neighbors' chickens.Mina Loy was one of their first guests with her daughters,

Joella and Fabienne; she painted a fresco of lobsters and mermaids in the spare bedroom. (An

inheritance from the place's former occupants, murals by Cocteau of Raymond Radiguet

suggestively decorated other walls in the old inn.) Peggy had furnished Pramousquier with the

Venetian antiques she had bought with Laurence, and she converted the servants' rooms over

the garage into a studio for Clotilde. To accommodate their friends Bob and Elsa Coates—he

was a literary critic for The New Yorker, later its art critic—they built another house at the end

of their property; later, the French surrealist playwright and poet Roger Vitrac, the new

boyfriend of Kitty Cannell, replaced the Coateses. Peggy came to feel that Laurence, a

Frenchman by birth, really belonged to the country and that Pramousquier rooted the two of

them.As little Pegeen grew into a bouncing toddler, golden curls replacing her black hair, Peggy

was smitten by her family. In Paris later the next year she would ask the photographer Berenice

Abbott, once Man Ray's assistant and an ambitious photographer herself, to make a portrait of

her and the children. Peggy had effectively launched Abbott's career, lending her 5,000 francs

to buy her first camera and commissioning Abbott to photograph her naked and pregnant with

Pegeen, a distinctly outrageous move. In the photographs Abbott took of the children, Pegeen



and Sindbad positively radiate light, though Pegeen already wears the lost and pensive

expression that would come to characterize her appearance.The winter of 1925 and 1926 was

one of the rockiest times in Peggy's eventful marriage. The family went skiing in Wengen, in the

Jungfrau region of Switzerland. Peggy avoided the sport because of her weak ankles, and she

cracked a rib while taking Sindbad out on a sled. She decided to leave Laurence in Wengen,

and took Pegeen, Sindbad, and Doris, the baby nurse who replaced Lilly, to Paris with her.

There she took advantage of Laurence's vacant studio in an alley off the avenue du Maine to

throw a big party, the first bohemian occasion that was all her own and not Laurence's. There,

as she says cryptically, "I found what I wanted," presumably a man whom she bedded, under

drunken circumstances. Somehow Laurence got wind of what was going on and rushed to

Paris, surprising Peggy at the'Sélect café. She was clearly drunk, with two red crosses

lipsticked on her cheeks, and surrounded by a crowd of repellent businessmen. According to

Laurence's autobiography, she said she had been awake for forty-nine and a half hours,

spending most of the time drinking and shopping. "You get drunk all the time," she told

Laurence. "All your friends get drunk. I thought I'd get drunk too." But Laurence suspected that

she had been unfaithful and was floridly jealous. After Peggy slept off her escapade, Laurence

lost control. He threw furniture about and then tossed her shoes out the window. He tried to get

into Sindbad and Pegeen's room, but the new nurse had locked herself in with the children. He

rushed out, only to return a few hours later to resume the scene.The fight continued for several

days. Dining at Pirelli's, a little bar in Montparnasse, Laurence again began lamenting Peggy's

infidelity and proceeded to throw a bottle of vermouth and a bottle of Amer Picon over the

heads of five diners. The police came and Peggy fainted; when she came to, the police had

taken Laurence in a wheelbarrow to the station house. According to Peggy, Clotilde stepped in

at this point and asked Marcel Duchamp for advice. Duchamp recommended that Peggy and

Clotilde turn on the charm and get the diners to withdraw the complaint that had landed

Laurence in custody. (The charm evidently worked, as one of the plaintiffs, Alain Lemerdy, a

captain from an old French military family, would eventually marry Clotilde.) By the next

morning Clotilde had got the last of the plaintiffs to withdraw, and Laurence was released and

given an official warning.Money was a big factor in the Vails' quarrels. Laurence, who had only

a small amount of his own, inevitably resented Peggy's largesse, or the absence of it. In his

