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FELIX, AN ARTIST 

 

Miriam Huxley 

 

It’s past five o’clock when I make my way to the café. Alex will already be there: he’ll have 

ordered his first drink of the night, vermouth, perhaps. Pierre will be there soon with the 

newest edition of his paper. I’m always the last to arrive, though the attic flat I share with 

Alex is very close by. Each day, just before five o’clock, though I know the Green Hour is set 

to commence, I find myself sitting in front of a blank canvas. As the early evening light 

shines through the arched window, the gas lamps yet to be lit, shadows dance across the blank 

expanse. I imagine myself painting them.  

But when I pick up a brush everything becomes washed with green—like watercolours 

over pastel, the green is a translucent haze with an image lost, no, trapped behind—a colour I 

haven’t even mixed on my palette. Then, I can’t even remember how to sign my own name. 

Instead, I watch Degas’ beautiful tutu-ed sprites parade across the expanse, only to be 

replaced by Renoir’s waltzing couples at the Moulin de la Galette, then Monet’s lonely lady is 

surrounded by white, fluffy clouds and a whispering field, until my blank canvas has become 

the size of Michelangelo’s David, the statue’s finger pointing accusingly towards me. I put the 

brush down. How can I possibly compete? 

Today is just the same. I felt inspiration hit as I watched those shadows play across the 

canvas, but when paint made contact and the haze washed across, I couldn’t think of anything 

but green. I sat there, mixed a few colours on a palette, attempted to create swirls of Prussian 

blue, black, and zinc white, but everything was consumed by the fog. Then the light was 

gone, the lamps were lit, and the sun disappeared behind buildings, not to be seen again until 

the next morning.  

Back on the street, I walk quickly, suddenly conscious of the paint on my shoes. Such 

things are common here, this is Montmartre, but I don’t want to be recognised as an Artist. 

When they see my stained fingers and hands, the forgotten little flecks around my collar, the 

questions come: What do you paint? Landscapes? Portraits? Perhaps you’ll be the next 

Monet…a wink of the eye, a judgment made. This man is an Artist. He works in his studio and 

produces a masterpiece each day. But I can’t call myself an Artist.  

I walk along, hands in pockets, feeling the pointed edges of the day’s post. The first 

letter was for Alex, his name written on the finest stationary I’ve ever seen—the kind most 

people in Montmartre wouldn’t think to use, it’s far too bourgeois. And the handwriting: this 

isn’t the penmanship of a writer of poems or revolutionary newspapers. No, this is a letter 

written by a high-paid solicitor, a banker, a soldier with an expensive commission. Definitely 

a member of the elite, that class the Bohemians of Montmartre try to forget. 

I read the return address on the back, despite my instinct not to pry: M. Philippe 

Vannier, 12 Rue Colonel de Combes. I pictured colonnaded buildings, shining brass 

doorknockers, and a butler to answer the door. I knew then that it was a letter from Alex’s 

brother. Alex tries to keep secrets—we all do—but his secrets are easily discovered. I met 

Alex six months ago, when he arrived in the Café Vert, fresh from Bohemia. Since that day, 

Alex has hardly spoken about his time away or the family I know he left in the Rue Colonel 

de Combes. And though he remains nearly silent at the café, I’ve uncovered his talents as a 

writer, the novel he hopes to have published, and his distaste for all things Bohemian. 

He’s my best friend in this city, yet I haven’t told him about Michel; Michel, whose 

letter now resides in my pocket. This is the letter I’ve waited for, I’m sure. But I won’t open 

it. Not yet. I take my hand from my pocket and continue, my feet echoing noisily in the empty 

street. 
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At the Café Vert, the sounds of the café envelope me as I open the door. I’m late. 

Laughter fills the room even though a slow, sad song is played on the piano. The air is full of 

cigarette and cigar smoke, combining in a foul cloud. I cough a little and make my way to our 

regular table. 

Pierre is already there, a cigarette resting lazily in his left hand. His face is red, his 

greying brown hair hangs down across his eyes. Alex sits on the other side of the table, a glass 

of vermouth in his hand, eyelids drooping. I wonder how much he’s had to drink. An 

untouched glass of vermouth sits next to him—as usual, my friends have ordered for me. 

