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PART I 
1967 

  Gertrude Stein was born in 1874 in Allegheny Pennsylvania. Alice B. Toklas has told about 

this in her Autobiography, Gertrude Stein always liked having been born in Allegheny 

Pennsylvania because she said it gave Frenchmen trouble in spelling it. Allegheny Pennsylvania 

is thus in this way not very different from Salawingo Maryland which is where Robert Johnson 

was born in 1905 and though neither Alice B. Toklas nor Gertrude Stein talks about this there is 

no reason why they should. For Robert Johnson was after all only one of the many young men 

who came to visit Gertrude Stein at 27 rue de Fleurus and drank tea while Gertrude Stein sat in 

her easy chair and talked. Robert Johnson was not one of those who came many times or made a 

great impression on Gertrude Stein or on Alice B. Toklas who would have mentioned it if he 

had. He was one of the faceless ones that came to see them and that later was referred to only as 

one of the many young men who came.  

Robert Johnson however was born in 1905 in Salawingo Maryland and grew up there. In 

1967 he was as a result 62 years old and by then he was nearly bald. He had never had too much 

hair after the age of thirty-five when it began to thin out and so by the time he was sixty-two he 

was almost bald. When Gertrude Stein was sixty-two she had just completed what has been 

described in the Autobiography as her triumphant lecture tour of the United States. Whether or 

not it was triumphant it is at any rate certain that it pleased her. But as I was saying Robert 

Johnson in 1967 went to see the grave of Gertrude Stein in Paris in the cemetery of the Père 

Lachaise the cemetery where are buried Proust and Alfred de Musset and Gertrude Stein along 

with Alice B. Toklas and which as the Guide Vert or Michelin Guide says is one of the most 



interesting cemeteries in Paris. Its abundant vegetation it says and the wild terrain accentuate for 

a simple visitor the funerary impression and there is a map marking the places of the graves of 

Marcel Proust Sarah Bernhardt Edith Piaf and Gerard de Nerval but the map and the guide book 

being French there is no mention made of Gertrude Stein no little black x to mark where she is 

buried with Alice B. Toklas. For the French map and the guidebook she too is only one of the 

nameless tombs that fill up the spaces between those of the famous people as Robert Johnson too 

was nameless in her life and in his visits to 27 rue de Fleurus.  

Robert Johnson went by taxi to the cemetery and sent it away. He thought it would be 

expensive to keep it waiting even though he was not poor having inherited what would be called 

a small fortune from his grandparents aside from his salary as a book editor. I have always liked 

this term of the small fortune it implies that after all it is a fortune only small so that we have at 

once a large thing and a modest word and it somehow does not seem too much. All things being 

equal it was not a street where he would have wanted to be set down alone by a taxi especially on 

a dark and cloudy day such as this cool fourth of April. Across the street were stores that could 

not be seen into because of the darkness of their glass but which he could see were florist shops 

selling flowers. Where there are cemeteries there are flower shops. And also there were little 

cafés with tables that the French and all Europeans love to sit at on a long afternoon talking and 

drinking wine and playing cards and looking out into the street to see what is happening. Nothing 

is ever happening and they go back to their cards.  

Robert Johnson had come to see the grave of Gertrude Stein and also that of Alice B. Toklas 

though of course he had not expected Alice B. Toklas to be on the map or have her own tiny 

black x like that of Chopin or Delacroix but he had expected Gertrude Stein to have her own x. 

But after all Heloise and Abelard are together and they share a single x so perhaps he thought it 



would be the same with those he had come to see. 

There was first the guard house. The guard in the guard house does not have anything to 

guard but there you are. Robert Johnson stopped at the guard house to see if there was after all 

not a map which had upon it an x for the grave of Gertrude Stein or perhaps for that of the two 

together under one alone. There were maps and this was a good beginning. There was also a 

guard and this showed that the guard house was of some use. Good day said Robert Johnson to 

the guard who was sitting in a chair looking out the window I have come to find a map and he 

looked at the pile of maps on the table before him. Yes said the guard and looked also at the pile 

before him. The conversation thus being at an end the guard looked again out of the window. 

Thank you said Robert Johnson and taking a map he turned to leave. The guard was abruptly 

interested he leaned over the table and tapped it. Robert Johnson was surprised. Are the maps 

sold he asked. The maps are free the guard said it is the service which costs. And this is how 

Robert Johnson came to spend one franc for a map which did not have an x for the grave of 

Gertrude Stein.  

