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Man is an omnivore - wherefore should he
not bite the hand that feeds?








Chapter 1
Via Appia


I should think a remittance of twenty
pounds monthly,

I should think a glass of champagne cooled
against the afternoon

Would suit.

Even so, Arnoldo is petulant, meaning the
trinkets and treasures are padlocked,

And I wish I could find something in his
scowl, some againstness,

I am going to die, and his mood seems only
that I have not told him.

 

All my time is gone for sulking
Mediterraneans,

They should have loved me when they
might,

This is the last, the last of dangerous
fun, the last of politics,

The absolute last of empire. At Brindisi,
Brundisium,

The Appian way is at a
conclusion.

 

After which, to the south, only the arcana
and shadow of Africa,

Across the seas shortly, by felucca or
dhow,

I could become a good man and walk past
Tunis,

Find deepest Uganda, where lanterns burn
brighter,

To Zanzibar or the Congo and be a
missionary to the best.

And rest again in a hut of wattle, browned
perfect.

If the kirk and Sunday School harmonium is
at full wheezing,

Common measure on the Gambia's
banks.

Then what a friend we have in
Jesus,

And I could be forgotten there;

To the extent that I am missionary with no
message,

Obscure, of an unknown death.

No, not Africa, where I cannot be seen,
but may live on a while,

The clever martyr embraces Death, and does
no defying.

 

And so, at Brindisi,
Brundisium,

The Via Appia is nascent,

From conclusion, later, to
beginning,

And that is a magic of freedom,

I will march to Rome, set foot to the last
road.

 

With the warm Adriatic on my right
hand,

Past the white houses, gulls are working
the breezes,

Grottos in the cliffs, the lemon and the
oregano,

The red terrain, Puglia,
Neapolis,

Look at the beauty of the
scene,

Let your desires be ruled by reason
- appetitus rationi
pareat,

As if Cicero? But Cicero was sneaking away
in a litter,

And Cicero was vain and flimsy, gouty and
infirm.

Others may drift at sea, but I march with
a purpose.

 

Past a bronze Eraclio, the strongest
man,

The strong man who is nothing against a
State,

I did my baptism and have never forgot it,
unlike the most,

As soon as marked down, condemned to carry
it everywhere,

The guilt has no place, no country tied
to,

It has no berth or harbour.

Take noon meals from farmsteads, beg bread
unleavened

And a handful of olives, the physical worn
out, the body shattered,

But the spiritual is eager to continue the
fight.

 

At Barium, Bari, find in the sheets of a
bed, white comfort,

Rise and find the Castello Svevo, the
ugliest thing that could ever be made,

Look at it with outrage and be a
soldier

With hobnail boots, puttees, even a Black
and Tan,

Skilled at arms and sent to fire, fire and
lay waste,

And march on, soldier.

 

At Ordona, by the side of green
mountains,

I watch the power of these beasts who roar
at God's heaven,

The straightest path.

At Capua, Etruscan brought under Roman
rule,

Luxurious, these togas and larks tongues,
take to the luxury and wine,

Capua, which was not going to accept a
revolution,

Those who loved the state as it
was.

 

Men dying in the evening, on crosses, each
of those trees

Held a young man, a slim young
Hercules,

Blue twilight and the whole earth is
inconsolable,

But Spartacus will not be forever
unavenged,

Seventy-two before the Christ of Sunday
schools, and tune:
Crimond,

In the grip of iron, leather and
brass,

Ten thousand fighters, naked, crucified
and not a one cried out.

 

At last to evil Rome, city of stones, of
declarations, of majesty,

If they have persecuted me, they will also
persecute you,

For I was caused to march,

But I was weak and sometimes refused the
duty

I worried I was Petros, who fought to the
limits of my poor ability,

But prone to deny: Quo
vadis, domine?

Eo Romam iterum
crucifigi,

I go to Rome to be crucified
again.

And find that I am Christus, who
affirmed,

And I will walk until every man is a
Jesus, forever until.

In Rome, at the last, I find
myself,

I have compassion above the arrogance of
missionary,

I marched without flag or banner, and saw
in my suffering my righteousness.

Say, was not this thy Passion to
foreknow

In death's worst hour the works of
Christian men?










Chapter 2
Mrs Swinburne


Except that some are still convinced Mrs
Patrick Campbell was the siren engaged, and therefore authoress of
the event, this curious snippet begins with the weather, one whole
day after the sun had set behind its ministering mountains, and the
deaths-head moth was joyously out and on its wing. It was
Swinburne, pale quivering Algernon, who had come into the
mischievous sights of the fading Rossetti, Dante Gabriel, suffering
the throes of kidney disease and ready to depart, but not quite
ready yet to end his sport against the world.

So it was, that with the sun setting
behind the aforementioned mountains, and the convivial soirée
already into its second hour and proceeding capitally,

That a sound was heard, a thud, on the
double doors,

A second thud resolved it to a knocking
for entry,

And a third ringing reverberation could
well have been the infernal Commendatore.

The signal for all others to skedaddle as
a giggling bunch out of the further exit, Mr Swinburne, whose house
this was, our fine host, had first thoughts to stand and face
whatever unknown menace might be involved, noticed that every else
was fleeing, people larger than he, thought to join them, but was
held back by the burly Millais and Waterhouse. Until all else had
exited, then thrust forward to the floor as gently as they could
manage it, after which they too fled. The soirée was
over.

 

Again the rat-a-thud - and in a burst of
theatric smoke and flame entered a savage goddess, clad in leopard
pelts and bearing a staff which might have had a shrunken head on.
Arms akimbo, there in front of him.

Poor fastidious Mr Swinburne quailed his
greatest quail.

We know of Mr Swinburne, he arrived by
God's hot air balloon, refined from the chariot that took Elijah,
arrived back on this earth delicately set down, with God's fingers
having dabbled on him a fixed message. At this time, he would be
held to be the premier wordsmith of damp ladies with curses,
pursued by gleaming knights wont to take on infeasible
challenges.

For it was, no doubting it, the wayward
Rossetti who had paid an actress, a lady of fearsome proclivity and
reputation, best remaining nameless, but assuredly not Mrs Patrick
Campbell, to cause some small mayhem.

—Simple, do a dance in front of
him.

The blackguard Rossetti offered her money,
fine gold from South African mines, and she needed money - she was
good at spending it. And so Swinburne was to be unexalted by
contact with a woman, a real woman. It would locate in him his
inner male.

—This incorruptible Paraclete, we shall
see now how strong he truly is, said Rossetti, as he watched the
llama chew his wallpaper.

 

A thunder machine having been obtained
from the Haymarket, this now went into operation, step on step,
Behind each of these curtains burned a powerful light, and these
were the sources of the glow that filled the hall. A peculiar
delicious odour pervaded the place.

Cybele will savage us,

—I have you written in my dance card, she
says. Now is the time.

(At the session beforehand, this was held
to be the most amusing of repartee and as such was given to the
goddess as her first line).

—Mr Swinburne, you shall dance as you have
never danced before.

(Or you shall have a knighthood for your
forbearance).

 

At which she began her own dance, of the
seven veils, which in truth were more silk scarf. It was something
out of the eastern harem all right, the thunder rose, the timbrels
and pipes and harps were upon him.

Some of him lived but the most of him
died, a fair statement, when first assaulted by that savage
female.

An actress confident of her abilities, The
Fearsome Female is the new civic, no rules here, every man for
himself.

So that he would stiffen his resolve,
whether he fancied or not, and enter the bone-strewn den of the New
Woman. Except he did not.

His lips seemed to murmur, the cheekbones
would float in their movements,

She realised he was reciting a
poetry.

The Cross, the Cross is tainted! O
most just,

Be merciful, and save me from this
snare.

The frenzied efforts of the actress
increased, she flailed her flails, she shot her silks. She knew she
would be handing back a large percentage to Mr Rossetti, for such
had been their agreement.

And with a pounce, she landed square on
him.

Now straddled by thighs - these are the
devil's pincers - he wonders whether still clad in stockings, the
neck can strain to see,

She-who-must-be-obeyed, and still
Quartermain resisted,

Limbs pendent, in libidinous
mockery.

The untumescent Swinburne, this pint-pot
shrimp, flapped in the billows, but refused to capitulate. And she
slowed, realised that it was not happening for him or
her…

In that moment, Mr. Swinburne found his
majesty,

—Sorry, my dear, but I simply won't. I
won't play the horse to your Lady Godiva.

 

I imagine Rossetti had more money than he
knew what to spend it on, and, holed as he was in Chelsea, the
wilds of Chelsea, with llama and parrot, it had permanently
affected the balance of his mind. It was definitely Rossetti upon
whom the skit had backfired. He came away crest-fallen and over the
next weeks, he realised the difficulty in his position, a Peeping
Tom. In the last days of his life, society would have to know him
differently and truthfully, as a brute.

Which was not helped by Mr Swinburne
reporting, at some length, his conduct as a triumph - and the lyres
of society had the story on their strings, gleefully,
lastingly.

In his previous dealings, Mr Swinburne
often had cause to wonder what the faint screaming he heard, or
rather, sensed, whenever Mr Rossetti was in attendance, right on
the limit of cognition, but apparently present as a true
phenomenon. Others heard them, Millais, Burne-Jones, but similarly
could not say what was the source. With Rossetti, the shrieks you
could hear in his presence were those of his sister, understanding,
divining, meeting.










Chapter 3
Wormwood: A Drama of Paris


 

From this period I may begin to date my
rapid downward career:

 

"I remember my affliction and my wandering, the
wormwood and gall," says the prophet Jeremiah in his Lamentations,
but this Wormwood refers to the text from the Revelation
of St John: "And the name of the star is called Wormwood: and many
men died of the waters, because they were made bitter." The
quotation is given directly on the title page, and we open the book
to meet French absinthe and those Bohemians weak or immoral enough
to adopt it into their doomed lives - as they are said to do to
such an extent that they become completely named as
absintheurs.

 

If M. Zola is bringing light to the darkness,
this work drags every sort of evil up from its noisome depths for
inspection and condemnation. And - it is not incidental - we are
given an equal warning against Naturalism or Realism in literature.
Miss Corelli sides with those who would berate the late Mr Darwin
for his failure in not tracing the likely descent of Man again and
drawing the necessary moral conclusions.

Have not the works of Zola been recently
described as 'dangerous to the average mind'? For the opponents of
his Realism, the view is that its new freedom to treat is likely to
end in the same moral decay it seeks to depict.

We would only make one remark here:- the three
volumes of the book are presented in refined pale green covers with
coiling vipers and crossed red ribbons over their spines -
purposely to have imitated the appearance of the drink's bottle,
down to its very label and stopper, does seem perverse to the
moral.

 

As to the literary matter, two handsome and
well-bred people are bound for a good marriage - but one falls in
love elsewhere, and asks to be released from their engagement. No
sooner, the third party decides that he is actually for the
priesthood. We might have thought this likely, he is the nephew of
a priest and has given some notice of his intentions already.
Instead putting it down to a foible, feminine or masculine, and the
situation not lost, the main character feels himself utterly
wronged to an irredeemable extent. He is not a naif, nor does he
even enjoy his first encounters with the evil drink, but he presses
on resolutely towards his chosen destruction.

Public rejection follows, a degradation of his
own moral character, leading him humiliate and disdain his first
love at the altar of their rearranged marriage. And after that, the
torrent:- artists in the grip of hallucinations, desperate heroines
fallen to rivers, morgues, tombs, murders, suicides, a brutish
feral child with an unspeakable diet, poets beating on tombs to be
let in, no shrieking female, and a Count, a whole Count, dying of a
broken heart. Every possible aspect of the iniquitous life Miss
Corelli can summon from her imagination, and without respite.

 

Why then his downward career? In her eight
hundred pages and three volumes, Miss Corelli does not provide any
explanation of the forces that drive. The main character has the
unhappiness of a broken engagement, in which he is certainly the
injured party, but in return manages to behave ungratefully and
gracelessly many times over. Others have suffered on similar lines,
but have not taken the absintheur's path. Here, it seems, an addict
must be either unmistakably insane, or uncontrollably Parisian, or,
in our hero's case, subject to a moment's inattention, pur et
simple:

 

If I had remained the same Gaston Beauvais
that I once had been, - if on the night Pauline had made her wild
confession of shame to me, I had listened to the voice of mercy in
my heart – if I had never met Andre Gessonex…imagine! – so much
hangs on an ‘if’!

 

It is, I venture, not enough to rely on the
doctrine of Original Sin - we need a more scientific reason. The
classical world has the valiant attempts of Oedipus, in full
knowledge of the prophecy, yet prepared to fight to his last
against its curse. Job, too, was punished, by the inscrutable lot
of Satan and God but finally bore his ills with fortitude. Our
hero? He is a writer, but of slight commitment - he still has his
banking career, which he has not thrown over in favour of his art.
He is empty of idealistic aspirations, even at the first, and so is
easy prey to temptation.

