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A Supper in Montmartre 

The latest pamphlet issued in a limited edition 
of thirty copies by students in The Bancroft 
Library's course, The Hand-Produced Book 
and its Historical Context, is the first publica
tion of a manuscript by Harriet Levy from the 
Library's collections. Designed by the course 
instructor, Wesley B. Tanner, and with an 
etching by Charles M. Hobson III, one of the 
students, the publication is a handsome ex
ample of fine printing. Since the delightful text 
is available only to a very few people in its first 
edition, it is here reprinted with its introduc
tion, for a wider readership. 

INTRODUCTION 
Harriet Lane Levy was born into an upper middle-
class Jewish family of San Francisco in 1867 and 
might have been expected to live out her life in its 
quiet, comfortable, almost ritualistically bourgeois 
ways. But at the age of forty she was still unmarried 
and not at all inclined to settle into her parents' 
patterns that in her seventies she described with 
charm and wry humor in a memoir, 920 O'Farrell 
Street. 

In an era when very few girls attended college, 
Harriet went across the Bay to attend the Univer
sity of California from which she graduated in 1886. 
A little later, as an intellectually inclined young 
lady, she wrote drama criticism for The Wave, a 
sprightly local journal to which Frank Norris and 
Gelett Burgess also contributed. 

In time Harriet Levy became friendly with the 
Michael Steins, a couple of her age and social back
ground but more adventurous as expatriates in 
Paris where they moved with such avant-garde 
people as Henri Matisse. Some of his startling can
vases they brought home to San Francisco when 
they returned briefly after the great earthquake and 
fire of igo6, and Harriet was intrigued by them. 

The Steins then suggested that Harriet too come to 
Paris to experience its lively cultural life. With her 
next-door neighbor, Alice B. Toklas, she under
took the great move that year. 

In Paris they came to know well Michael's sister, 
Gertrude Stein, and Alice grew progressively closer 
to her, until in 1909 she left Harriet to move into the 
famed 27 rue de Fleurus. As a result, somewhat at 
loose ends, Harriet Levy in 1910 returned to San 
Francisco with the Michael Steins when they made 
another visit back home. She remained thereafter 
in California. There, much later, she wrote an 
account of those three years in Paris, never com
pleted and never printed, but after her death in 1950 
its manuscript was given by her family to The 
Bancroft Library. Chapter VIII, here printed for 
the first time, is her account of the almost legendary 
dinner for the painter le douanier Rousseau, also 
described in the Autobiography of Alice B. 
Toklas and memoirs of several other participants. 
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Picasso and Fernande were giving a supper to 
Rousseau. They called it an hommage. Rousseau 
was the darling of the Montmartre group of 
painters. He was a douanier and had never re
ceived instruction in painting. He painted trees 
and plants and animals that had never grown 
anywhere. I liked to look at his paintings, al
though they did not look like anything I had 
ever seen. I wanted one for myself to take 
home. I liked his trees more than paintings of 
real trees. Everybody loved Rousseau. Every
one smiled when they spoke of his paintings 
as if they were patting him on the shoulder. 
Not as if he were a real artist, more like a little 
brother who painted things in a way that made 
everybody tender towards him. 

We entered upon great excitement. Men and 
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