This is also how he found himself not five minutes later in a room where a woman behind a 

counter looked in a metal file box and found the name Stein Gertrude and a number for her grave 

and filled out a card with her name and the date 1946 and there was a little map of the cemetery 

on which she put an x and pushed it across the counter to Robert Johnson who could not tell 

from her expression or tone of voice whether or not she recognized the name she had just written 

down or whether it was the first time she had supplied such a card to a man who was once young 

and came to see Gertrude Stein as she sat in the armchair and talked at 27 rue de Fleurus.  

Even with the map it was not easy going the wild terrain of which the guidebook speaks is all 

too truly wild. And the way is curving and winding and it is not always clear what is meant by a 



path on the map and what is after all not a path but only a shortcut across the grass. But anyhow 

finally he found the main path that had to be the right one since it was against the wall and one 

really could not go any further. After all on the other side of the wall there were houses and a 

crane balancing in the air. The grave of Gertrude Stein was not there instead it was a little further 

on. Of course the town was misspelled as she always said the French were apt to do she used to 

say it very solemnly in her booming voice to those officials who were ready with pen poised in 

air to write down her lieu de naissance her place of birth. And next to it was the grave of Alice B. 

Toklas that had no stone or name at all and was only outlined in a rim of white rocks both of 

them were dirt without grass or flowers except that on the grave of Gertrude Stein there was the 

brown skeleton of a geranium plant held up to its neck in the soil and nothing at all on the grave 

of Alice B. Toklas except for a tuft of crabgrass that the gardener had not pulled off. Dead is 

dead as Gertrude Stein said in her thousand-page book The Making of Americans.  

This was the modern part of the cemetery where the graves were closer to one another and 

more geometrical and Robert Johnson did not see any more space in Père Lachaise and it may be 

that there is not any more but in that case nobody famous will be able to die anymore in Paris. 

Beyond this corner there are the statues of the nineteenth century that Gertrude Stein said so 

often she had escaped and the little dark funeral chapels in stained glass and stone and rusted 

metal with their doors standing ajar to show shadowed insides and dust and bouquets of flowers 

dried upon the floors. And as Robert Johnson turned away from the grave of Gertrude Stein the 

bells began to ring over the graves meaning fifteen minutes until the gate was closed upon them 

and he looked up at the dark sky and continued along the path where under the trees and among 

the monuments clustered together there was a grave with a child-sized statue of a girl with waves 

of stone for hair and blank eyes with small gray shoes and crossed feet sitting on a bench as if 



she were leaving room for someone else to come and sit beside her.  

And as he was out of breath on the deserted path Robert Johnson stopped a minute to look at 

this which so contrasted with the clean pure lines of Gertrude Stein’s monument like the clean 

lines of some of her prose such as Ida of which a critic has said it has the purity of a Bach fugue 

and as he looked at this fascinated by its difference from the grave of Gertrude Stein he suddenly 

saw something move at the stone girl’s feet and he felt afraid it was after all near dusk and cold 

and the bells to leave were still echoing in the air.  

It was a mother cat with her yellow eyes wide with fear surrounded by her kittens that had 

taken shelter under this seat of marble and had heard him and that he had at first thought a part of 

the sculpture a part of the stone of the sightless girl and the half-empty bench and that had 

suddenly moved. And he felt strange and he hurried on down the deserted path in the cemetery 

the gravel crunching under his feet. And that was the grave of Gertrude Stein. 

But when a few days later in his hotel room Robert Johnson read again a copy of the 

Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas that he had found in the stall of a bookseller by the Seine 

wrapped in plastic he could not finish it not because there was in it the sounds of things 

remembered or things that made him regret but rather because the book seemed finally to him 

unspeakable. It seemed to him incredible that a person sixty years of age should demand so 

openly and in so public a way what she had demanded privately all her life in her writings and in 

her person the justification of her self and of her existence by the forms of art. An incredible 

thing that someone who was denied this justification in the eyes of others for so long should still 

demand it and what was worse still believe in it.  