As a minor, but a perhaps more accurate
character, we have the artist Gessonex. He is the tempter who
introduces Beauvais to absinthe, and he is the tortured artist to
be sure. Farther back in his history, his temperament has been
formed, and this temperament has in its turn inevitably created
both the artist and the absintheur. When Gessonex shows Gaston his
masterpiece - a painting of a despairing priest breaking open a
beautiful woman's coffin - morality, suffering and death are neatly
bound up, and could have been more easily treated in this character
- possibly in less than three volumes.

When Gessonex is gone, he receives a bitter
epitaph:-

 

He was only a genius, and as such was no
earthly use to anybody.

 

But, long before then, he has spoken of the
absinthe he knows as his ruin,

 

It is like vengeance, - bitter at first, but
sweet at last!

 

I should think the subject of Mr Dowson's poem
To One in Bedlam is a artist. Here, caged and stared at by a dull
world, the bedlamite demonstrates a higher condition:-

 

O, how his rapt gaze wars

With their stupidity! Know they what dreams
divine

Lift his long, laughing reveries like
enchaunted wine,

And make his melancholy germane to the
stars.

 

His melancholy is germane - perhaps his madness
as well.

 

I am finished with the adverse - let me now
redress the balance of this criticism. I very much enjoyed the
speculative and wild fantasies of this work. Flights of the
imagination are so extremely rare in the nineteenth century that
they seem to me deserving rather of praise than of censure. Also
there are some notably excellent isolated descriptions:- of female
beauty, of the wonders of metropolitan Paris. The hallucinations
are revealing, Beauvais sees a ship being built and launched upon a
green sea, only to break up and give way to a skeleton. Later, he
comes across a green-eyed leopard phantom on a Parisian bridge,
while droves of weary workman plod through it. If we are forced to
accept that we can be discovered through our dreams, at least there
is little or none of the spiritualist tendency that is also so
prevalent.

 

Is Miss Corelli rich or too rich in her prose
and its philosophical sallies? To criticise her work for its fervid
tone is like criticising a naturalistic writer for being too blunt,
and I shall not join the snobbery of other reviewers, for that is
what it is. Almost, their objections reduce to those of a manual of
etiquette. The popular style may be shut into its limitations, and
Miss Corelli does not possess literary weapons of great force, but
melodrama, or something very like it, is not absent from the
knightly Italian tales and, I would venture to say, not entirely
absent from Homer. The authoress is writing to her constituency,
and we should not come between – especially when she will point to
that same grand constituency, spread far and wide, and the
reverence in which they hold her opinions. This is a novel with a
mission - which does not recommend it - nevertheless, I take a
guilty pleasure in doing so.

 

Wormwood: A Drama of Paris. By Marie Corelli.
(Richard Bentley & Son.)










Chapter 4
Lucien the Poet


—I tell you, it was in his scheme that poor
Lucien should die. As a demonstration to the world.

—I'm not sure you should suggest that…

—But he has always had a campaign, a mission to
attack society. It has led to him gaoled, then Lucien was his
faithful soldier in the last years, and now this - all to add to
his own martyrdom.

—I think you go too far, Reginald…

—It was in his scheme, damn it all!

I listened as the pair argued. I was not
prepared for the strong language used at the scene of death.

 

That afternoon, I had received a written message
from the countess asking if I would please attend, as there had
been a misfortune. To an Englishman, and they could not obtain a
local doctor until the next day. It was already towards three, and
I had been in Naples that morning, sending telegrams in preparation
for my wedding. But, out of respect for the countess, to decline
would have been out of the question. The estate labourer who had
been bearer of the message drove me in a cart, out towards the
coast.

—What is the matter? I tried to ask him, as we
went.

He indicated he did not understand, but I tried
again in such Italian as I owned.

—Un suicidio, he replied, in a blunt
shyness.

We drove on, every so often a fork would appear,
another track taken, my driver knowing very well the snaking paths
and the hidden ways. They were grown up on either side with bushes,
gorse and dwarf mulberry, so I had been told, previously. Until,
quite suddenly, we turned a bend and reached the cottage, I presume
once a fisherman's cottage. The tang of ozone was in air, and the
sounds of breakers very occasionally reached us, but the sea was
not at all visible.

 

He was dead from hanging, although had been cut
down and was on the one bed, covered by the single bedsheet. I
should best spare other details, but when I examined him, he had
been dead for some hours, rigor was setting in. In the night, they
usually do the deed. The hours before dawn. A last criminal act,
the coldest part of the night, when the spirits are lowest, I
remember my professor saying.

I had not met the man, but I knew he was a young
man, to be described as a poet. As perhaps the occupation taken by
a young man who had no idea how to proceed in life.

 

These two friends were also present, they had
been called from Naples immediately and had arrived shortly before
me. They did introduce themselves, but I had not paid full
attention at the time and can only recall them as Gerald and
Reginald. A smartly dressed pair, fashionable and definitely in
society. Both, I thought, were somewhat unfriendly and while grief
affects us all, they neglected most of the courtesies that might be
expected towards a fellow Englishman abroad.

I had been asked to attend as a physician, but I
told them I was sure I could not sign any local certificates, the
law of the region precluded it. I also told them that protocols
would be observed the next day and that one of the labourers, or
if, necessary myself, could remain at the cottage to watch the
deceased.

Had they wished to speed the processes, they
should have obtained a coffin in Naples, and brought a doctor with
them. I suspect they were of the cast of mind that thought all such
matters would be taken care of for them by someone else. They were
rather silly.

After that, Gerald pushed some Italian coins at
me, when I had given no indication of asking a fee, which fact I
must say I did resent.

 

These two spent some time clearing and
collecting into bundles the poet's papers. Perhaps there were
sonnets or odes or correspondence there that needed to be kept for
posterity, or be burned instantly - I know little of artists and
their lives, but that they are sometimes scandalous. I knew also
that there is rarely a middle ground when it comes to the mortal
sin of suicide.

The complication was a cat, an ordinary tabby,
pretty in the ways of cats, who scratched at the wood of the
doorposts and would be shushed out of the path. Our Gerald went to
push it out, but it curled away and simply would not do as it was
bidden. Vain and difficult, which creature is more intractable than
a house cat?

—Careful, dear boy, you might catch a disease,
said Reginald.

—Cats are not carriers of rabies, I offered, but
they ignored my contribution.

 

After they had collected up all the papers, they
sat outside with them. Also with the man's cheese, which they had
found in the pantry and part of a loaf. They both bemoaned the lack
of any wine - the only liquid they had was water they had brought
themselves.

As I alluded, they were deep in a conversation
about some associate of the dead man, some friendship or contact.
Reginald, in particular, was adamant this man had caused, or made
more likely, the sad event.

—They were a damned pair together, they were in
it equally,

—But it is Lucien who has ended up dead.

I had already gleaned that the associate had
been detained in prison, recently even - what crime and how? What
crimes do poets commit, or it may have been this man was not a
poet…

—He plotted every move, and this I tell you, is
the culmination. He will know of it in time, how could he not, and
I hope he has the good grace to be ashamed when he hears the news,
for this has been taken too far. He was careless of Lucien's
interests from the first.

—Here, is this not what you were looking for?
interrupted Gerald, with a sudden exclamation.

They had found a letter, or a testament, or at
any rate, something they thought they would find in this Lucien's
effects.

 

… To destroy me, throwing me to the ground like
a used-up cigar …

… You have created a passion that rebounded to
my vulnerability …

… It will not be for you to discover my body,
but your intrigues that has sent me to death …

See here, they pointed out various passages to
each other, here and here, a long letter and it will bear its
readings, but they remembered themselves, where they were and
instantly returned to their secrecy and disinclination to share
anything with a causal meeting.

—We must go, said Gerald.

 

At their leaving, I was happy to stay on for a
time, perhaps to calm my own thoughts. They had been, let me say,
rather difficult characters. The action was over, and even with the
poor boy laid out in the cottage behind, I could sit under the
trees and take in something of the sunset. But with it so late in
the day, I was quite surprised to hear the faint sounds of another
cart approaching. Was it the pair returning with some forgotten
duty, I wondered. However, when this cart came into view it had a
single occupant.

 

An older man got down, so obviously clerical in
his dress, black with some silver accoutrements on his shoes and
bag. He nodded to me in a small greeting and went inside. He was
inside only a short time and when he came out he looked little
affected by the laying-out - priests and doctors see these things.
At the table, he saw the remains of the bread and cheese, and
myself - I felt distinctly embarrassed that he would think me
someone less than reverent in the circumstances. Then he spoke to
me in English - when I had quite thought that he was an
Italian.

He asked why I was here, whether I had known the
poet at all?

I explained the situation to him, how I had
merely been asked to attend.

I was a little curious to know more and hoped I
might enquire of him about his connections, if I could find some
polite opening, but straightaway the tabby cat returned, straying
around our legs, set on its own business to the distraction of all
others. It simply would not do as it was told. He looked at it with
distaste, and made to shoo it off, its shallow disregard seemed to
peeve him out of all proportion.

Several times the cat wandered across, until he
called on his driver to remove it forthwith - he really was quite
discomforted by that tabby cat.










Chapter 5
The Cadogan Hotel


The plan is afoot.

—The boat train, and then the ferry, will have
you in Dieppe in seven hours.

The sea washes away the stains and tears of the
world, and then there will be French goodwill to wash over you
also. I'd fancy that in a week's time, you will have recovered your
old self.

—I am clearly bankrupt now and am furious with
Carson.

It was true in substance and in fact that the
prosecutor had posed as a sodomite. The prosecutor has lost his
action for libel, and expects to be arrested shortly. A mob will be
at Bow Street, waiting. There's a man at the door, a reporter from
the Star. There was hubbub, but inside, largely silence.

—I am receiving no one, is that clear?

 

—Robbie has spoken with Wyndham this last hour,
he has now left for Chelsea - to collect what he can, the
manuscripts you spoke of, but we should make our departure soon… if
we are going to…

—Wyndham? He is Member of the Lords, is he not?
Is he furious?

—Not so, by all accounts. Robbie and he spoke
reasonably together and discussed some of the material matters.

At present, he looks as if he would flee, to no
better hiding-place than behind the curtains, his boots peeping at
the bottom.

—A reporter outside says that the warrant has
already been issued.

—Then go back and tell him he is a liar,

Oscar so grey in the face, tipping down a brandy
and soda, another:

—Do you think I will be bailed? he asks,
plaintively.

 

Agitated, Reginald Turner keeps on at him,

The magistrate has a thrown us a lifeline, can't
you see? They have not yet issued the warrant, We can be on the
platform in an hour, we can be at Charing Cross, or Victoria, the
matter is simple, you have your passport, we could just leave.

—It is cutting and running.

—But you must think about the alternatives,
Oscar…

—I want to hear want Constance would have me
do.

The porcelain wife, he wants to send her a
telegram.

—Robbie will know of her views, when he returns
from Tite Street.

—Flee, I will not flee! he exclaimed. They have
been saying that to me since this morning - in the court room -
that lawyer even offered to talk of nothing for an hour or two, to
spin it out as a cover for me to vanish - there was no requirement
for me to be in the room, I was not I in the dock - while I ran to
Paris, pointless words, covering a cowardly bolt. I will not funk
it.

 

It is not too late. Or, it is too late, except
to act with some courage. He had very little will power to begin
with and his mode of life had weakened his original endowment. That
he had always succeeded by his cunning had made him devil-may-care,
right up until it was too late to care.

—I would like to hear what my wife says.

—Ross will be returned soon. He will have spoken
to her in Chelsea.

—Where is Robbie?

He said he was followed by a detective, when he
went to consult in Tite Street. Jameson brought the message. He is
now throwing him off the scent.

—What is the purpose? They have no interest in
Robbie.

Who knows, there might be an utter pogrom coming
tonight, we do live in those sorts of days.

—They may very well have. But he will be back
soon.

—The blue and white will not be recovered, I
thought the blue and white… how will I live without my blue and
white?

 

—Robbie is prepared to accompany you.

Ross is white-lipped, neurasthenic almost, and
beside himself, but he holds it in. He has stayed long after it
might be considered safe for him to do so. He is rehearsing it
first, quietly. Ross has a subject to broach, which he knows
delicate, and not wanting to bring a scene, but time moving on,
there might not be another opportunity. For fly, he
substitutes go to France.

—I must tell you, Oscar, if you do not go to
France, I will be considering it myself. And if there were a trial,
I would not be able to support you in any practical way… I hope you
will forgive me, said Ross.

—Of course I forgive you anything… But he tosses
more drink down his throat and is looking unsteady. If tonight he
is in the cells, this is not good.