Pierre stretches his arms and takes a long drag from his cigarette. He blows the smoke 

out of his nostrils and says, ‘How are you, Felix? Get any work done today?’ 

Ignoring Pierre, I sit down next to Alex. ‘A letter came for you while you were out. It 

looked important.’ I don’t tell him I know who it’s from. 

‘Oh?’ Alex says, looking unworried. His glass is already empty. He puts a lazy hand 

up into the air, signalling the waiter, Remy. 

‘Today feels like a day of correspondence,’ Pierre begins and he sprawls out in the 

wooden booth. ‘Everyone seems to have news, though none of it is particularly exciting. Who 

wrote to Alex? Or, perhaps one of you has that letter from the President I’ve been waiting 

for.’ Pierre laughs and picks up his drink, throwing the contents down his throat. ‘I really 

thought that when naughty old Faure died we’d be free of this liberal subjugation.’ He sighs 

loudly. 

Alex and I remain silent: we know better than to get involved in Pierre’s politics. 

I don’t say anything more about Alex’s letter, instead I finish my glass of vermouth 

and sit back in my chair, thinking about my letter, the sharp corners of the envelope digging 

into my leg. How long I’ve waited for this letter, contemplating Michel’s straight 

handwriting, each sharp loop telling a different story. 

I take another sip of my drink and picture myself opening the letter. My dear Felix, it 

could begin, I’m sorry this letter has taken such a long time to write. Here I would pause and 

count the number of days since I last saw this handwriting. Three hundred and sixty. Nearly a 

year. I expect more than a sorry. A promise of eternal regret. 

But the next line disappoints, even in this letter I am dream-writing in someone else’s 

words. I hope this letter finds you well. I am very well. Papa is recovering after a spell of 

sickness. He takes walks in the garden and paints a few hours each day. You may have heard, 

the writer assumes I have managed to keep hold of a life so removed from Montmartre; I sit 

and shake my head signalling my derision at the author’s ignorance. 

It could continue, You may have heard that my sister Victoire…then I pause and 

remember the heart-shaped face, the blonde ringlets, the wide, perpetually unblinking eyes of 

Victoire. Poor, silly Victoire, always struggling to keep up. It took her nearly two years to 

learn how to read. I remember her crying, explaining to her father that the words swam in 

front of her eyes in confusing jumbles. Images of correspondence written in bubbly, childish 

handwriting: b’s confused with d’s, so Victoire’s little pet dog became her little pet bog, with 

whom she loves to walk on sunny bays. 

And Michel would continue, You may have heard that my sister Victoire is to be 

married next year, and I think about Victoire’s many suitors—all fooled into believing that 

those rapidly blinking eyelashes signalled her interest in them. Then, I scan down the page, 

bothered by Michel’s decision to fill the first half of the page with irrelevant information. I 

could crumple the letter out of frustration. Damn you, Michel, I think, you know what I want 

to hear and yet you toy with me. And I start to realise that Michel infuriated me. I remember 

his mean streak, his tendency to moodiness, when I love you quickly became I don’t ever 

want to see you again, and you have always been a better painter than me became you are a 

farmer’s son; we will never be equals. 
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Remy’s appearance at the table disrupts me from my dream-writing. He comes with 

three fresh glasses, a carafe of water, and a bottle of absinthe. ‘Felix,’ he says, revealing his 

long, yellow teeth. ‘How’s the painting coming?’ He places the contents of the tray onto the 

table and waits, expectantly, for my response.  

I say nothing. 

He leaves. 

Alex goes through the nightly ritual, la louche: he pours absinthe into a glass, a slotted 

spoon balanced on top, a sugar cube sitting delicately on the spoon. He pours water over the 

sugar, it melts into the glass. Viridian turns opalescent. 

One for Alex, one for Pierre. The third glass remains empty. 

‘Make me one too,’ I say. 

Alex looks at me. ‘Are you sure?’ 

Absinthe is not my drink, but tonight, like every night this week, I will partake.  

I put the glass to my lips; the first sip burns. 

I take another. 