  For he saw as he read in this book the strange failure of Gertrude Stein and that of any 

individual against the world, the failure of sentences saturated with self-assertion and the 



anecdotes told of people that were amusing only because the people about whom they were told 

had in fact as Gertrude Stein had not been willing to do submitted themselves to the confines of 

forms and become famous doing so and they were interesting only because they happened to 

someone famous. And nowhere in this book was there relief from the attempt to convince us by 

mere force of assertion that the author was among the group of the chosen ones who were 

different from ordinary ones and that this justified writing down everything that could be 

remembered. It seemed to Robert Johnson that Gertrude Stein all her life had confused the 

personal with the artistic thinking her life the same as art merely because it was her life and she 

wanted recognition and saw that artists got it.  

Robert Johnson let the book slide from his fingers onto the spread in the room and saw the 

blank blue wall and burst into tears feeling the hot liquid on his fingers. And when it was 

evening he sat down with a pile of paper and a pen and began to write.  

 
PART II 

1905-1925 
 
 But as I said Robert Johnson was born and raised in Salawingo Maryland he had been born 

there in 1905 and had done what growing up there he had done by the time when he was sixteen 

and left and went to Johns Hopkins where he grew up some more. There was a small but 

excellent school for young ladies in Salawingo that had been founded in 1891 by Miss Nettie P. 

Turkington who had come to visit a friend and had been as she later said shocked that there was 

not an academy for the young ladies and as Miss Nettie P. Turkington was well to do as they said 

in those days and came from Philadelphia she decided to stay and set up the Turkington 

Academy which soon changed its name to Marshall College after a benefactor. It became one of 

the most select schools for young ladies both from the surrounding area and the city of Baltimore 



and one of the most refined.  

The parents of Robert Johnson had come to Salawingo in 1894 when it was still a tiny 

seaport town still dark and dingy from the neglect it had suffered after the period of its greatest 

wealth in the 1860s with little streets lined with wooden houses inclining down to the water and 

the bay enclosed by the sand spits that opened around it and made it calm. The bay lapped slow 

and quiet against the side of the dark wood of the dock smelling of creosote where Robert 

Johnson sometimes sat watching the water in the afternoons when his parents did not know 

where he was. There were some large brick houses from the 1780s in Salawingo on these streets 

radiating down to the water from the courthouse that sat in the center on the top of the hill but of 

these were empty behind their brick walls facing the street with their gardens gone to waste or 

filled with the lone old survivors of the age of the town’s glory when the seaport was busy and 

people walked on the streets. Now it was mostly silent.  

Marshall College had only just before the arrival of Miss Nettie P. Turkington been a private 

estate gone to ruin. It had white columns in the front and a greenhouse and formal gardens where 

clogged fountains trickled and stone figures of Pan sat on pedestals overgrown by vines. Miss 

Nettie P. Turkington is said to have taken a look put a monocle to her eye and said it is sufficient 

simply it is sufficient and nothing more and then the gardens were cleaned the house was opened 

restored and supplied. The first year Miss Nettie P. Turkington had ten young professors and a 

student body of nearly fifty. Robert Johnson’s father came three years later with a degree in 

mathematics fresh from Johns Hopkins to this little town run down and abandoned and the nearly 

silent port and the hills stretching around them where tobacco was grown and horses were raised.  

Robert Johnson’s mother was named Marie by her parents in Baltimore after Marie Albani 

who was an opera singer then touring the east whose name was really Roberta Smith but she had 



changed it. She had given a program at the end of which she had sung Home Sweet Home 

accompanying herself on the piano and Ralph Shapey the grandfather of Robert Johnson had 

cried though he had not cared for the songs preceding it. His grandmother a frail thing who liked 

her roses and a little needlepoint soon gave birth to a daughter and named her after the singer 

who had brought tears to her husband’s eyes. Ralph Shapey was well to do as they said in those 

days and was in business. And every time Robert Johnson was taken to Baltimore still called 

home by both his parents he was taken to a big house with a little old lady who spoiled him and 

fed him sugar cookies so lacy and thin they dissolved on the tongue and let him play with the 

bell pull on the wall that brought the maid.  