—You have done more than enough already.

And adds more. —I hope in the general panic, it
will not have escaped you that the French did not treat Verlaine
well… ? Ah, but prophet in his own country… It would be different,
I'm sure.

 

—Oscar, your wife recommends that you go. Surely
that is a casting vote,

He lies down and cannot decide, he looks for
solace in yet another brandy and soda. His voice is shivered, like
a willow pushed in winds.

—I shall stay and do my sentence whatever it is.
Do you think I will be bailed?

—There will be a mob, greasy low evil fools. I
am a stupid stupid man, you urged me not to proceed and I should
not have. The lion of the hour, well yes I am, so much the lion of
the hour.

What is he now to do with Carson, ridicule him
in a witty play?

 

—I had completely forgotten Lady Wilde. I should
speak to her.

She was a foolish snobbish woman, who had the
full example of her husband to consider. And now the son had bought
scandal again.

—Where is Shaw today?

Turner bites his lip.

—Shaw was among those who urged you to leave,
Oscar - you have not taken his advice and I suppose he considers
himself freed the obligation. Indeed, Douglas was utterly abusive
to him and myself when we first suggested it. Where is Alfred
Douglas now?

—I cannot say… I'm sorry, says Turner.

—Shaw is a poisonous snake to desert me. Where
is Bosie?

Infuriation. That's the last thing you should be
asking - he has entered a court case, lost, and not learned the
lesson of losing.

—I should go…

—The train has gone. It's too late.

 

The glorious game, in which, a ring through the
nose, he had led John Bull with a halter, was over. English society
would beat him, the hobbledehoys, the prizefighters, the
magistrates, the middle-classes in their terraces, the gentry, the
rules. That part was explicable and their punishment, he could
explain. His inaction, his refusal to save his own skin when the
day was lost - even he could not explain.

Because glorious failure and subsequent
martyrdom had formed the second part of his fantasy. At the peak of
his success, he knows he must be brought down, how many classical
figures have taken this destiny, and he had planned the going-down
- it was that bravery and stupidity of his, intimately mixed.

Even now, I thought, the grey humiliation biting
him, that would bring him to his senses, allow him to see the folly
of the second act.

 

It's not too late, it's never too late.

—We could get him out of London in a
four-wheeler and down to Hastings, or Newhaven, he could hide for a
day or two. A romantic fisherman would take him to France
incognito, the young pretender, on the briny smack the waves – and
hove to, waiting for his time.

Even at the last moments, he almost made a run
for it, a startled rabbit, suddenly leaping away from the chair,
then stock-still again. He is carrying a yellow-bound French novel,
he straightens up his clothes, pulling the creases straight, a
touch to his tie.

—Do you think I will be bailed?

This time to the detective come to execute the
warrant - who, being in his ease, in control of the situation, done
it many times before, takes refuge in a polished evasion.

—That would be for the court to decide.










Chapter 6
The James Gang


—His grave's not green with grass, an' they're
a-sellin' off his goods,

—I imagine they would, if greenbacks are
involved.

—He was shot down by one of his own fellers.

—I am sure he was.

How many roads lead to Jesus? In the most
wilderness places here is the Lonesome Pine, the Tree, the Son of
Man on that Tree, I suppose we should not be bewildered by that.
Apparently the outlaw was a dreadful ruffian, and not above killing
in cold blood himself - in the past war, several atrocities to his
name - and yet it is possible to get the populace instantly to
condemn the vigilante, holding loyalty far higher than the law of
the land. He was betrayed, conspired against by worse men, they
seem to be very clear on whose side the fault lies.

—So then, the traitor did the deed merely for
the State Reward?

—He done that.

But it remains to be seen whether his act will
profit the Judas - the bounty has not been paid yet.

A chromolithograph of the most hideous nature,
as we watched from the back of the crowd, became as if a rare
Mantegna, the place Kensington, with a hundred eager and rich
worshippers. I cannot begin to think what its subject was -
devotional, I assume. If they could strip his raiment, divide it…
The corpse had been taken into town – photographed in death, as is
also the fashion, for the sale of post cards, and a-hah!
Swiss-cheese outlaw displayed as felicitous greetings from Liberty,
Missouri.

 

Colonel Morse calls for a fresh pitcher – whisky
is the death of too many good men – the goodness of malted barley,
but no distillation, mind you – no siree – he in a plumpen waddle –
and he's constantly outside for a gentleman's relief (No going
outside with guns) – with his Manhattanist twang, you too play away
from your good ol' land, Colonel – in prairies new – with your
tangled eyebrows and scored face – old bugle calls – the reveille,
the last bugle, the last trump – the couchette car, rattlin' on the
rails – the redoubtable Miss Morse, New Continent representative of
Amazonia – I think I would, although she is not graceful.

—Father, you should buy a sixgun, directly. You
could have the use of it here, and think what it would be to show
when we are home again.

—I've never had a six-shooter, Hester, you duck…
We are from New York, good ol' Neuva Yorka, Neuva Amsterdama. The
gangs always had their knives, and I always had my pistol.

How in hell are you made a Colonel then? All
honor'y?

The lick o' slick knife at the connivin' moll's
throat – then a root beer, sasparilla and sassafras,

Brains an' airstoocratik blood, which of the
same you fellers sure hev little – there's an engagement occurred,
we think - been spoken of - no sign o' the Beau - Madame de
Soulanges suivit son séducteur – ah, the sweet couchement – qui
pensait qu'elle lui appartiendrait plus sûrement s'il parvenait à
l'afficher.

Hands-up, Miss Morse! You're coming along here
with me and don' be a lazy Mexicano about it.

—Wassat? She looks up from the meal.

She is not a natural-born flirt.

 

The reporters lined up who will have
aestheticism defined for them after a ten-hour journey of limited
provisions – a mutually tired licking of pencil to say:

—So then, what they say is true, Mr. Wilde, you
is an atheist… ?

The train journeys where porters go about with
lurching hot water, every moment ready to brew up a vile tea, for
hornery atheists.

Au contraire, I do declare – this is the finest
town in all of Minnesota – fine sons and finer by far than
Yellowstone down the tracks – some water would be nice, thank you.
The reporters are the nerve signals – peccati nostra, you know he
held up a train and made them give over the deposit box, but all
the firepower around the outlaw, which the guard thought were guns,
was just sticks, propped up, just sticks of furze – when the outlaw
had made his escape.

And his brown face was scarred and seamed as if
he had fallen into the fire in infancy, they said.

Mizpah, Zorah, Gilead, St. Cloud, Fargo,
Bismarck, this has been a partial success – partial, partial –
partial to a bit of slap an' tickle, how dare Mr Wilde say partial
to himself – his voice low, to travel under the ears of the wrong
hearers, a voice like a stoat, not wanting to be found out.

Outlaws mebbe, but they were unarmed. Now those
men behind desks they're killin without the law – a born citizen of
Wyoming, same rights as you and me to a fair trial,

This country will make so many Jesuses, it is
raw, and will be baked so rapidly.

 

So all is new and exciting. Men enact their new
ways without fear of ridicule. The Wilde West will be a place of
passions allowed, even up to the dictum of Voltaire. No country has
been created by civilised men before, this is wonderful and
daunting. Look around you at the methods – O, their fervour and
exclamations – our manifest destiny is spread from coast to coast,
and the red man will fall in with that, a mission to spread and a
virtue to demonstrate.

If you do not look at your best, you will not be
able to lecture people on dress…

She has a percipient point. You are right, of
course – needle and thread in her travelling case – it would be
nice.

There is the choice between the girl in every
town – if necessary, it will be girls in houses.

He's fought the savages and will be offerin'
that in his talk, his wild west show,

How I plugged a feller at poker – and how will
Dress Reform compete with that?

Morse shouting at a owner of a hall: —Don't
welsh me, don't you dare welsh me. Gets it done by force of
personality - he doesn't carry a gun - don' need to, young
feller.

Miss Morse uses rye bread to convey beans to her
mouth,

Miss Morse goes barearmed in a public place,

Sassafrass for the considerable Miss Morse. She
does not welcome the attentions of backwoodsmen, but a creature in
plush, now that's another matter – hah, I do not think, at least,
she will kill an unarmed man – shall 'Frisco show you a destiny?
When we reach that city, I think we will know. I shall dig and find
a considerable nugget, or perish in the attempt – I'll have a root
around at 'Frisco.

 

Attends, and she is up to her father's room,
directly the evening appears to be winding up, which is
unfortunate, but we lounge with long cigars and continue
discussions.

—I want to meet an Indian. (Tap up the tales of
the red feller).

—They got themselves uppity during the war,
didn't have the time to keep 'em in check,

His hair was the colour of bees' honey, and his
body was as a white flower,

But they had wounded his body with thorns and on
his hair had set ashes as a crown,

Solid as tall, with palest green knickerbockers
– as near tall as Jimmy Whistler, who shall be forced to respect me
entirely, one o' these fine days. Four times, no five times, in a
succession of dark halls, drag it through for the shillings or
cents, maybe the unaccompanied old woman was shuffled off – dead
and pewdrooped not in prayer.

—Reckon she was a-prayin' for yer soul,
younker.

Reckon she got no answer from the Lord –
afterwards, I quite forgot to check, she wan't dead was she? I'd
have heard if she had been.

—Easy as pie, young critter, people go an' die
on you jus' like that.

Why, I do declare, God's anger is delayed –
spiritual chyle to the heathen, baptism, of this land and its
fruitfulness – all clad in leather ploughed with scars, the hides
of animals pelts and furs – lamplight as much as in the streets of
Holborn and Strand – and everywhere the sounds, the clump of wood,
the boards, the noise, the jangles of harness and boots, the train
goeth clackety-clack – to be a great country, they'll do something
about this infernal racket.

Wordless, the poor pale outlaw staring up at
heaven – what did you do to make new Jerusalem? With his disciples
a rootin tootin their resurrections onwards, taking three officers
of law over by Durango, rustling cattle, planning raids, when your
work on this Earth is done.

 

Militia man – impresario of revues, burlesques,
lecture tours – at his beer manfully, swig the finest wateriest –
abstinence from spirituous liquor has made Colonel Morse stout to
an extreme, a hog pork fat barrel - we whiskey types are slim to
fit between sunbeams – hardened and lean – I shall preach the
elegance of breeches, of pantaloons,

Drag it through for shillings or cents, but sing
a song in the heart – seduce Miss Morse in 'Frisco, then home to
foggy London, where it is serener – the words will reach the
tongue, I'll crack her yet, my father had an eye for wenches saucy
– Madame de Soulanges cédé à son séducteur – damn this rain as
sewing-needles on the cheeks – unscalped arrive at fair Turkey
Creek – words will reach, words will reach – here, prepare for
another dreary recitation of needless words…

For now:- buffla' meat is on the carte of
fare,

A plate of sustenance in front of me,
rudely-prepared, magenta-grey in beans and sauce.

Miss Morse in the middle ground, a partial
retort against,

Then the sage bush slopes, the golden aspens, a
blue sky twixt crag and cloud,

And auriferous sands, they be there as well,
somewhere yonder o'er the next white-peaked range…










Chapter 7
Parisian Première


Lit up like a paradise, electric bulbs, each
bud

The glowingest lily and from me, first
contribution,

But on the opening night,

I am denied the throne caused to be left
empty,

Please accept my apologies,

Please hang the yet-claimed crown there,

You cannot prevent me from the world.

 

But I know it, deep in my heart, I know it is
enough.

The four voiceless walls are nothing in the face
of my triumph,

This cell with damp and the prisoner ill and
broken,

The taste is champagne and success,

Even here, try to remember something beastly - I
cannot.

The taste attends my mouth and will never
leave,

You cannot prevent me from the world.

 

So tell me, Saint, who are you, crouched in the
corner?

You are St Jerome, shut into your penance,

Anchorite, with cross, skull and Bible for the
only furniture of your cell,

What I dislike the most about you, Lord
Chamberlain,

You are a dogmatist, and worst of all, in this,
you are locked up,

You have brought us together in your awful
cave.

But you cannot prevent me from the world.

 

Let me draw your attention to Edmund,

The modus mortis of Saint Edmund of green
Suffolk,

When beheaded began his prayer. Not
continued,

Even from the curtain of extremis behind,

Occult spectacular, continued,

He, too, spoke of the joys already felt.

You cannot prevent me from the world.

 

I might want a little prizefight in this cell,
with nowhere else to go,

You would not cope well,

—Heavens and I enjoyed the great fight, Corbett
and Fitzsimmons,

For a week all I could live for, in the comfort
of my own drawing room,

Talking to the nemesis of Queensberry,

I do so love the sporting life, I shall
enthusiastically throw myself into more -

You see, Lord Chamberlain, you bearded ape,

You have made a rugger bugger of me,

You cannot prevent me from the world.

