ARCHITECTURALDICEST VISIES:
James Baldwin

A HOUSE Is NOT a home: we have all
heard the proverb. Yet, if the house
is not a home (home!) it can become
only, I suppose, a space to be manipu-
lated—manipulation demanding rath-
er more skill than grace.

I have lived in many places, have
been precipitated here and there. The
beginning of my life rather recalls a
shipwreck, and the shipwrecked can
find it difficult to trust daylight or
dry land. I have lived in places I liked
well enough: a loft and an apartment
on New York’s Lower East Side, for
example, when I was very young,
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and a big West Side apartment in
New York when I was not so young;:
and, in between, my various dwell-
ing places in and around Paris.

My life in Paris, for example, be-
gins in the Hotel de Verneuil, where,
had it not been for the Corsican fam-
ily that owned it, my life might very
well have ended. I fell very ill there
during my first winter in Paris—
1948 /49—and the Corsican matri-
arch, who was the head of the family,
climbed five flights of stairs, twice a
day, bringing me old Corsican reme-
dies to make me well. To this day,

I will never know what made her
suppose that I would ever be able
to pay the rent or why she didn’t sim-
ply call the American Embassy and
have me shipped home. (Perhaps the
old lady sensed that to have done that
to me then would have been tanta-
mount to murder.)

Well. A series of hotels, a flat in ~

Clamart some ten years later, a house

in London in the sixties, a couple of *

apartments and a summer house on
the Bosporus in Istanbul, and a house
I rented in Corsica in 1956, the year I
decided to return to America. But I




“I first arrived in France in 1948, a little battered by New York because of my anger, my youth and my pride,” recalls James Baldwin, whose debut

novel Go Tell It &n the Mountain began his exploration of social inequality and civil liberties. He is currently working on a new novel, Any Bootlegger

oPPOSITE: For the past sixteen years the author has lived in an old stone farmhouse near Saint-Paul-de-Vence. ABOvVE: A bamboo-shaded table, where

Baldwin and his guests eat lunch, is surrounded by the vegetation that he has let grow untamed. In the background is a view of the village

never expected to “stay” in these
places. I never expected to stay any-
where. I was a kind of transatlantic
commuter, carrying my typewriter
everywhere, from Alabama to Sierra
Leone to Finland.

I had bought a building in New
York. I did not live in this building
for very long, but the manuscripts
piling up in the basement of the
house made the reality of my acceler-
ating age something to be confronted.
Martin Luther King, Jr., was assassi-
nated on April 4, 1968, while I was
living in California. That devastated

my universe and was ultimately to
lead me to this house.

I wandered around after Martin’s
death—directed a play in Istanbul,
for example, visited London, visited
[taly. For some reason, I don’t know
why, I seem to have avoided France.
[ collapsed physically several times
and when I came back to Paris I col-
lapsed again. Friends then shipped
me, almost literally, out of the Ameri-
can Hospital to Saint-Paul-de-Vence.

It was grief I had been avoiding,
which was why I had collapsed. A
friend of mine came down from Paris

to look after me, and was so outraged
at my hotel bills that he packed my
bags and moved me here, to what
was then a rooming house. Part of
my family came to see me. Eventu-
ally, I looked around me and realized
that I had rented virtually every
room in the house. Then I thought,
Why not stay here?

I was forty-six years old then,
which means that I have been here
for sixteen years. It is far from certain
that I will live another sixteen years,
and so I consider that the house
found me just in time.




It’s a fine stone house, about twelve
rooms, overlooking the valley and at
the foot of the village. My studio is on
the first floor, next to a terrace; it was
once the studio of Georges Braque.
Visitors need not find themselves on
top of each other, and there are sev-
eral acres of land.

It is, also, a very old house, which

ABOVE: Roses surround and climb over one of the oldest parts of the house, the back entrance with
a shuttered door that leads into the kitchen. BeLow: “An island of silence and peace’
Baldwin describes the terrace directly in front of his office where he can take breaks from writing.

means that there is always somethingl
in need of repair or renewal or burial.
But this exasperating rigor is good for
the soul, for it means that one can
never suppose one’s work is done.
And perhaps I have reached the age
at which silence becomes a tremen-
dous gift, and the vineyard in which
one labors a rigorous joy. [J

The beginning of my life rather
recalls a shipwreck, and the shipwrecked
can find it difficult to trust
daylight or dry land.
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The corkboard in his office, where Baldwin often works till dawn, documents his personal and professional life. Photographs of friends and family
include one in center of Baldwin with his brother David. Two book jackets are of his most recently published works: The Price of the Ticket, a
collection of nonfiction from 1948 to 1985; and The Evidence of Things Not Seen, an essay on the Atlanta child murders. Plaster mask is of Pascal
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‘ The living room on the second floor is furnished with rustic Provengal Photographs of James Baldwin, arranged along the living room mantel,
pieces, in keeping with his preference for an unadorned environment and paintings on the wall above a daybed were done by his friends
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