But anyhow their daughter Marie was brought up in comfortable surroundings and as her 

parents influenced by modern ideas they sent her to Paris from which she returned three years 

later full of modern ideas herself. She met Robert Johnson’s father at Johns Hopkins at a talk 

where he was at that time a student and the next year in one of the biggest events of the season 

married him wearing a dress that reached half way up the aisle. The next month they left for 

Marshall College which was soon to have such a reputation. Marie Johnson was a big woman 

with her own ideas and a belief in the new woman and so she was delighted to be married to 

Matthew Johnson a teacher at Marshall College for Women and she put all of her energy into her 

husband’s job and his world. Perhaps this is strange.  

Many years later Robert Johnson was to think of going to receptions with his mother and 

father in the big high-ceilinged living room of the college main hall with the dark wood walls 

and the Persian rugs and the portraits over the fireplace and the alcoves with sofas and chairs and 

the young women standing about balancing tea cups on saucers that Robert Johnson always 

hoped would fall off just to see what would happen and the little cookies and the clusters of 



lights in threes on the wall. It was his mother who was good at organizing who organized May 

Day every year on the lawn when the Queen of the May was crowned and the families were 

invited to come and there was a maypole with the girls in white skirts against the green trees.  

Thus Robert Johnson grew up in a house on one of the quiet side streets of this town that he 

had known since he was young he must leave in a house behind the county courthouse with the 

benches along the walkway up to its door where the old men sat under the oak trees in the 

afternoons. Robert Johnson was an only child he was as I said born in 1905 there had been a 

baby after him a girl that had died early on and after that there could be no more. And Robert 

Johnson grew up confused though he did not know it he could not reconcile the knowledge that 

he would leave this town to the fact that it was after all his life. Was life then someplace else. He 

spent many hours reading novels and poetry and other things that were not true and of this of 

course his parents approved his father was a professor.  

And so Robert Johnson grew up alone his father was occupied with his position and his 

mother with organizing. There were to be sure other children of faculty men and these he knew 

fairly well in fact he went to Johns Hopkins with one a pale blond boy named Marcus after the 

Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius but there were only a few and they were not very interesting. 

And though sometimes Robert Johnson thought about how pretty a girl was that he saw in 

passing in the corridors or on the lawn this was when he was alone up close they seemed large 

and sure of themselves and so when he was sixteen and went to Johns Hopkins with the other 

boys it was something of a relief. And when he left Salawingo it seemed as if finally he must be 

about to enter the dream world of Baltimore that he knew only from visits and yet that his 

parents referred to as home these plain brick buildings on the Homewood campus that he had 

visited with his parents so often and not far from the large dark house of his grandparents in the 



rich dark Baltimore of after the War.  

At first each thing at Johns Hopkins seemed a part of the dream fresh and new the buildings 

the other young men the pathways overhung with elm trees the voices of the professors. But of 

course as is true with all dream worlds it simply with the passage of time became real it simply 

and slowly as the days passed that first winter disintegrated into the sensations of the edge of his 

desk against the palm of his hand the sound of the tree branches on his window the chill of the 

water against his face in the morning. And he felt it leaving and it was then that Robert Johnson 

understood for the first time the difference between what is imagined and what is lived it was the 

first time he felt this strange flattening of life that he was to know once more in his life felt the 

world lose its golden glow and turn dull. And for the first time in his life he was afraid.  

He had always been solitary but it had never bothered him now he felt as if others threatened 

him by their very being. That spring he read political history he did not know why it seemed as if 

he must understand to control this world of other people and he was afraid. And yet time passed 

one year and then two and Robert Johnson led a solitary life meeting some people who were 

amusing some that were interesting but no one he really cared for and around the end of the third 

year after many courses in politics and having settled on the idea of reading law the fear that had 

laid under the surface all this time simply disappeared. He was not aware of its going but one day 

he was aware that it was gone and he became peaceful.  

And in his last year he began to read books in literature again and one day in late winter 

while watching the rain against the windows from his room he had the thought that he might 

become a writer. And he sat down right then and wrote a poem about the rain on the window and 

he was pleased with himself. And for the rest of the year he read and wrote poems. In the spring 

there was a poem of his published in the literary magazine the Calumet and he said to himself 



now I am a real writer.  

 
PART III 

1926-1927 
 
 After graduation that June he went to Paris with letters of introduction to a family with whom 

his mother had been friends and with the intention of finding the artistic life he had heard just a 

little about at Johns Hopkins. And it was late in the fall of this year that Robert Johnson with a 

renewed interest in literature where it seemed that the person was no longer threatened by others 

came to visit 27 rue de Fleurus and to meet Gertrude Stein.  