 

Thou shalt not, you tell me various shalt nots.
Let us begin with the first.

Thou shalt not portray Biblical characters on
the stage.

—Is that your position? Well then, my Lord
Chamberlain,

You have some wondrous extra commandments,

Thou shalt not portray embraces between males as
practical demonstrations of love.

Thou shalt make no reference whatsoever to Mr.
Walt Whitman.

Excepting dramas where the purpose is edifying
instruction.

 

Allegiance per blunt legal instrument,

This taciturn Saint Jerome in his cell,
C.3.3½

Shall we pass the time with charades, O
saint?

Thou shalt not put on the play Mrs. Warren's
Profession, not no how, no wise,

It is written in French, seriously a sin,

Sans aucun doute, for it is a sin when a
Frenchman writes…

Preposterous!

Yes, preposterous. But your world, Mr. Lord
Chamberlain, your world.

 

What is your saying, that we all had to write
out in best longhand?

Be ever engaged, so that whenever the devil
calls he may find you occupied.

So I have, from the first, been a flaneur, a
lolling Oblomov.

From France over the sea I hear the applause,
can you not too?

Mr Jerome? golden nymphs stand ready,

How many encores tonight for you, my Lord?

I have committed the sin many times repeating,
how many encores for me?

The taste would be of blood - have I considered
that? I have.

I shall receive my martyrdom, which is to live
with you;

When I saw you, I knew that I must transgress
against you,

You are the same cloth that has always assailed
me.

 

I talk on, my head has been sliced from my
shoulders,

But I talk on, Mr Lord Chamberlain,

I can languish in cell and porridge,

And you, sir, can rest in the hoar of your
existence,

They shall flood to the late cafés, and they
shall talk of me,

O Saint, they shall not talk of you.

Before Light is returned by Art and the
Aesthetic,

I am the harlot who bought the Paraclete.

 

Il y avait une âcre saveur sur tes lèvres.
Était-ce la saveur du sang?

Mais, peut-être est-ce la saveur de l'amour. On
dit que l'amour a une âcre saveur,

Mais, qu’importe? Qu’importe?

There was an acrid taste on your lips – was it
the taste of blood?

But perhaps it was the taste of love, they say
love has a bitter flavour,

But who cares? Who cares?

I kissed your mouth, Prophet, I kissed your
mouth.










Chapter 8
Édition de luxe


In my Oxford days, I was inclined to indulge in
the radical thought that money was not properly divided - on
reaching a profession of sorts I realised how complicated was
earning money. We are radical only yesterday.

 

He confessed he would never go in a hansom cab,
nor would he enter a four-wheeler until the driver had first got on
the box with his reins in his hands. He was a remarkable man to
have dragged himself so far from good sense and yet be lauded on
all sides as the finest philosopher in Europe.

 

In la Belle Époque we can look back at
ignorance, and marvel how much ignorance has built the beautiful
surrounding we enjoy today.

 

I sometimes wonder who the other Salome was. The
Salome who appears in the gospel accompanying Mary and the
Magdalene when they first visit the tomb. Appearing even once in
the holiest book ever written is something to have done with a
life.

 

The parrot is the only animal worth the house
room.

 

Perplexity and mistrust fan affection into
passion, and so bring about those beautiful tragedies that alone
make life worth living.

 

Morality consists of accepting the standard of
one's age. I consider that for any man of culture to accept the
standard of his age is a

form of the grossest immorality.

 

Art is Individualism, and Individualism is a
disturbing and disintegrating force. Therein lies its immense
value. For what it seeks to disturb is monotony of type, slavery of
custom, tyranny of habit, and the reduction of man to the level of
a machine.

 

She looks like an 'édition de luxe' of a wicked
French novel meant specially for the English market.

 

We can forgive a man for making a useful thing
as long as he does not admire it.

 

In Art, the public accept what has been, because
they cannot alter it, not because they appreciate it.

 

The great enemy of the truth is very often not
the lie — deliberate, contrived and dishonest — but the myth —
persistent, persuasive, and unrealistic.

 

'Know thyself' was written over the portal of
the antique world. Over the portal of the new world, 'Be thyself'
shall be written.

 

To be the greatest victim of Society is to be
within it.

 

To live is the rarest thing in the world. Most
people exist—that is all.

 

What is true about Art is true about Life.

 

It is exactly because a man cannot do a thing
that he is the proper judge of it.

 

To be published is usually to be considered
sagacious.

 

A true artist takes no notice whatever of the
public. The public are to him non-existent. Unlike Aeneas when he
distracted and calmed the fearsome Cerberus during his passage
through Hell, he has no poppied or honeyed cakes by which to force
on the monster sleep or sustenance.

 

In the old days, nobody pretended to be a bit
better than his neighbour. In fact, to be a bit better than one's
neighbour was considered excessively vulgar. Nowadays, with our
modern mania for morality, everyone has to pose as a paragon of
purity, incorruptibility, and all the other seven deadly virtues.
And what is the result? You all go over like ninepins—one after the
other.

 

He did not greatly love life, not the everyday
mechanics of it, at least.

 

He had the regular fault of falling instantly in
love with anyone whose ideas agreed with his own - caveat, his
personality's force regularly brought his ideas from opposite
him.

 

I do not think I am an author - I am an outlaw
narrator.

 

A Nihilist Princess, what a curious notion. And
she thought it magic and majestic to live a life undecoded. Others
did not agree, sensing a monarchist trap.

 

The bad Popes loved Beauty every bit as much as
the good.

 

It repeatedly exists between an elder and a
younger man, when the elder man has intellect, and the younger man
has all the joy, hope and glamour of life before him.

 

Can there be anything so unnatural as a green
carnation, a mockery of Nature's green? Although, that Nature
believes it has an ownership of a colour is the ridiculousness of
Nature. We see here a Queen prone to expansive demands, and notice
here this as well, we must always reject much of Romanticism.










Chapter 9
Managed by Earlier


Managed by earlier, "George Brummell" opines
that a man who turns heads in the street is not a well-dressed man
– sent, agoraphobic, to pennilessness in white Caen, all the doves
he meets are his IOUs in their storm – down the coast to Biarritz,
fleeing in a felucca, the consulate and the embassy offering the
unexpected help,

– but you never got to holiday with Royalty -
never established who was your fat friend – never got to press much
flesh of Saxe-Coburg breeding. Jesters never prosper much.

"Byron" was not the first either - probably
there's never a "first" - he may be the best of us all - he did not
know them, the people, but was accustomed to being known, and was
happy to receive their greetings all day.

His wielding of Love was imperious, never long
before Beauty had its outing.

"Shelley" - another risky business. Less so.

The plan is to produce a novels of social
comment on the lines of "Disraeli" and "Henry James",

"Disraeli" made himself from an unpromising
beginning.

Nor the stuff of castles, "Le Fanu" has the
Celtic fringes the bogeys and nixies, goblins and leprechauns,

"Abraham Stoker", I too have written of evil, I
have written of the white evil you will find in
withdrawing-rooms.

I am the one who deranged Jerusalem.

 

Barons in the redoubt, "Huysmans" and his and my
juggling of danger, the envy of Shelley, Shaw, Scott…

Dosing himself up with chlorodyne, "Nerval" -
this wild man has fired his arrows, the target is even now being
built and will be struck in its bull - dead-eyed accurate.

People whom I have reacted against, those I
respect - I never trouble myself to react against fools. "Ruskin",
I disagree with, but I respect.

Who on earth are these "Wellesleys" and
"Gladstones" of which people sometimes speak?

I do think it is possible to define oneself as
to whether one is "Disraeli" or "Gladstone".

—If I am wrong, well, I die,

 

"Gautier" is probably the most offensive person
under the sun, he has disastrous effect on fashion, in his smock
and furs,

Paris has made a hole in France, the country is
sucked to la vie Parisienne, "Offenbach" Lyon and Chartres stand on
the brink, worrying, around the white hole Dieppe has made on the
ocean blue, all around is the sense of postal orders, the carving
away on ivory trinkets, remembrance of Nativity of Annunciation, no
station left out,

An ivory back offered to the lash, scourged for
the agreement of it. Scourged or otherwisely worn out. "Balzac" —
but you are not a baron, you are the Comte de Lautréamont and I
claim my fifty francs.

 

To illustrate something very obscure, arriving
with a lantern, and called in a very arbitrary manner a thief,
Raffles the hotel thief, caught up in the window and there was the
foppish and sweet Baron who welcomed him to the sheets,

—What would you have me steal?

—My good name, since I have no use for it,

—Cleverer than that… he was affronted,
demanding,

—Well then, a few diamonds, if you must,

The thief put down his lantern, a creaked stair
and he was gone,

a bottle of wine and a cigar-box with which
liberties had been taken,

I always thought myself as "Raffles". He is the
character.

 

And but for a rather black towel in the
lavatory,

A burnt match here and there, and finger-marks
on the dusty banisters,

Not a trace of his visit he did leave.

 

As to the future:-

Blanco de 105 kilos, "Cravan" takes a thump from
Johnson, pedals around the ring and hopes for the best.

"Julien Torma" an excellent writer who never
wrote a word, how without me, I ask?

"Marcel Duchamp", a grand pupil.

The chevalier "Dali" was made to want a home in
the shape of a telephone, a surrealist masterpiece, when so many
houses are boring white. The telephone is the waster of time, I am
the great waster of time. And his ocelot on a leash, how droll – I
made him.

"Klaus Mann", I claim thee in all thy glory, and
let your "Mephisto" be mine also. I made him, I claim him.

And many others, blossoming.










Chapter 10
The Horrors of the Tyrol


The horrors of the Tyrol, where it rained, and
snowed in short flurries even, during the last part of May.

Today we covered barely more than thirty miles,
with the closed carriage bucking like a sailship fighting Biscay
squalls. The turf was utterly sodden for the horses, the roads were
a patchwork of ponds. Every rut I thought might be our last, which
soon dropped the thoughts into the same sodden despondency.

Indeed, we into forced into walking - I should
say staggering - as the coach negotiated the wilder parts of the
track - I could not dignify it as a road.

I did wonder that Oscar did not rebel, but there
was nowhere to rebel to - the Tyrol was execrable and around us on
all sides. I have no doubt that from the early afternoon hours he
had cast ahead to the prospect of good food and some wine at our
next stopping place. I hoped the evening could prove itself equal
to the expectations loaded on it.

But… but. At Innspruch, we had left behind
Edwards. Ah, Edwards, the cornet… due for the army, as all his
doubtless bothersome fathers before him. Edwards, who had imposed
himself on us in Cologne and stayed with us all this time.

Having informed me in the morning of his
intention to view some fort just outside the town, dating to the
time of the redoubtable William Tell, I suspect, I spied my chance,
and gave him to understand that this would no impediment, we would
meet again in the evening and I looked forward to it.

I do regret that inexactitude - but simply, we
could not have tolerated his company a minute further.

 

Having found a passable inn in the town of
Sterzing - there were two, and we thought to stay at the larger,
with no other means to guide us - little to do here in the
evenings, no society or parties, in Italy one might come across
people amusing themselves with fireworks and promenading in the
evening - here, they get round the fires quickly.

We waited to be served,

—I expect he is coming to the realization that
he has been even now been abandoned. I did not realise you were
such an awful man Robbie… Still, we are spared his
disquisitions.

—We may run up against him again in Venice… or
if not, maybe Rome.

—Strange that these people would not give us the
time of day in England.

—They prefer to travel in regiments when
abroad.

—Oh, wasn't he a bore, he did so love to remark
on the grasses or a particularly fascinating moss.

—When he was not measuring his expenses.

—Quite so, and then you remember at Cologne this
careful man, a man of Science is telling us, when it comes to Art,
of the wonders of the Three Orient Kings, their bones found, in
Cologne Cathedral. Really, the actual bones?

—The Army has a rare man.

 

—Does it remind you of Canada? enquired
Oscar.

—It does.

—I too was born in a sodden place, but I was
born to be of the bones warmed.

He stretches his long bones across the stool and
looked at the fire with brass and cow bells,

—My father… he built a wooden summerhouse on the
lakeshore, wood of the forests, much like this dwelling. And it was
cold. He battled in Ireland to make a warmth for himself, and I
think he did it too well.

—Too well?

I was unsure of his meaning

—Anyhow… he enquired, looking up at me, as if
the idea had gone away from him.

 

After our dinner when he had sat down in the
common room, and continued the wine, in its large decanter, Oscar
returned to the subject which had bothered him earlier.

—If I tell, you will not think badly of me?

—I shall not, Oscar.

—My father was an embarrassment whom we were
satisfied to lose when we did. Well, he was certainly an
embarrassment. More, he was a foolish old goat.