‘I heard they’re calling for art to show at the Exposition Universelle. You should 

submit, Felix. We need a strong Bohemian presence in amongst all of that materialist 

bourgeois nonsense. Paint something that’ll shock ‘em.’ Pierre takes a sip from his glass, 

chuckling. Then he sighs, ‘I don’t want to see more of that so-called l’art photographique,’ he 

shakes his head. ‘As if that deserves to be called art. Felix, back me up. What is art without 

colour? And is it art if copies are so easy to produce?’ 

I take another drink, and I don’t think about photographs in sepia, instead all I see is 

green, the green shadows marking the face of an unhappy man. 

I’m no longer at the Café Vert, and it’s no longer May of 1899.  

It’s December 1887 and I’m a terrified eight-year-old in Paris for the first time. Again. 

I sit silently in the carriage, listening as horses and wheels rush past us at great speeds. It is so 

loud. People are yelling, laughing, calling to one another. I feel as though I have never heard 

so many voices. Even at the market, or at one of the many parties M. Augustin—my mentor, 

teacher, and sometimes father—holds, it is never quite so loud.  

‘How many people live in Paris?’ I say although I know the answer. 

‘Too many to count, Felix.’ M. Augustin replies. ‘Paris grows each day.’ 

The carriage stops in front of a huge white building; many steps lead up to a shining 

black door surrounded by brilliant panels of glass. M. Augustin’s house doesn’t have quite so 

many windows, and his house is the biggest house I’ve ever seen—though part of me thinks 

of Parisian mansions and buildings that stretch on forever. 

‘Who lives here?’ I stare up as far as I can and then stop, my eyes taking in tall, thin 

windows, and a black metal balustrade. I am confused by this feeling; I know I’ve seen this 

building before. 

‘This is a restaurant, Felix. People come here to eat.’ M. Augustin laughs. ‘We’re here 

to look. And experience.’ 

I trail behind M. Augustin and his young son, Michel, as they step out of the carriage. 

Outside, the building seems even taller than the mountain at home, yet I climb the stairs in a 

moment. 

Once inside, I attempt to place my hand in M. Augustin’s, but my skin recoils; my 

hand doesn’t fit. I look down at our hands, his with a large ring, emblazoned with a scrolling 

red crest, and realise mine is not small like an eight-year-olds should be, but as big as M. 

Augustin’s. And it is not scrubbed clean; dirt lives under the nails, and the fingertips are 

stained with the Prussian blue from my palette. I look down and see that my shoes aren’t the 

small, black patent ones M. Augustin gave me in preparation for this trip, but the ones with 

spats of burnt umber and ultramarine I’ve tried to shine away.  
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I look around and feel a disorienting familiarity: the grand room, its painted ceiling—

images of cherubs garlanded in wreaths of chrysanthemum, their cheeks rosy red and mouths 

twisted into disconcerting smiles—the great expanse of glass windows, a fire sparking 

vermillion, rows of tables covered in crisp white linens and vases containing the happy faces 

of peonies and pansies.  

The people around tower above me. We are the same height. Why am I afraid I’ll get 

lost in this forest of black suits and polished black shoes? 

We move further into the room. On the walls, paintings hang from golden wires, each 

in ornate golden frames. There’s colour everywhere—splashes of cobalt yellow, lead white 

clouds tinged with cerulean—and it’s being used in ways I feel I’ve never seen before. The 

paintings are not quite earthly, like the hazy scenes of dreams. 

‘Augustin,’ a voice says, sounding as though the owner is miles above me. As the man 

shakes hands with M. Augustin, I realise the man—whose hair is redder than my sister 

Cecile’s—only stands as tall as my shoulders. He speaks with an accent I can’t quite place 

though know I’ve heard it before. 

‘Sold anything yet?’ M. Augustin asks. 

The man shakes his head. ‘Emile just did. Sounds like Louis will.’ 

M. Augustin looks around the busy room and says, ‘Look at the crowd you’ve 

gathered here, my friend. I’m sure someone will buy.’ 

‘I’ve been saving the Plum Tree just for you,’ the red-haired man says. 

The two men laugh. 

I look over at Michel—Michel, who is eight years old, his knee-length breeches 

revealing chubby pink knees, a starched white collar around his neck. His blond hair is parted 

and slicked to his head, while the corners of his small red mouth are turned down in a frown. 