He had heard at Johns Hopkins about Gertrude Stein and the artistic life and he set out to find 

them. The people with whom he was staying knew someone who knew a friend of Gertrude 

Stein and so it was that he knocked on the door at 27 rue de Fleurus and heard the deep contralto 

voice of Gertrude Stein ask after a pause de la part de qui venez-vous on whose part do you 

come and he stuttered at first he was unsure as to what to say and while he was still tongue-tied 

the door swung open and there was a large woman in a shapeless dress and sandals saying well 

come in anyway perhaps it will be all right after all. And after he had introduced himself as 

Robert Johnson from Johns Hopkins the woman had said well come in Robert Johnson and 

turning abruptly had padded towards a room where there were lights and already several people.  

The woman settled herself in her chair again motioning Robert Johnson to a place by two 

other young men who got up quickly to shake hands with him neither of them seemed to speak 

English and then they all sat down quickly and turned again to Gertrude Stein who motioned 

towards a thin woman with a hooked nose in the corner with another woman who had not ceased 

talking quietly. Miss Toklas she said and the other woman was not introduced. And then she 

cleared her throat. And as I was saying she went on. And she leaned back in her chair 



half-closing her eyes for a moment.  

And so Robert Johnson met Gertrude Stein when he was twenty-one. He came back several 

times to 27 rue de Fleurus always listening always awed by this new world opening up to him 

after the easy well to do stuffiness of Baltimore and Johns Hopkins the world of the paintings on 

the walls of the people he saw and sat with this large woman who commanded and was the most 

self-assured of all and who ruled this room if not possibly also the world. And it seemed as he 

walked along the Seine at night looking at the glittering lights of the boats reflected on the water 

that here was the only solid world this world of people becoming history by their own activities 

producing works that lived independently of them and would live beyond them this was the 

possible dream the justification of art. Robert Johnson did not talk much when he went to the rue 

de Fleurus but he talked and so he was invited back two times.  

Gertrude Stein had at first evidently taken an interest in this quiet and interested young man 

from Baltimore later she may have lost it or decided that he was too quiet or not interested 

enough. But he did go three times. Robert Johnson had found a room not far from the Pantheon 

and he had friends now men and women writers models actors he had met in bars other writers 

and painters who had parties in tiny rooms filled with smoke. He saw Ernest Hemingway in bars 

and Picasso at the picture exhibitions. Everyone saw everyone at the picture exhibitions. Robert 

Johnson sold two poems at this time they were nice poems and one day on the street he met 

Gertrude Stein again with Alice B. Toklas they were perched high up in the car that was stopped 

for a traffic light. He bowed and Gertrude Stein inclined her head and Robert Johnson was 

convinced that she must have read his two poems otherwise she would not have bowed and he 

was heartened. He wrote to his parents telling them he wanted to be a writer. He was happy. His 

parents did not say no.  



And Robert Johnson felt the power of art to turn people into objects beyond mere life felt it 

because it was in the air and in the beliefs and talk of all these people the painters he saw on the 

street and the writers he sat up late with over wine in the cafés their belief in their greatness 

present or to be. This was the year when he read Tender Buttons and saw the Bonheur de Vivre 

and thought them daring and strange and altogether wonderful and saw the people who had made 

them Matisse with his gold spectacles like a German professor and Gertrude Stein. Here he 

thought lay the answer to the difference between dream and reality that had so bothered him 

human beings could turn themselves into art.  

  
PART IV 

1927-1967 
 
 And yet this period of Robert Johnson’s life ended not long after. His parents had given him 

the money for about a year saying we will see when the year is up. When it ran out he wrote to 

them but they said they could not they had recently had large expenses they had repaired the roof 

and he would have to find some other source. And with their letter Robert Johnson was at first 

bitter then philosophical then bitter again for now Robert Johnson knew he was on his own.  

At first he thought of writing to his grandparents in Baltimore then he was ashamed. Then he 

thought of getting a job like some of the others in the cafés but suddenly he realized that he did 

not want this sort of work on the edges of life serving others he wanted to control the world not 

be in it. And so this period of his life ended when faced with the sudden reality of these things he 

would have to endure and the realization that he would be cut off from the life he wanted either 

by accepting its charity or living in a way to which he was not accustomed that he realized that 

this year had only been a dream the power of art a dream. He realized this in his room with the 

sun of early summer coming in the window and falling on the sheet of his unmade bed. And with 



the realization of the weakness of art and the strength of the real world what had seemed the 

legitimization of the self in the eyes of others through art seemed only a charade.  