How often you must led to think, do old men of
foolishness, when presented with temptation, give in to that
temptation? And this one, not just a common maid… her family had
standing, so you must imagine these Doctors of medicine, when given
over to the idea, must take their fill of what ever is
presented.

—Truly, Oscar?

—For God's sake, the man would chloroform his
female patients. He had used chloroform on the girl.

—Are you sure of this?

—She stood in the witness box and said so. She
produced pamphlets and distributed them, telling of the ills of my
father. And you know, I could have stood away from my family during
this time, I certainly wanted nothing to do with it, but I stood
with them faithfully. And you know, do it once, you can end up
doing it again and again.

They presented her damages of a farthing - which
was unfair. It was unfair, yes, the injustice a knight of realm can
achieve with a few pleas to his friends. And her family had
standing, else I suppose the matter would never even come to the
courts. The daughter of a professor! A medical gentleman
himself!

 

—The knighthood was a poisoned chalice, it
finished him, after that he was drunkard, a scoundrel, he left my
mother a very poor pension. How can it be that a man given
learning, a distinguished man, could let it all fritter away in
illegitimacy and fornication? I am ashamed of my family - I
tolerate them, but I would never visit them if I had my choice. My
mother, a fearful snob, my brother becoming a ne'er-do-well.

And as for me, I am the damned offspring of an
adulterer! God!

He consumed his spirits - the next morning he
will be headached. I was a little unhappy for Oscar - that he might
pour out too much. I must confess, I am not outside the
possibilities of making a tremendous demonstration if the time
suits, but in the main he pours it out, the savage indignation, and
does not always care.

—I'll tell you what it betrays, Robbie. It
betrays that we are bad blood.

 

I sought to steer the conversation onto happier
things, mentioning our plans,

—There is little to do here, we have already
seen the square tower.

—Absolutely, the square tower. What is at Bozen?
Could we reach Trent earlier?

—I think not, if the weather remains as it
is.

—But we will leave the weather behind. And we
have heard Italian spoken more and more haven't we… ?

—We have.

It will be warmer, soon. We swallows have a
flight to undertake - spirits will rise. And his face roamed
towards a happiness, probably the constant sun of Italy, the bright
light, the classical ruins… In three days we will be out of the
mountains and properly in Italy. And then Venice, where we can go
to the Lido and watch the roués and the countesses - then we can
relax.

We shall go to Venice and be charmed by some
more water.










Chapter 11
The Green-eyed Leopard


I can tell you that the green-eyed leopard is
not my Destruction,

But what he wants to mean is not yet clear to
me,

I know that he is a maker of Destiny, this
leopard,

sliding his charmed slink

pulling his sparks from vaults and
cupboards,

But he has no focus on Life.

 

Subtly across the boulevard, padding,

The leopard is never dull and never distrait,
with magnificent green glare,

Seen first up by the Place Vendôme, with the
costumiers who tittle and tattle and scandale,

The leopard, modest, controlled, brilliant, went
on, rue de la Paix

Among the hansoms he weaved, on the beeches he
rubbed his scent and went on.

I followed, just to be sure it was a leopard in
Paris,

Which is what I had to believe.

 

Round-mouthed people have intermittently shouted
at me, loudly, urgently,

Avoid the green-eyed leopard,

Avoid the spectre of his inclusiveness,

These are usually physicians, nurses,
priests,

With a beware so hackneyed, mostly, they are
wrong.

 

Outside the cafe, René Artaud at your service,
messieurs,

Will you not try some fillet of mullet,
tomatoes, olives and basil,

Come down to the deep basement, where a leopard
weaves the tables to felt,

The leopard ran out of the bistro with a
ham.

I saw him again at the Place de Dublin,

It was clattering at the artists' easels, it had
their paint,

Looking for a colour that would negate him.

So this leopard, if he is my inspiration, why is
he such a beggar?

I know that he borrows all I can emit,

And I berated the leopard for its
colouration,

Undeniably, it resonated in me with tarte
tatin,

The caramel of the apples and despair,

Didn't it begin with irritation, an instant
before annoyance?

Snap a citrine in his face, and say: You'll
never be as wonderful as the natural world,

But the look he gave me back was of cheesy
victory.

 

I followed him at the safest distance a
reprobate could measure,

Until a boorish workman walked straight through
him.

The leopard is continually assailed by this tide
of low,

Of scullerymaids and chimneysweeps banded
together in armies

Each of them walk through, the leopard seems
unscathed, which is good,

But so angry I have to be with reality, they
carried me off to prison,

Where among the inmates, I eased some with the
same pains.

 

I begged a piece of money, just a scrap,
anything you can spare,

Off Ventoux, the mucky versifier with a
cane,

He likes me a little because I have said how
good his thoughts, lying,

I asked the green-eyed leopard why he did not
eat all in his path? He padded on.

Clouds have no imaginings.

 

In an overly-hot bed with the demimonde of the
hour,

I thought our sacraments interrupted by the roar
of the leopard,

Up through the night a loudspeaker saying:—
Leopards, do they roar?

I thought that Philippine would like to see the
pet I had validated by my madness,

So left and went to her instead.

Never, I thought, Philippine - you have tried to
save me so many times,

Yet this leopard is what you have brought into
the world,

If there are cubs, you shall have the looking
after them.

 

He was an emerald piece of Africa.

The leopard able to lazily chew on croissants
and sip gently on coffee,

Taken neatly with a tear of jaws, crescents and
crepuscle,

Possessed by a blindness even more than
madness,

People would attend the leopard's maw
tomorrow.

Except the leopard refused to find value in
philosophy, would not touch the stuff,

Would not have truck with angels, flittery
swooning angels flying biplane crashing,

Canvas and airframe crackle,

Churlish leopard, green-eyed leopard who feeds
himself so effectively,

Instead, he seemed to thrill on the day, happy
with Ethiopians,

With every sort of dappling,

But which best? Which?

If the leopard was to be a seer, then start with
some answers about himself.

His mate - he had a mate? - must be terrorising
London or Berlin,

If Kalamazoo asks questions, tell them I'm not
home.

He seemed to be in a mode of avoidance.

 

I asked the leopard whether he symbolised
Destruction and was the latter days?

Don't try to pin it all on me, the blame, said
the leopard.










Chapter 12
Beatrice d'Este


We recently received news that the Giaconda has
been stolen. The Lady has been removed from her palace to a hovel,
and we do not know when or whether she will be recovered. The
authorities have made their usual noises in the face of public
accusation and have sent out their detectives en masse - although
we have not yet been informed of any resignations at the Louvre
museum. The theft of the painting is still a mystery, to be added
to that of the identity of the sitter - and to the primary mystery
of the Renaissance master's character.

 

Leonardo's mystery is folded into himself. He
himself is not sure. A man of experiments, his restlessness, his
dissatisfaction after a time, his endless re-touchings, his odd
tries with colour. How much must he leave unfinished, how much must
he recommence? His use of sfumato, a technique that
replaced firm outlines with nuanced transitions from light to dark
is, in itself, produced as example of his doubt.

His problem was the transmutation of ideas into
images. What he felt inside himself this genius battled to
represent, and when the image was complete, he realised himself
changed by its viewing - as shall be to any of the vast sensibility
he possessed.

Unlike the busy artists of today, who leave
nothing to doubt, Leonardo does not expose his thoughts on his
work. There is talk of a secret errand and a repeated desire to
defy. Yet, if he is not sure, it is better that he does not presume
to speak - and it is a ticklish fact that if we did have his words,
his mystery would certainly be lessened; the clarity, the
'explicitation', might even start to bite at his genius.

 

When at the Louvre for the Mantegnas one
afternoon, I wondered whether I should pay the Lady a visit. I
found that I did not have a great enthusiasm and stopped instead
before La belle ferronnière, which I would hold a far more
interesting piece. And from this masterpiece, yet further my
thoughts turned towards another Leonardo, his portrait of Beatrice
d'Este, Duchess of Milan, which has long been held safe in the
Biblioteca Ambrosiana of that city.

Leonardo was employed at the court of the Duke
of Milan. This fine nobleman had started out as a fourth son, but
clearly one who did not cast a tolerant eye on his brothers and
nephews. He was a virtuoso at the political intrigues that would
keep a man on a throne in that century and that place. In the
curiosity that often attends, his court was civilised,
sophisticated and a haven to many artists. The Duke it was who
commissioned the fresco of the Last Supper.

Beatrice d'Este, his Duchess, was also a great
patroness of the arts, together with considerable accomplishment in
diplomacy and politics. She would be a tragic figure, dead in
childbirth at the desperate age of 21 and her male child too.
Contemporary accounts of the natural phenomena that arose at her
death are lyrical.

 

The sky above the Castello of Milan blazed
with fire, and the walls of the duchess's own garden crashed to the
ground, although there was neither wind nor earthquake.

 

It is also said that, following the loss of his
dear wife, Duke renounced all his former habits, of mistresses -
retreated in to a scared piety, hearing two Masses daily and
refusing ever to sit to eat.

We do not know for certain that the painting in
Milan is of Beatrice d'Este, but Pater chose not to doubt. He was
of the view that the artist had "caught some presentiment of early
death, painting her precise and grave, full of the refinement of
the dead, in sad earth-coloured raiment, set with pale stones."

With every respect to the learned gentleman,
allow me to differ. I do not see this, foremost. Yes, the precision
and gravity of her countenance borders on perfection - which would
be sad if this was all to be seen. We know here the painful end,
the harshness of life extending even to the most deserving of
lives, injustice meeting virtuous and sinner alike. What the
painter emphasises is solidity of purpose and being. Beatrice is
rigid, in perfect profile. There is no confrontation, no
transaction with the viewer at all - none of that distracting
trauma, and none its veiling. We inspect her, but she simply tells
of the iron rules of our universe, no possibility of altering those
rules, only religion to make an accommodation, slight though it is.
I suppose it is not possible for a person to disguise themselves so
successfully as to deceive their God - at least, the 15th century
intellect would not think this feasible in any fashion at all. If
the Giaconda is mystery, or the mystery presented, then the
portrait of Beatrice is mystery repudiated.

 

Where is the other Lady now? I should admit that
a number of my own acquaintances have been interviewed already –
why, I myself expect momentarily the knock at my door. She is in
great peril, by careless neglect. If the painting is not recovered,
I suspect there will be some mourning, and indeed, piety.

We did not hold our breath so much while the
Rokeby Venus was being repaired after its recent accident
at the hands of a suffragette - we knew the damage was such that
the image would not be lost to us. The Battle of Anghiari
has been lost, but we have a cursory version by Rubens, and it was
lost before a time before scholarship had reached its present state
and knew to mourn.

This painting is vanished complete. By
photography we have a passable record of the physical form, but
this evidence is no substitute, and while we may speak our minds on
how she appears us, our children and their children should be given
the same opportunity to pronounce definitively, perhaps
differently, on Leonardo. Henceforward, this generation will be
known as the one that failed its civilised responsibility.

For yes, in the shock of the moment, the loss
can be portrayed as a great tragedy to befall mankind, a cancelling
of the genius who produced this art, and plunging us to a barbarian
interlude.

And yet I say:-

Let us think on the mystery itself, when it is
not there to be seen.

This symbol of mystery, we now have the chance
to consider it without its influence, a distancing, a clearing of
the muddled mind. Then there may be something of value to be
gleaned, and the thief have done us a small service without him
intending it.

It would be better, all in all, if the Lady were
recovered - and here let me encourage the Law to redouble its
efforts - but the situation will be repaired, whether by recovery
or a sidestepping of mystery. Cerca trova. He who seeks,
will find.










Chapter 13
In Regular Thud, Lifeless and Vulgar


If a African explorer should make a surprising
return, long long overdue, from his travels in the headwaters of
the Limpopo or among the deserts of Sudan, there may be some who
are a little uneasy in the celebrations. They may begin to think
about the positions they have obtained during his absence, what was
said, what was done. Now, with the air of miraculous about our
gallant explorer, he is the toast of Piccadilly, with a coterie
hanging on his every word. They should have remembered, de
mortuis nil nisi bonum - speak no ill of the dead.

Please be assured: an old man, who has lived
long and happily - I can honestly say - in his obscurity, has no
wish to reopen old disputes. Instead, in the spirit of humility,
and perhaps even forgiveness asked, I return from the wastes of
Biarritz.

 

Through the passing years, my friends have urged
me to entertain the possibility of a memoir. I have always
resisted. That these thoughts do now appear is testament only to
the fact that I have persistent friends. If it were my own free
choice, I would suggest the world move on, rather than stop to hear
yet more tales of those faded end-of-century days. Naturally, one
shies away from the honesty that is required for the best of
memoirs. But be secondly assured: I have not become a politician or
general.