He’s staring at a portrait of a man with orange hair. The man’s face is distorted with greens, 

as if I’m looking at him through a glass of opaline absinthe. Michel looks up at me and 

shrugs. 

The two men talk as if Michel and I are invisible. It’s strange. I’m not small, not lost 

in the sea of tree-like figures, yet I am unseen. I reach for M. Augustin’s hand again, my 

fingers pulling at his. 

‘Monsieur,’ I say and my voice is not the voice of a grown man, but high and musical, 

the voice of youth. ‘Why is that man all the wrong colours?’ I point to the portrait. 

‘All the wrong colours?’ the man looks up at me for the first time. ‘Look at it. Look at 

it closely. Do you really think I’d use the wrong colours and then dare to bring it here?’ 

The man reaches up and takes me by the shoulder. I stare at the painting, closing my 

eyes so I only half see it. It’s strange, the textured, raised trails on the painted man’s face. I 

can see each place the artist’s brush and knife has been, covering him with scabbing cadmium 

yellow boils. I squint my eyes more, so that they are almost closed. Isn’t it peculiar, that green 

shadow? Where does it come from? M. Augustin has always said shadows have a source, a 

beginning point.  

‘Augustin,’ the man says, ‘I think I’m doomed if even children question my work.’ 

M. Augustin laughs and reaches up to ruffle my hair. ‘This one is too smart for his 

own good. His father is a dairy farmer but the boy is destined to be an artist.’ 

‘Really…’ the man surveys me, as if he’s trying to determine my talent. 

‘I first found him sketching in the dirt. He drew my home with a twig, can you 

imagine?’ 

The red-haired man laughs, then looks up at me again. ‘So boy,’ he asks, ‘how would 

you paint such a face?’ 



Miriam Huxley 

__________________________________________________________________ 

109 

I stare at my shoes, my paint-spotted shoes, and say in my oddly youthful voice, ‘Well 

I wouldn’t have used a palette knife to layer the yellow so thick. And I wouldn’t have used 

such green to create shadow. This man looks ill, dying.’ 

The man laughs, loud and hard; it’s a strange laugh, a transformative laugh, as the 

man’s red hair fades away and he becomes Pierre, Pierre sitting in the Café Vert, laughing.  

Alex mixes a second glass of absinthe for me and pushes it across the table. 

‘I don’t like absinthe.’ Yet, I quickly find the glass in my hand. 

Alex smiles. He’s nursing his second glass, taking slow, delicate sips.  

‘What is it you say about the second glass, Alex?’  

Alex leans back and closes his eyes. ‘Nothing. I don’t say anything.’ 

Pierre is smoking another cigarette, blowing smoke rings into the air. As they rise, I 

am reminded of clouds, clouds at dawn, clouds circling a mountain at dawn, me painting 

those clouds circling that mountain at dawn. 

At dawn, I set up my easel, mix my paints—yellow, white, red lake, and blue—and 

capture the early morning’s chrome orange glow as the sun rises through the trees. To my left, 

the mountain, whose snow-capped peaks reflect the light. Later in the day, those same peaks 

will create an imposing shadow across the valley. The tall grass, wet with cold, crystalline 

dew, sways against my legs. It is a gentle reassuring presence. In these early hours, the 

shadow and light make sense. I can paint the day as it peeks through the trees—leaves of raw 

umber and sunlight in cadmium yellow rays. I paint the mountain and capture the sense of 

near claustrophobia as the shadow grows, a blackened-blue. Today, I paint the neighbour’s 

cows, as they graze lazily on the hills.  

When the sun is high, Michel comes loping up the hill, and I paint him, asleep in the 

grass, standing in the distance, leaning against a tree. But most importantly, I paint in 

colour—shadows glinting a myriad of shades and tones—the sun glowing thick with layers of 

paint dragged across the canvas. And it is all mine. 