And so for the second time in Robert Johnson’s life the glow left the world. Only this time it 

seemed a blinding glow that was gone rather than a gentle one like a sun that had made 

everything unclear so that when it went away there was only the neutral world of everyday things 

no more and no less and himself a person among others who could act within the world. The next 

week he wrote to a book publisher he had some contacts with in New York and asked for a job as 

an editor since after all there seemed no point in letting this year of the literary life go to waste. 

The production of books was like the production of everything else. So in 1927 Robert Johnson 

moved from Paris to New York and with the move his youth came to an end. He took his job as a 

book editor and he felt in himself a calmness and acceptance he had never felt before and an 

interest in other people, in the motions of the world, its actions and the feelings of others. And he 

was not unhappy.  

At first it was difficult to form personal relationships with other people especially women. In 

Paris there had been women of easy virtue and fellow artists though female who were almost like 

brothers. But now it was different. One woman he knew in New York told him that she was not a 

mother or a whore and so was not for him. And this time was the coming to adulthood of Robert 

Johnson.  

Yet finally in the fall of 1930 Robert Johnson was married to a woman that he continued to 

love, off and on until she died in 1962 at the age of fifty-five and this was the longest period in 

his life. She was named Geneviève she was a Frenchwoman who was visiting in New York and 

never went back to France. She had beautiful hands and smooth thighs. She played the piano and 

belonged to the flower club and though Robert Johnson never understood her he felt bound to her 



by forces that he could not comprehend and did not want to. They had no children and for his 

part Robert Johnson was just as glad and so life passed on. And during the time that this 

happened a world war had come and gone and a whole new generation of children coming of age 

and beginning to grow old.  

Then his wife died and suddenly she was gone and this period of his life so much longer than 

any other was over and in the months after her death he began to think that he was like Rip van 

Winkle and the world had changed. He felt afraid that in a strange way he had missed knowing 

something he should know as if there were questions that had been merely postponed in his life 

not answered. Was this love of one person not an escape from those questions was it all there is. 

He found it difficult to work at his job at night the apartment seemed too large and empty 

perhaps for the reason that his life with another person was gone but his life alone still existed 

somewhere. 

  And he began to think about the youth that had ended in 1927 before he had become a part of 

the world and fallen in love. And finally he took a vacation from his job and went traveling 

going back to Paris for the first time in nearly forty years longer after all than the time that 

Gertrude Stein was gone from the United States the country of her youth.  

 

PART V 
1967 

 
 He walked along the narrow streets of the Latin Quarter in the Paris he had not seen since he 

left seeking things he recognized. And of course he found little he recognized except the streets 

themselves. Forty years is a long time. It was all so hidden by the students in blue jeans and the 

Communist slogans painted on the walls the stores of white and plastic and the girls and boys 

with frizzy hair walking in the fountain on the Boulevard Saint-Michel. Almost a week later 



having seen the grave of Gertrude Stein he sat in his hotel room with the window open over the 

lights of the city and Sacré Coeur white against the sky to let in the cool and freshness of the 

coming spring with the traces of tears on his fingers and a pile of paper before him.  

What was the seductive promise of art. It was the dream of becoming something that was not 

merely one person among many the attempt to legitimize a single person by creating a world in 

which he was king and it is literary forms that effect this illusion. What are literary forms. They 

are the parts and aspects of a work stripped of any association to a single person. In place of 

these forms of the overall work Gertrude Stein substituted a succession of much smaller units 

within the work so that there no larger forms left to distinguish any work from any other, 

certainly not on generic grounds the plays like the poems like the novels and all these playing at 

being kinds of literature totally emptied, a false detective story a false drama a false lyric poem. 

It is these tiny forms which as a result and in the absence of larger ones are the most visible 

aspect of her works what some call her radically personal forms which is to say radically absent 

forms given that forms are impersonal and the effect produced on the reader of these tiny units 

within the works is that of repetition. Later on Gertrude Stein said that the repetition had been the 

point that which she was attempting to achieve yet the works of Gertrude Stein cannot be 

understood if they are understood as the result of a desire to produce a certain kind of work they 

are instead the result of a certain perception of self. For Gertrude Stein believed that anything 

that happened to her or that she made was important not because it was constructed to be so but 

rather because it happened to her or she made it. It is this that she called the continuous present. 