 

I once wrote a play about a woman who wished to
re-enter society. To my reputation's final detriment, I here
confess that at no point did I treat her reasons for this wish,
frequently expressed in a manner careless of others. I never
thought to, because I held it self-evident that the natural state
of humans is to reach out. Now, I am less convinced of what is
natural in the human, and what is not - and even if natural,
whether it is to be necessarily lauded for that.

I also constructed the fable of a man who treats
his life-pains by a severe avoidance. Better than opening the heart
to an admission that his actions have their moral implications,
from every unpleasant reminder he escapes into Art. In his case,
Art as a faux enthusiasm.

I suspect I have owned many faux enthusiasms.
The examination of a young poet's work, the wild similes, the
crudely-applied aphorisms, show that while the heart may be true,
the force of the yearning may misdirect. Careless demand, raging
obsession, ah me…

 

It is true that society, therefore its morality,
has shifted over these years towards a place I, in my arrogance,
must think better. We now have a more sensitive, even a kinder time
in which to live. And Art has been a beneficiary.

I greatly admire the works of Mr Eliot. Poetry
is secure.

Mr. Auden is marvellous - a little too candid
for me, but I am too old for Mr. Auden.

In regular thud, lifeless and vulgar, l'Art Deco
is horrible. Signs of beauty are impossible to find in it, rather,
it makes man to a child counting obsessively, all arithmetic and
scratching the head - but I salute it as Progress.

Let me report of the Prince of Wales - what
should I say? I have seen a number of Princes of Wales, they come
and go.

An Artist should tire—and wit should retire.
Some visitors I occasionally receive ask me of the Belle Époque,
that miraculous time, and pleases an old man to speak a little, but
never with the view that the young man has answered it all.

Make not too much haste on your path. The
rustication has improved me, allowed me space to be less fervent,
more considered. This explorer has completed his adventure.

 

Biarritz 1932.










Chapter 14
The Trial


In his dream he awoke and saw the man he
was,

This man in an iron cage, both the state of mind
of the prisoner

And his situation in the dream.

The cage older than old, the rust on its
parallel bars saying it.

Spaced closest, that not even the smallest and
lowest of god's creatures might squeeze between.

And the cage hung in a high place to be apparent
to the whole cominalitie.

He shall be tried by his peers.

 

Bloodthirsty cries of hang him, stone him,

Their darts and missiles splash against the
bars,

All have touched the sacred book at one time or
another,

To be a swearing-in, and this entitles.

Though he saw that despite the man being unable
to escape the cage,

It did afford some protection against their
missiles.

He had built the cage, as much as they had built
the cage?

 

As set down by Mr Justice Robson, in 1854: It
has always been the policy of the law to ensure that trials are
conducted without avoidable strains and tensions of alarms and
fear.

It deafens the man. He would put his hands to
his ears to lessen the wrath against him,

The man did shake in harmony precise with his
tribe, tremor populi.

One tremble for every insult soaked up: with
many trembles done and many yet to do.

The deliberated opinion of the cominalitie,
without dissenting voice.

Cries for blood, in whistles and hoots of scorn
and hatred,

Their condemnation ever more outrageous, ever
more departed from reality,

And the Law keeps pace with their
bloodthirstiness.

In its volume, seeming a potent and manly
vociferation,

But behind it lay a debilitated Lament.

 

Your cheatin' heart, will pine some
day,

And crave the love, you threw away.

The Sorrow had to express itself. This was how
it could be expressed.

 

Arraignment. Stands the Clerk of Arraigns,
enjoins:

—What is your name?

—My name is Legion.

—And your date of birth?

—That, I refuse to know. Neither my birthday,
nor the anniversary of my birthday.

With the man's customary pedantry, worn strange
among the tatters. And as to the answer to the clerk's question, he
is surely being disingenuous. Even that perplexed enemy of the
people, Franz K., at every stage of his investigation protested his
bewilderment and affront expansively - and then, halfway through,
as an aside, couldn't seem to prevent himself, abruptly supplied
the right answer:

Is not every criminal arrested on the
anniversary of their birthday?

 

—To the charge of Treason, how do you plead?

No reply came.

Mute of malice, the court was pleased to find,
and it was directed that a plea of not guilty be entered against
all charges.

 

Both defect and strength, The puppet's strings
are tangled.

How strong, when united in a hue and cry,

That they know perfectly their pursuit.

Having the collateral of mountaineers roped, the
shared design and indebtedness.

How weak, when that direction is
indeterminate,

And they pull everywhichway, that all stumble
and succumb.

One footing lost risks dragging down the whole
party,

Bringing discomfort in the body politic, also
conservatism.

 

Greygrown and speechless, slain and spent
puppet,

Gravity-defying jump,off the ground for several
hours,

In contravention of all known gravities save
puppetry.

Maggots that wriggle, a dhal of pink
lentils,

Entangled. A community and as civilized as its
least civilized member.

Unless they can agree: split, factionalised,
nothing.

 

Each citizen accepting their string, the rabble,
the canaille, a tangled web,

Nervous system in which rumour and slander fly
quickest,

I knew the blood in his glass to be
Christian,

Mat of mycelia, none could truly say from where
came one string

And where went another in the pulsating
entanglement.

Such that the community is best summarized as
its own gigantic, blind, deaf, dumb, senseless puppet.

 

The Puppet without a Master must needs find a
Master, urgently.

And he is master of the mob now. The scare
factor equal to any ruler, he could glory in it if he chose.

Has not the man toyed with messiah? And messiah
is related so strongly to scapegoat.

Ambavarlis hostia, led round the fields in
chains, then put to death.

Talk of Angles and Saxons, Jutes, Greeks,
Spartans, Trojans, Romans, Gauls.

Old talk. Old solutions.

By his admirable fitness to the purpose.

 

When you've found your snake, your Messiah…

For Cronos, whom the Phoenicians call
Israel,

King of the land and having an only-begotten son
named Jeoud,

When the city stood at risk from its
besiegers,

Dressed his son in royal robes and sacrificed
him on an altar.

As the least useful slave, painted with
milk,

The lice and fleas to hop out of the mass and
onto him.

 

—Wait, said the man. And the process waited
absolutely on his decision.

The Accused then answered in a clear unwavering
voice that the whole court should hear:

—I am innocent of all charges.

With the addendum, sotto voce:— But I
know I have to be found guilty.

He and the process will start at innocence
exterior, for what is a play without a denouement?

Equally, a show trial which began at guilty… not
good theatre.










Chapter 15
Individualism


What idler thing than speak and not be heard? –
Sidney

And if they are not listening, refuse to listen,
where lies the idleness then?

 

Perhaps I could better write 'boy', but as a
'young man', I was strenuously invited to condemn the Jewish
influence on the world. By fussed old men in dark robes, the Mass
high in them. It may surprise you to learn that, at that age, I
knew when to pitch a standard and when not - and I may have
stammered a few words in agreement. But my heart was not in them. I
knew little of the Jews and their cast of mind, but knew I wished
to decide for myself.

A few years later, in Paris, I was strenuously
asked to come over to that side, to condemn Anglo-Saxon barbarity -
those English and the Germans, how very artless they certainly are.
I was seen as Celt - I was a Celt - therefore someone
well-qualified to look on both with an outsider's eye and be
quickly compelled to choose Gallic sophistication.

Well now, unlike the Jews, the English can well
look after themselves, they have cruisers and dreadnoughts. But
still I refused to take on what I was told for the simple sake of
it. I dislike being informed because a person in society informs
me. These people spoke a dogma - of themselves there was nothing
there.

 

If I am excused, let us leave whether the young
man was under the influence of slavish rebellion, just as much, by
his reflex judgment. I realised that I prized Individualism in the
human, this the vital quality, the key. The wellspring of creation,
of civilisation, how best should it be fostered, encouraged?

Only in a foundation of equality. Under many
linked dogmas they promoted and laboured under, their factionalism,
their tribalism, coloured all, negated all.

In Socialism can lie Individualism. I will
continue to hold that notion, however unpopular it may be. I can go
further in the laying out of paradox:

Socialism is the means to Individualism.

 

You name Socialism as a dogma? Justice extorts
no reward, no kind of price; she is sought, therefore, for her own
sake. If social justice, therefore equality is the first thought,
you shall have replace it with a dogma - an explanation, a
justification. That is your obligation, not mine.

In the early twentieth century, the
counter-argument was that a society of people will naturally divide
to masters and servants, intrinsic, genetic, in the human. That a
human being is born either to command or to serve is most repugnant
to me.

Then was elaborated the false prospectus of
supposed individualism under capitalism and its free markets. The
freedom of one relying on the subjugation of many would seem too
risible to need dealing with - would seem, until one realises how
rapidly and violently a common citizen will defend this claim, and
not even one especially favoured by its workings, or so it
appears.

Individuals? The homogeneity of a system of
people who exist only to have baubles sold to them is chilling.

In this supposedly entrepreneurial, adventurous,
courageous capitalism, how similar they all look. The levers are
pulled and the next thousand go to their servitude.

 

There is a multitude of credits and debts
between a man and the society in which he lives (I nearly said to
which he belongs). Reflection on reflection, they multiply their
effects on each other until to disentangle is the merry hell. It
may be that this treatment is too reductionist - that, I would be
prepared to debate.

There is also an easy smugness to fall into in
this territory, whichever side of the argument the speaker may be
on.

However, I will rest on the separation. The
state to make what is useful; the individual to make what is
beautiful. Then the citizen will live and to live is the rarest
thing in the world - most people exist, that is all.

 

Despite all his personal failings - and would
that he were a Stoic better able endure the enticements of
prosperity - Marcus Tullius Cicero remains a heroic figure to me.
He was martyred for an abstract thought, pure and ideal, more so
than the Christian saints, and to a level of that other Roman
champion of liberty, Spartacus. He was popular: when he was being
hunted down by the agents of Mark Anthony, it is said that no man
would betray him, we can be sure at plain risk to themselves.

In his writings on Duties what shines through is
his conception of tempered liberty. You may question his commitment
to democracy, not, I think, his commitment to a liberty grounded in
politics, in education, in knowledge and in thought.

On Antony's instructions, the hands that had
penned the Philippics against that triumvir were cut off, his
tongue cut out and stabbed. Together with his severed head, these
were nailed and displayed in the Forum Romanum. Per sanguinem
ad libertatem - the struggle will be bloody. The power resides
where it resides, but:–

Nulla enim minantis auctoritas apud liberos
est.

To freemen, threats are impotent.










Chapter 16
Ramón Novarro


—Ramón Novarro is a pouting business who has the
sole talent of appearing in movies, and now that I too am
in the movies I am thrown into professional - I could call
it - contact with Senor Novarro, every day, on your sets, which are
a babble of workmen and other boors, so why, my question to you, Mr
Watling, is, why did you decide this purgatory for me?

Mr Watling takes breath. He shifts uneasily in
his chair, ready open his mouth again - but there's more.

—And did you notice, Mr Watling, that at all
times I have used that Americanism 'movie', so that all is now
dreamy between us, but why should I have to put up with this
Mexican who makes everybody's life a misery? Why, Mr Watling?

 

Later, Watling to his typist,

—He'd been drinking again, usually he holds it
in… If there's any more trouble, it's not going to be Novarro
getting fired, is it?

—No, Mr Watling.

 

—And no, I have not been drinking. I am annoyed,
firstly, that none of the treatments seem have come up to your
scrutiny. Personally, if I may say so, I think some are exactly
what this studio requires. Has he actually looked at them?

—Who? Mr. Levene? Yes sir, he has looked at them
all.

—It is just that… . having heard nothing at all,
good, bad, nothing, I might be forgiven for imagining that nobody
had even troubled to do that.

Melmoth got his second wind.

—Furthermore, it was not suggested at any time
until I arrived in this country that I would have to spend such a
long time actually watching the movies being made. A consultant?
For what purpose? Correcting the speech of an ancient Egyptian is
difficult if they are talking in American.

Melmoth tugged at his waistcoat and produced his
grand slam.

—You have engaged me under a false contract.
Should this situation continue, I shall hardly feel bound to honour
it.

 

—Usually when he's been drinking he works
himself up into a real lather and then it goes away again just like
that. Darndest thing, Dolores, these writer types, usually they
just get into trouble at parties, I guess we've never had a writer
who actually wanted to write before, usually we have drag work out
of them.

—Yes, Mr Watling.

—But this guy, he won't listen to advice, what
sort of market… The studio has to make money, else we can all go
home, he keeps coming up with stuff we can't use, Rosa somebody,
who's she? Some Polish thing about Chinese people. Keeps wanting us
to look at the treatments.

 

—I have recommended the works of HG Wells, these
are ripe for the picking, if I may say. I did a treatment and some
gracious edict flutters down from Mr Levene on high that it is not
possible. Why not? The Time Machine is an excellent parable.