1931 novel Murder! Murder!, Laurence would portray her as being "too busy with the laundry

prices of five countries." Later, Peggy said frankly, "Because of my money I enjoyed a certain

superiority over Laurence and I used it in a dreadful way, by telling him it was mine and he

couldn't have it to dispose of freely." Laurence in turn told her that she was accepted in

bohemian circles only because of her money and generally belittled her savagely. These were

the days of armchair Freudianism, and Laurence began to talk about Peggy's "inferiority

complex." Peggy really did seem to suffer from one, but Laurence used the term only to

indicate that she was inferior to him, not in reference to her feelings. His constant scorn began

to wear on her, and their shared good times no longer compensated.Clearly, Laurence played

the leading role in the marriage. Their reckless and footloose life, he felt, was terribly

unconventional and therefore greatly to be admired. He also seems to have felt that he was

doing Peggy a favor in introducing her to this world. He encouraged her to have sexual

encounters but at the same time was plagued by fierce jealousy. Peggy seems to have enjoyed

traveling in bohemian circles, but Laurence's pace was relentless, as was his verbal and

physical abuse.Later in 1925 Peggy found diversion herself in a new business venture with her

friend Mina Loy. Mina had devised some marvels: three new kinds of lamps. One was a globe

of the world, with the light inside; one had a shade decorated with boats whose sails were in



relief; the third had a double shade of cellophane with paper cutouts in between, which cast

wonderful shadows. Peggy put Joella Loy in charge of a workshop that she set up next to

Laurence's studio, while Peggy herself would run a shop she rented on the rue du Colisée.

Hoping to make some money, Peggy allowed her mother to invite her lingère to sew some

underwear to sell at the shop's opening; Mina was so offended that she stayed away on

opening day. The future gallery owner Julien Levy recalled the rue du Colisée shop in his

Memoir of an Art Gallery (1977), in which he described Mina's lampshades as féerique

(fairylike). The shop expanded its offerings to include slippers painted by Clotilde Vail; Peggy

and Mina also organized a show of Laurence's paintings. According to Peggy, the best one was

called Women and Children, in which factory women nursed their babies while smug factory

owners looked on, cigars in their mouths. But the shop was not a financial success, and

eventually Edgar Levy, Julien's father, gave Mina $10,000 to buy Peggy out.Peggy and

Laurence were showing the stirrings of class consciousness during 1926, as Laurence's

Women and Children indicates. In May, Peggy was moved to donate $10,000 to the relief fund

for the General Strike in England. She cabled her bank to sell the last stocks left from her

grandfather's legacy; her uncle Jefferson objected, asking the bank if she thought she was the

prince of Wales. The delay in getting the funds meant that the miners received the money in

mid-May, just after the strike was over. "Never mind," Laurence consoled her. "There will be just

enough for every miner to have a glass of beer."In general, Laurence did not share Peggy's

political sympathies. Their friend Matthew Josephson commented, "Peggy used to observe,

frankly enough, that she considered her inheritance an accident and felt strong sympathies for

the Socialists ... Her husband disapproved of her Socialist tendencies, holding that all political

movements, and especially those of the Left, were 'so boring.'" (The remark is vintage

Laurence: boredom was his great enemy.) But Laurence did not intervene, and Peggy

continued her support of labor causes, regularly sending her old teacher Lucille Kohn, now a

labor activist, generous checks.The Vails lived a very simple life at Pramousquier (though they

maintained a retinue of servants), where they retreated in the warm months, occasionally

fleeing the mistral that plagued the region and always arranging to travel in August, when the

heat of the Midi was overwhelming. The perpetual sun of southern France meant that they did

not need to heat their house, and only on cooler evenings burned a large log in the living room

fireplace. They would swim in the ocean upon waking and once again as evening neared. They

took all their meals out of doors, in the summertime having lunch on a second terrace that was

protected from the sun and received cool ocean breezes. They customarily drank so much

wine at lunch that siestas were in order. In colder weather they ate on their large terrace

overlooking the sea, surrounded by palm trees and orange trees that bloomed in the early

winter and sent forth a marvelous fragrance. The countryside was covered with mimosas. In

the evening Laurence would lead visitors on a long walk. There were two common routes,

which Peggy and Laurence dubbed "du côté de chez Swann" and the other "le côté de