It doesn’t matter that M. Augustin has just taught us about chiaroscuro and 

Caravaggio or Michelangelo—and yesterday, M. Augustin paused for a moment and reflected 

on why Michel, his son, deserved to be named after the Renaissance master—or why Manet’s 

controversial Le déjeuner sur l'herbe is brilliant precisely because it is controversial. Maybe 

my landscapes are inspired by all of the things I learn, but it doesn’t matter: when I finish the 

painting, I will sign my name in bold strokes in the right hand corner. 

But this is the world not as it is.  

I haven’t signed my name to anything; earlier, I wasn’t painting a mountain at dawn, I 

was painting an all-consuming green haze. It didn’t matter how I applied the paint or what 

colour I started with, all was lost to that void. But the fog I see now is the green of the 

absinthe, absinthe mixing in a glass as Alex begins la louche for the third time. 

‘Felix, I have a job for you,’ Pierre says. ‘I’m writing a piece about the odious Tower 

in the hopes that this miserable government of ours will take note and pull that blasted thing 

down before the Exposition Universelle.’ 

‘Why would they do that?’ Alex asks as he places a sugar cube onto the slotted spoon. 

‘Because it’s a symbol of oppression and showcasing it only serves to make us, the 

people of this city, angry.’ Pierre slams his fist against the table.  

Alex nods. 

‘I need some sketches. You know, satirical drawings, something that reminds us how 

ugly the thing is. Give it three heads and Méline’s nose.’ Pierre laughs at his own joke. 

I nod. 

Alex pushes another drink towards me. 

Pierre smiles and begins his third absinthe of the evening. He is happily unaware that 

each day, I sit down to paint something, and each and every day that something becomes a 
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viridian miasma, a shadow without a point of origin, chiaroscuro without light. I haven’t 

finished a single painting since coming to Paris. 

I pick up my glass and survey the liquid, wondering how to continue navigating this 

city of Artists. I haven’t let myself ask this question. But today, the combination of the 

absinthe I don’t want and a letter I don’t want to open is making me think things I don’t want 

to think. 

I stare down at my shoes, remembering all the times M. Augustin said, ‘Felix, one day 

you will be great because you are different. It is difference that sets us apart. Would Van 

Gogh, God rest him, have become Van Gogh if he’d continued to follow convention and paint 

a world without colour?’  

I think of the times I sat in the grand study in M. Augustin’s equally grand house, 

Michel next to me, listening to M. Augustin tell us everything he knew about the Renaissance, 

or the Neoclassicists of the previous century. How did I end up there? My father owns a dairy 

farm, a farm that has been in the family for as many generations as anyone can remember. I 

was meant to be happily ignorant, like so many generations before me. And I was happy, 

before M. Augustin decided to change my fate. If not for him, I’d be married to a village girl, 

raising five children, tending to the cows each morning, watching the sun rise over the 

mountain. 

Instead, I’m in a café in Montmartre, and not even a nice one. No, the Café Vert’s 

green walls glare at me, and the paintings Monsieur le Propriétaire is so proud of serve only 

as a reminder of my failure as an Artist.  

I sit across from Pierre, a bombast of man, a drunkard with an inability to write using 

punctuation—Bohemians call for imminent tearing down of the hideousness that is La Tour 

and an end to everything that is wrong with the hideousness that is our current government. 

Pierre, a father to children who only see him once a week, and only when he isn’t canvasing 

the neighbourhood, promoting his Bohemian ideals to the world.  

And Alex, my dear friend Alex. He has seen the world and still understands so little. 

He composes letter after letter to his father, carefully writing Rue Colonel de Combes on each 

envelope, only to hide them in a box. Oh Father, he writes, I hope you can forgive me for 

what I’ve done. I only wanted you to be proud of me. Alex, who has been missing for five 

years, has come home, only to find himself lost in the smoke-filled Café Vert. 

I blame the letter in my pocket for these realizations. This isn’t the voice of the green 

drink in my hand. This is the voice of the letter. This voice is one I’ve heard nearly every day 

since I was eight years old. I could tear up the letter, burn the bits of paper. I take the letter 

from my pocket and slowly unfold the paper, smoothing out the creases, my fingers trailing 

over each letter on the envelope. I could destroy it, and yet that voice would still be there. I’ve 

waited a year for this letter, one year for words that could change everything, or nothing at all.  

I take another drink. 
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