—Wells is still alive.

—He is indeed, but are you still not aware I am
a personal friend of Mr Wells. I am quite sure I could smooth the
way, when it comes to the paperwork you people are so fond of.

Mr Levene doesn't have to give you a reason, I
felt like saying to him.

And another thing… Am I ever to get to meet Mr
Levene in person? Is that possible? How many months have I been
here now?

—At the moment, Mr Levene is holidaying.

—Holidaying?

—He is combining it with some business. He is a
New Yorker - he likes to go back, now and again.

 

—We got him aboard originally to do this film of
his own book, Dorian Gray.

Where's the sequel in it? How to get a series?
Do you know how many classics of literature would fail that
test?

Mr. Levene's studio has its classics, but we
also have to make films to a sensible budget.

If we build the sets, we need to make use of
them.

A script with a nancy boy hero, he tried to
sneak that past us - Mr Levene knew straight away what that was
about. They use the story to mean something else, Dolores, this
thief breaking into men's bedrooms, I don't know…

(Well, is Mr Melmoth that way inclined? wonders
whether Dolores to ask).

—The goddamn hero's a nancy boy.

 

—Simon Dale, an historical novel involving the
actress and courtesan Nell Gwyn…

—Too English,

With a slight exhale.

—I have suggested the Way of All Flesh, a
magnificent work, provocative and also too Limey, I suppose…

The Jungle Book, by Mr Kipling… I have already
suggested the Tarzan stories.

Mr Watling was employed for his diplomatic
skills and could invent some holding excuse.

—If you could just let me… I am told that there
are plans to start casting tests for the Princess Osra stories -
these would be a series of matinee films. And we would need your
writing talent for these, for sure.

Which is some more Anthony Hope flummery, but it
would secure his position. Melmoth began to calm down.

—I am pleased to hear that, - you must excuse my
disagreements with Novarro, but he can be extremely difficult, he
preens and puckers that bit too much… .and that cologne… atrocious,
reek he spreads it all around.

—He is a young man who has not yet found his
feet, Mr. Melmoth.

—If I could possibly attack Senor Novarro with
one of those Egyptian flails I would, I assure you.

They both chuckled.

—Well now… . I can confidentially tell you… And
he looked at the florid description opposite.

—My discretion can be relied upon.

—Mr Novarro is being loaned out to another
studio. Coming up in a month or two. He won't be around this place
so much - if at all, I'd guess. Please say nothing of this,
particularly that I told you, but, as I say, you should be alright
from here, yes?

And so they were happy. The interview done, Mr
Watling could have a chat with Dolores.

 

Melmoth left the office, dropped off the boil,
regathering - and although he was reminded of the infernal babble,
how this was vast expenditure and little art, as he in his
rotundity perambulated past the sound stages, he also realised with
it being now a quarter to twelve he could soon reasonably take on a
cocktail or two - and the further he went along the more he
revived, because the Californian sun was warm and life was
warm.










Chapter 17
Tannhäuser


In my hands is the most exquisite pen and wash
drawing of a knight,

A brave knight and a faithful knight,

Who will know that always is not always,

Will hold himself wary against the pure in
semblaunce,

Will hold himself wary against kings,

A knight who knows of agencies.

 

I could, yes I could, carry the drawing of the
knight with me always,

A knight who had a fair king, but went over to
bitterness,

With a sight of the world, knowing that he can
now make poisons,

And with some ease,

This depiction of a knight is cruelty,

Perpetrated on those perilled, a trick of
loving-kindness,

Those the knight was sworn by God to save.

 

Forget the knight, leave this frail paper, weak,
despicable, behind on the path,

I shall hide it in a blasted oak, gnarled
appearance,

Closed up and given away.

If I could hide me,

And forget the knight who can cure, who can
redress,

The knight valiant in service,

I shall ride away from, leave behind me, never
see again.

 

Children of a great prince gone abroad to fight
in the Crusades,

Two children in a burning tower,

He had come upon and could not save,

Not even that his desire was great to save
them,

This knight cannot say he is a knight.

Watch, I can tear the paper and the knight is
torn apart,

The rasp of tearing is an animal torn in the
lungs, bellow of dolour.

 

A clear script of God's will,

Would cause the knight to journey to
Antioch,

But the body might wash to a shore at Crete,

Or might Styria where the kites are hanging
over.

In my daze of dissatisfaction,

I can find a stream, a clear stream, with
unknowing trout and poplars

I can take up a cup of water, nor beast nor man
prevents me,

The water can be poured on the knight and he
vanishes,

His outline is broken, it goes to nothing, a
shameful skulk away,

The knight who was evil by his uselessness,

How veyne and worthelesse, soon the image is
dissolved.

 

The child can be freckled by any amount of tears
from knights stood over her,

It will not change, it must be,

I can look at the paper by moonlight or in the
fiercest sun,

But I cannot make her again,

And no physic could repair her,

So the lips and eyes were Time again.

I cannot look at the paper,

Tannhauser is the most beastly of lies
perpetrated on us.

 

Caught between the flesh and the Spirit,

Watch, I have given it all up,

I can burn the knight, he has reached his
hellfire,

It's a brazen long clang the armour that failed
for Marke,

It's a danger reclaimed the lance that pierced
the side,

It's mastery that quips and deceives us,

The leaden coffin filled with blood, the body on
that lake

Roma o Morte is the ability,

To be a true one with the cause,

And I yearn for it. But the Holy Father is in
uncompromising red,

The Holy Father is smeared with blood and
fire.

 

The infants cannot be saved.

Hounds I would strangle, for my grief,

I would fight the devil in the form of a mastiff
or a vulture,

But I would not know why to win.










Chapter 18
Shalmanezer


Shalmanezer was a misanthrope, no doubt about
it. He was not so old when his parents died, which left him in
possession of a medium fortune, and he had no need to work at all,
but instead could dedicate himself to Beauty and Art, as he saw it.
He became an avid collector. Whenever he heard of a painting
offered for sale, a beautiful scene or exquisite portrait, he had
to possess it, paying well over the asking price if necessary. So
he built up a fine collection of art.

But it was possession. When he expected a new
addition to his collection, he would tremble in his mansion, so
much was his greed and fear that he would not possess it, that some
unanticipated hindrance would arise. Always, once his steward or
other assistant returned with the news that the painting was his,
he would let out a great sigh. His desperation was not to be
pleased in the ownership of the painting, rather it was to ensure
that no one else should own it. Perhaps a proof of this, he did not
even trouble himself much with his new possession once it was his,
instead immediately turning towards his next conquest.

Nobody saw them, the paintings; they were gone
from the world. Never ceasing, he filled up wall upon wall with
them. I suppose he presumed that he would live out his whole life
in that fashion and when he came to die, like an Egyptian Pharaoh,
they would be buried with him, deep in his grave, where nobody
could ever see them again.

But in this, we might think, lay a reason and an
explanation. Shalmanezer, the connoisseur, was blind, and had been
so since his earliest days.

 

Rosalina was a young girl, and her family was
poor - they would not consider it a vital matter if they were to
give up a daughter only to receive a fair sum of money, enough
perhaps to buy a reasonably-sized farm. Who would condemn them for
this? It is for the woman to leave her home and go to that of her
husband's, and why should Rosalina not be very happy in the house
of the rich man? She was beautiful, and not with the dumb pouting
that you would normally see claimed as huge beauty, but a genuine
and open beauty.

So it was gold, enough to make the poor family
most agreeable, that changed hands to make it all possible. There
was a wedding day, with dancing and celebrations - and Shalmanezer
and his new bride sitting at his table alone. He had purchased
Rosalina - what did he do? He shut her away.

 

Now there is much Beauty in the world - they
could have spent their evenings listening to music or in
discussion, so that they could grow together - for there would be
no other reason not to. Several times, Shalmanezer had heard a
great violinist play - he was unmoved by it. As if to emphasise his
lack, he refused to trouble himself with anything other than his
paintings.

And as time went on he came to blame his wife
for not appreciating that which she had been given - she had been
poor and she knew nothing simply because of her poor beginnings; so
could never appreciate the finer things in life.

He had no manner of appreciating his bride. She
became a prisoner of the man; and if she was allowed out at all, it
was only when heavily veiled and guarded on all sides. You might
shame him, but he, with his mansion and riches, he thought of
himself as if a lord. It would be that he was a laughing stock, but
he owned the power.

Look at the rich blind man who has bought
everything and learned nothing,

 

It could never end well. Not long after their
child was born, a fine boy called Rinaldo, she took him up and ran
away through the forest; she scarcely knew where she was running
to, just to get away. But Shalmanezer sent out his servants to find
her and they brought her back. She had no choice except to return
with them.

A second time, she ran away and went to the
river, carrying her child and hoping that she could get a boat,
anything to carry her far away from the place she was. The boatman
looked at her and knew that when Shalmanezer found out, there would
be trouble for them, so they refused to take her. Again, his
servants arrived to return her to the place she hated.

The ugliness was extreme in her head. In her
anguish almost to madness, she stole a knife from the kitchen and
cut at her face and the blood drops fell on her child. The servants
caught hold of her and took the knife from her, but she wrenched
herself free and ran to the highest room of the house, as they
tried to catch hold of her.

So distraught was she then, that she did a
terrible thing; it was her only way she could escape the torment,
she thought.

She opened the window wide and threw herself
down.

 

As the years went past, the child grew towards a
man. He saw all the wonderful paintings, and sometimes resolved to
learn to be an artist himself, but soon went away from the idea–
why, he could not say. As his schooling, his father had him work on
cataloguing his collection, writing down in ledgers the provenances
and the prices of similar pieces of art, as they were sold, so that
his father plot the progress of his wealth. Rinaldo was being
trained, no doubt, to continue in the same fashion as his father
had done for so long.

One day, a thought struck him and refused to
leave his head.

—We have no picture of my mother, said
Rinaldo.

—What? That woman?

—We should have a remembrance of her,
surely.

—Why ever would we remember her?

—I wish you would not speak so, said Rinaldo. I
do not think you have the right.

—Right, I have every right. She was just as poor
a wife to me. You do not understand what she was - you are a child,
anyway.

As he continued at his work, Rinaldo, saddened
beyond measure, could not prevent himself. He cried a little and
his father heard the small sobs.

—Ah, you cry tears for the worthless mother you
had! She had no love for you, she abandoned you, did she not?

With his finger he touched and his finger met
the moisture on the table top, where just one tear drop had fallen
and he pulled a face, then a low smile. He dabbed and wiped his eye
with the tear.

—See, you absurd child, see? I am crying too! I
am crying!

In a terrible mockery and, as he cackled, a wind
blew up with a great rushing sound, it rocked the whole house, as
if it were Nature herself who had revolted against the cruelty in
this man. The light went away, as if all the clouds of the world
had come over - until a great roll of thunder that threw them both
to the floor.

Slowly, as the light returned, Shalmanezer's
sight came to him for the first time. His eyes were healed.

—But! … I can see! he cried out.

At the same time Rinaldo got up, shocked. He was
looking at the paintings that were on the walls. In their frames,
the pictures had changed themselves. Where once were landscapes,
court scenes and harbour scenes, and all manner of different views,
now every painting was of the beautiful young Rosalina, as she had
been once, not a torment in her.

And when Shalmanezer knew of his new gift, he
screamed long and hard.

 

Rinaldo left him there, for Shalmanezer to
suffer, as long as it would be. How bitter it was to look with his
new-found sight on the beauty he had caused to be extinguished, and
his former collection, his fortune, reduced to something that would
only cause him suffering. Who can know how long the wicked man took
to reach his last breath?

Rinaldo could not bring his mother back to life
and happiness, this world is such that these endings are not
possible. He did not consider himself especially a good man, for
the punishment he had left his own father to, which had a revenge
in it, but he wrote down the story, and made sure that it was
published widely, so that any could learn of the moral to be found
- never to attempt to place a price on, or even own, something as
free as Beauty.










Chapter 19
The Prosecuting Counsel


The Prosecuting Counsel, a person shunned by
artists and all reasonable philosophers - he dresses in
Manichaeism. The puritan fondles his eroticus, the leather of its
covers, the paper of its body, he embraces, and the tightness of
his embrace his byword,

Mr Prison-becomes-me, who else to argue for
incarceration?

Than one who drew strength from his own
cell,

What a poignant picture he knew it did draw for
his hour of redemption.

The measure of his jailers, in that he prepared
his own jailing-plan. And they did retreat, shaking their heads in
disbelief.

Victim of one regime, tyrant of the next. The
wheel that raises and tumbles and raises, but always revolves,

He will call his first witness.

 

The special potency of the witness system lies
in its anterior nature. For any witness is only the busy flapping
tip of a streaming pennant of witnesses. Courts try the whole life,
and what a boon to the assize that this should be.