Guermantes," after Proust, according to Peggy. They grew their own tomatoes, delicious when

eaten raw and hot from the sun, and once butchered a pig of whom they had grown fond.In the

winter of 1926 to 1927 Laurence and Peggy embarked for America again, Peggy bringing with

her more Mina Loy creations, this time fifty lamps and lampshades. The lamps were decorated

with peacocks, butterflies, clowns, and such figures as Bacchus, Napoleon, and Lafayette. An

art world admirer spoke of Mina's "lampshades of her own design, of spun glass and frosted

cellophane, mappemondes and arum lilies, cherubs, flowers, and passe-partouts." Peggy was

tremendously proud of the fact that they had used old wine bottles, which cost a few cents

each, as lamp bases and that she was able to then sell the lamps for $25 each. Mina had



instructed her to sell only to boutiques and galleries, fearing that having her wares in

department stores might cheapen them, but Peggy, flush with success, sold them to all the big

stores, eventually sending Mina a check for $500. Mina was not pleased, however, when she

learned of Peggy's disregard of her instructions, and the venture ended their collaboration once

and for all.From New York, Peggy and Laurence retreated to Connecticut in early 1927 so

Laurence could finish Murder! Murder! Peggy, bored with the countryside, in April hurried to

Benita's side in New York, but Laurence took her away again, back to France. Benita was once

more pregnant, after five miscarriages, and her pregnancy was now in its fourth month—past

the mark at which the miscarriages had occurred. Peggy wanted to be with her sister at the

birth of her first child and would always blame Laurence for not letting her stay.In Paris that fall

Peggy met Isadora Duncan, the forty-nine-year-old modern dance pioneer, who had fallen on

hard times. Duncan received them at the Hôtel Lutétia, offering them champagne. Isadora may

have hoped Peggy would help her out financially, but if so, Peggy disappointed her. Peggy did,

however, give Isadora a party, in the apartment she and Laurence had taken on the boulevard

Saint-Germain across from the Café de Flore. At the party, Isadora lounged on a divan, as

admirers surrounded her. In attendance were Cocteau, Hemingway, Pound, Gide, Janet

Flanner, Natalie Barney, and Jules Pacsin, among others. Marcel Duchamp—now involved with

Mary Reynolds and thus well known to the Vails—brought Julien Levy to the party, where he

first saw Joella, the daughter of Mina Loy and Stephen Haweis. He fell in love with her on the

spot; they would marry later that year.In 1926, The Sun Also Rises had just come out, and

readers were still guessing about the real identities of Hemingway's thinly disguised characters.

One evening Laurence, meeting Matthew Josephson at the Dôme with Lady Duff Twysden

(Brett Ashley in the novel), her English friend Pat Guthrie (Mike Campbell), and Harold Loeb

(Robert Cohn), said, "Well now, all we need is to have Ernest drop in to make it a quorum."

Peggy took in this information with great glee, fueling the gossip mills.That summer, Isadora

Duncan visited the Vails at Pramousquier, arriving in the little Bugatti in which she was soon to

meet her dramatic end. Peggy remembered her as wearing a purple and rose costume, in vivid

contrast to her red hair. She told Peggy, "Never use the word wife," and mock-christened her

Guggie Peggleheim. Peggy was willing to hear and remember that advice, and it may well have

influenced the decisions she would make in the next few years. At this point, however, she was

incapable of action.The English writer Mary Butts was another visitor in the summer of 1927,

along with her daughter, Camilla. Mary was unfortunately addicted to opium, and Peggy noted

that she went through a whole bottle of aspirin one day when her opium ran out. Mary passed

the time reading Wyndham Lewis, Trollope, and Forster's Passage to India (1924), and writing

"The House Party," one of her best stories. In a letter to a friend she said that she was

"désintoxiquée," but that didn't stop her from asking Peggy for money. She expected a "cheque

of deliverance" from her hostess, but was disappointed.
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lisaleo (Lisa Yount), “interesting biography of an important art collector and lively woman.