In fact by making the artistic forms so small and so close together Gertrude Stein turned these 

into the most substantial content of her works more interesting than the references possibly to her 

dog a picnic she had or her pile of writing such as the long sentence followed by the short the 



question with a period. However the references which may be to her dog her day her pile of 

writing are not sufficiently interesting to hold up the minute shiftings of her repetition since 

everyone has the same minutiae of life we do not need that of Gertrude Stein.  

Later on as well she tried to justify these tiny bits of content on the basis of the need for 

repetition but this is it seems a rationalization after the fact. It would of course have been the tiny 

content that was most important to Gertrude Stein not the repetition which is thus not cause but 

effect. Some people have said that in her writing Gertrude Stein was finally achieving the goal of 

Flaubert to write about nothing but this is not so for her it was very much something because for 

her she was very much someone and it was the content of her life. Gertrude Stein in fact 

confused her perception of her life with others’ perception of her life and so believed that others 

would be willing to read what she was willing to write. The proof of this is that she never 

understood why others did not perceive her works as she perceived them that is as perfectly 

unexceptionable and very interesting. It is very interesting she said this often in her thousand 

page book The Making of Americans.  

But writing is more interesting than reading and others are not like one’s self. Other people 

conclude we are someone because of what we write. Gertrude Stein thought she was someone 

therefore she must write. Gertrude Stein demanded that her life not be deformed more than just a 

little bit to art or not at all. Yet she wanted in return the acclaim that she had learned from the 

Romantics is given to people who are willing to squash their lives into the forms of art since it is 

only these that create the illusion of the impersonal. Gertrude Stein it may be said put the cart 

before the horse. And yet as far as that went did she not finally after all deform her life with 

forms reducing it to personality and selling it so that her strangeness was interesting because 

people did not believe that someone like her could exist so self-assertive and yet so dependent on 



their acceptance. Was it not her failure in literature that made her a success as a personality and 

thus finally did turn her life to art not as a success but as a failure.  

Yes it was.  

The interest it seems of Gertrude Stein is that she tried to make literature a minor art for only 

in this way could it mirror and so legitimize her own life which was in essence like many other 

daily lives. That this was productive of something new and perhaps instructive is certain. That 

this was productive of something major because minor is less certain. It was finally 

legitimization of her life by the grounds of art that Gertrude Stein had asked for and all of those 

who had ever wanted this deep down but had realized that it could not be asked for directly and 

so who had submitted their lives to the shapings and disfigurations of forms and suffered from it 

stood speechless with envy for the impossible thing she had demanded and that it seemed almost 

gotten. The nature of what Gertrude Stein had demanded took Robert Johnson’s breath away that 

night in his hotel room causing him to look around to see if those who took reprisals on this sort 

of temerity had overheard and half in awe of the enormity of what it was that she had dared to 

ask for.  

Yet Robert Johnson had learned from his life in Salawingo Maryland and from Johns 

Hopkins and from Geneviève his wife that all of us are born a part of the world among others 

and stay that way. This is the world in which we love or are loved or suffer or not suffer and in 

which we finally die. And Robert Johnson was tired. He ran his hands across his bald head and 

felt his scalp and the cool air on it and raised his head to see that it was getting light and he felt 

tired. If there is a love that dare not speak its name it is the love that Robert felt at this moment 

for Gertrude Stein precisely because she had been so wrong. He drew his hand again across his 

forehead but like Gertrude Stein he was not fond of seeing the sun come up so he stretched out 



and closed the shutters and went to bed.  

Gertrude Stein has said I am I if my little dog knows me by which she means that there is no 

justification of being save in life itself. And yet Gertrude Stein did not believe this thing. 

Sometimes it is easy to believe this thing and sometimes it is not easy and sometimes it is easy to 

be puzzled about what to believe. And sometimes it is not after all necessary to choose for 

sometimes the form and the individual come together into the work of art and we can believe for 

just the few minutes of writing or reading that it is after all this which solves the problem.  

 

Fin 