During most of her life, Peggy Guggenheim, an offshoot of the famously wealthy New York

Jewish family, was known as much for her alcoholic and romantic escapades as for her

activities as a collector and promoter of art, but her importance in the latter role has become

clearer in hindsight. She promoted the Surrealists in the 1930s, then used her money and

influence to help many of them escape the war in Europe and survive in their new home, New

York. In the postwar years, she similarly supported the Abstract Expressionists, most notably

Jackson Pollock, whose career she played a large role in launching. Her New York gallery, Art

of This Century, was known for displays that intrigued and appealed to the public rather than

courting only stuffy, well-heeled collectors as most galleries of the time did. Today, the palazzo

that houses her collection is a must-see destination for any art lover who visits Venice, where

she spent her last years.Dearborn’s book brings out the many contradictions in other people’s

views of Peggy and in the woman herself. She prided herself on having a wide-ranging love life,

sometimes seeming to collect artists (in bed) as much as art works, yet she was often abused

by the men she was involved with and, it appears, was frequently lonely and dragged down by

a lack of self-confidence. Although she didn’t have as much money as many of her

acquaintances thought she did (she was one of the “poorer” Guggenheims), she could be

extremely generous—or notably penny-pinching, often over petty things, and sometimes with

the same people who received her support.The book is well researched but also an enjoyable

read, neither sensationalized nor excessively academic. Dearborn corrects some of the

exaggerated stories and comments made about Peggy by people who knew her but seemingly

had overly biased views of her. She does not make many direct comments about Peggy

herself, except to stress her importance as a collector and a shaper of the midcentury art

scene, but she does have strong opinions about some of Peggy’s acquaintances (she clearly

doesn’t care for Emily Coleman, for instance). I would recommend this book both to people

interested in the history of 20th-century art and to people who simply would like to read about

a very interesting and often underappreciated woman.”

Tom Tobben, “Excellent and fascinating biography. If you want to know more about the

influential and eccentric Peggy Guggenheim, including both her personal life and her

significant influence promoting modern 20th century artists, this is the book. The author is a

well-respected academic biographer, and the book is well-researched.”

Nutthapol Limsombatanan, “Interesting read. This is an easily read, unbiased look at the life of



a woman of whom more people should know the name. A definite for those looking to

understand the history of the modern art marketplace.”

lucien c, “Very readable, well-researched book. The author recreates the ambiance of pre-WW

1 Europe, specially the Paris frequented by expatriate American writers, painters and poets.

Always in a good-humoured way, but revealing extreme attention to details and preocupation

with accuracy in every aspect, she gains the reader's respect and interest. A very good book

by all standards.  Lucien Castier”

Phyllis Noonan, “I always like books that I learn something new. I found this to be very

interesting. I hadn't heard of her before.  I always like books that I learn something new.”

Meghan McKey Rich, “Very detailed book about a fascinating woman.. Sometimes in reading

this book I try to imagine how on earth the author organized all this minutiae about a woman's

life from so many sources of personal recounts of events and jaded observations to assemble

this book. Yet this minutiae is what makes it fascinating. I feel like a sleazy voyeur into her crazy

life.”

Liz Malinka, “Five Stars. great read!”

Jacqueline, “arrived in perfect. Extremely interesting, arrived in perfect condition”

The book by Mary V. Dearborn has a rating of  5 out of 3.8. 33 people have provided feedback.
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