Tantamount to felo de se, all of the
following hostile witnesses enter the record by courtesy of the
Defendant himself.

Follow then, the trail from fresh to stale,
backwards.

—He wrote forbidden things, which should never
appear.

—He committed otiose acts, as anybody could
immediately see.

—Outlandish demands for enlightenment came from
him.

Ab uno disce omnes.

—He made the grass yellow in summertime.

—He put a murrain on the cat and my son was
maddened by him.

—He caused subsidence in the roads.

—He harassed the fowls of the air.

 

Every reaction has an action. Are you certain
there was no provocation? Before you started to look?

—Objection!

Ignotium per ignotius. The clock
started when they want it to start.

—Sustained. The witness has answered that
question, deems Your Honour. Counsel will not persist in asking
it.

An unbalanced man was on the streets, running as
free as a sly lizard. Grab him and he'll leave you with his
tail.

—The guilt writ deepest on his face?

—Yes, come to think of it, it was.

 

To the charge of Guilt, how do you plead?

For Guilt ipse can be a tryable charge - and to
be found guilty of guilt a repeated repetition, regular in courts
of law.

Not their testimony, his bottomless misgivings
of what their testimony would be,

Is how the streamer of witness works.

 

Having read the script through in best joined-up
reading, he knows his part. The pantomime villain, with moustachios
and swirl of cape. Boo the villain, cheer the hero. Commedia
dell'arte, Arlecchino, Columbina, the sausages he stole, the
crocodile, he's behind you, oh no he isn't, oh yes he is.

The legal system often likened to a gentleman's
club. Considerably, it is their durbhar – and to enter, he almost
intrudes.

Be a villain and not impede the exercise of
good. Deliver his few lines and hurry off. Be glad when this is
over and back in jail, more his social level.

The Court House had to be built because of all
the crime out there. He and his associates out there.

Not so. Crime or no crime, the Court House would
have to be here whatever.

Be not poor, sick, old, disadvantaged, by the
doctrine of Foucault, be none of these,

And so transparently dealt with by this genius,
no need to labour it into plagiarism.

 

How they hate the eccentricities of Litigant in
Person, with the defendant refusing to be conveyed smoothly to the
suit with arrows embroidered. Take them on, the whole courtroom,
give them a blast of his truth. Give two truths when they had one
before.

Haltingly at first, the Defendant:

—If you please, the claimed author of the book
of Deuteronomy? The name on the title page? he asks of No One.

—Moses.

—And the death recounted in the last chapter of
that book?

—That of Moses.

—Is this feasible then, that a man should write
the true story of his own demise?

—Objection! cries out Your Honour, as soon as he
gets a picture of how it is to proceed.

—Sustained. Mere casuistry on the part of the
accused. De minimis non curat lex.

Other non sequiturs, seriatim, how is it that
King Saul doesn't know his own armour-bearer in 1 Samuel 17, having
just appointed him in 1 Samuel 16? And how is it Judas Iscariot has
two different deaths, one in Matthew, one in Luke, that he both
hanged himself and burst asunder in a field? And Jehoram was 32
years old when he began to reign, reigned for 8 years, died - and
was succeeded by his youngest son Ahaziah who began his reign at
the age of 42…

De minimis non curat lex.

Been there, scuppered that.

—Pass on to your next witness… You haven't got
one?

Contempt of court then, for such a contemptible
defence?

—Yes, three months onto whatever his sentence at
the end. Three months, three years, three lifetimes.

 

A gap to fill in the playlet, what with the
premature conclusion of the Defence's case. The judge was looked
at, he looked back. Come come, we need something…

The Ordeal by Blood. Nous avons changé tout
cela.

And with both parties agreed, the court ordered
it be done. The razor is applied to the Defendant. His blood does
spill.

—Green, says the Prosecution Counsel, I knew
it.

—Agreed, it is blue, says Your Honour.

And the members of the court, the clerks, the
attendants, each corroborates this judgement, one naming it orange,
another grey, another gamboge.

Each finding a get out. Quince and viridian. The
stenographer was in an argument with a cleaning lady.

—Quince, I can see in that sickly flood.

—Make no mistake, viridian. Severely viridian,
pronounced proudly.

—It is quince, as quince as a…

Pronounced not red. Pronounced anything but red.
Ne'er the red of the Mass, to be an identification with and a link
between, though the heart of the Accused did still leap at that
possibility.

 

The Clerk of the Court, holding himself back, a
minor edge of doubt sawing him.

A grain of rubescence, he thought he saw…

Once, I had a nosebleed, and very similarly…

Any unwelcome reminder can lead to
awkwardness.

They heard it in their strings, an innuendo,
smallest.

Everybody looked at everybody else,

A sort of hazy summin wrong, but what…

A shiver in court and not knowing where to take
it from here.

 

On their return from chambers they are
happier.

—It is that the tryal of blood is faulty by the
heinous input of the defendant. He confused us temporarily.

—As you say, m'learned colleague, but we have it
right now.

If the defendant is cut with the razor and his
blood shewn red, then is the guilt shewn.

—That is a much fairer method.

—It is indeed.

Nous avons changé tout cela.

 

The privation augments. The deprivation
provides. Oh, and every cloud has a silver lining.

The Accused is sceptical,

Also the widely-applied legal principle
mulieri ne credas, ne mortuæ quidem.

He is more than a little giddy, with the loss of
blood an' all. But he is definite.

Quos deus vult perdere, prius dementat,
one has to go willingly.

—I wish to change my plea.

Where is the hyssop, bring it to me.

 

I am willing to be the sacrifice, the St.
Stephen of our parish,

For this is a court only if he recognize it as
such.

Had he the resources to ignore, they would go
elsewhere.










Chapter 20
Hollywood


With myself adrift in their soup of several
hundred fruity verbs – also the nouns, foreign, they complicate to
me at times – and the adjectives, they have very few sensible
adjectives.

—Hey, Melmoth, you'll be coming to my party over
by the Palisades?

—Why that'd be just swell of you,

Palisades Hacienda, so-named, big fat wooden
blot in the hills and not on the plains,

Why do they say meter and yet timbre? – and
irony never gets much usage – here is a new Athens.

For these are Light's children – to the extent
they ignore any dark side, always the orange groves, the sun as a
bouncing ball – not encompassed by dark buildings, no tenements
stooped over – frolic free in the sierras – and the Old World
muzzled in chimney smokes and yellow fogs,

Tomorrow the magnesium lights are as strong and
perfect as today, whiteness above measure, for Light's
children.

Are they made new, truly? They vociferate that
they are – and gather no patina, no better than any Belteshazzar
can – and no black looks for the crimes, these gilded youths.

 

Well dressed and haughty, I haven't seen a set
of servants like that for many a moon – in the aspidistra corner,
the world-famous Reynolds Sisters yodelling – as if Satan was on
their trail – as if the Irishman couldn't hold his liquor – or
Tijuana band, with giant sombreros like mushrooms, to take over the
world,

One from forty years ago, when men were men –
the fine anecdote of the sheriff who shot a man in the back – come
at high noon – and outside the two Australian ponies at their hay
paddock – riderless, while Mix is on the ocean on a starlet.

Now they a-whooping and a-hollering in
frontiersmanship,

Don't shoot him in the back, he's drunk as a
skunk,

As kaboom went the bridge table, Mrs Mix's china
meeting an end,

The scrawl on the wall a Xanadu unremembered
next day.

 

When the sheriff went out to meet the outlaw –
and the outlaw trotting his dark bay cob into town, down Main, past
drysalters and drapers and coffin-makers, looking for mayhem,

When the Sheriff's shout came, he seemed to be
calling out to someone behind the outlaw,

—Stop there, you fellows. Don't you shoot now,
he's as drunk as a skunk,

Soon as warned, the outlaw turned around to face
that enemy behind,

And takes a Sheriff's bullet in the back of the
head, drawn from a perfect bead.

With silver star, the Sheriff's a liar – but
everybody's agreed, satisfactorily despatched by the godfearin'
man, this was the right result – heck, this is a New World.

 

The dancing twirling feet,

—This here is Miss Paulette,

—Charmed I'm sure, my dear, but can't stop, so
sorry,

Of all the sweet passions Shame is loveliest –
over the Bermondsey cobbles, a dockers' trial – a coachman, grooms
and valets bound together – and their bride was enjoined to dress
up – play the non-pareil in expansive hat – I was asked by Erskine
to imagine I was a woman – Shame is the perfect inscape invented,
the pinnacle – and that he was my lover. I had to keep up this
illusion.

O! Pola Negri, what haven't you got to reveal?
About luxury and life against harsh Russian snows – you are the
citadel of Russia, idyll and elegy wrapt – dark bearded basses dog
you – in furs of mink and with the cold outside that cuts a man's
bones – with the vodka and slivovitz – how is it that you present
such heat? She is a dance fiend, no other condemnation for it.

I did that myself, young man, shot Indians on
the Colorado – the Miraculous Mandarin, we could ask the wonderful
Pola Negri to be the woman – Valentino is a dancer professional,
knew him since he was a dancer gigolo – and that fabulous fishtank
hearse at the end – O! Valentino in the pink coffin unrisen – the
Sheik of rosewater and other perfumes – known him, enjoyed him – we
would have ended up with a pervert Alexander – the grandeur of his
campaigns in Persia and India, another new world made – and
rest.

 

He coughs a lot, maybe he won't last the
distance,

—What advice would you give to Miss
Paulette?

—My dear, make your money while you can.

By their hopefulness of white sincerity washed
across the world, a body to bob with the waves

That's the purpose of a life, to get drunk a
soupçon – this whippersnapper has it, he won't go on for long –
well, he has, he has,

Get Pluto to put a rock on your finger – is
there any more advice I should be giving?

Their happy wurlitzer fair, full of the
tried-and-trusted tunes, as make their hate – tunes so old the
people must begin their Vitus, deep racial memory, while this new
lively, tigress is reviled as decadent, as if ruined Carthage –
spanners have been applied to the machinery – the cult of the
clitoris will prevail, it will. Not to say timber.

 

The eminent personage needs his shoes cleaned by
nine – will be in the hotel foyer by nine-thirty, for the phaeton
ride to the studio – he looks at the studio execs and knows firmly
he will be there one day – charmed island where they drink whiskey
in their offices. And chaperone for Mr Melmoth, this is a first
rung. Billy the office boy will get on.

Repentance and self-beration for being so
stupid, are these the same? If you could strike one clear chord to
reach the ears of God,

Come on Mr Melmoth, we have to be at the studios
tomorrow, first thing…

– that is the purpose of a life –

But he is a bit drunk, is Mr Melmoth.

Having made a large borrowing on God's goodwill
– now I slap a sack of gold dust down – here, feed the five
millions – it'll be a diggety long night – the succès d'estime that
I am, beside myself at having pleased the critics – their pens
dripped with happiness, and I sincerely don't know what to do, what
atonement can there be for this?










Chapter 21
At the Dinner Table


—It is impressive to observe, said the Countess
of Rannochburn, how Herr Hitler stands no nonsense from socialists
and shirkers.

The remark had been rapidly uttered.

There followed a silence, drawn-out and
gnawing.

—Ah, I have been so long away from London and
its politics, that I scarcely know about these things any more,
said Nairn-Douglass. Anyway, the sport this afternoon… Mr Wills,
you will be not be going out, but Peete, you would be more inclined
to accompany us, perhaps?

By which, the conversation is turned to grouse
and defused.

 

—I noticed it was left to myself to rescue the
situation, her husband did not trouble himself much.

—You were the host.

—But I rather hoped if I waited there would be a
'Come Lillian , we must observe the time and place' - or something
like.

Nairn-Douglass to his daughter, Edwina. They
were sitting together in his library, on a summer evening a week or
so afterwards.

—I thought it possible he might add something to
the conversation, Nairn-Douglass went on. And then where would we
be? Then it would be all rather difficult.

His daughter smiled at him, picturing how he
would have handled the situation, in that amiable and rather
cunning way of his.

—Well, come come Daddy, we don't know that he is
of a like mind on the topic. And Roderick is definitely not so
inclined, he hates all that rot.

The remark is not truly defused - it remains a
remark possibly fatal to the prospective match.

 

—But anyway, he can hardly disown his parents
over the matter. I know you feel it does throw into question
whether the engagement should go ahead,

—I do think it is important, says Edwina.

—You are so much more sensible than all of us,
us older ones. You seem quite content to curb your happiness, just
for the sake of a good name… You know, Family, which is my
responsibility, and should be Billie's.

—This is important, Father.

—I do consider the remark reckless - yes, indeed
I do… So there is a difficulty with it, not easily overcome. But
perhaps we all thinking and saying too much about it.

 

After Wills had been witty on the subject of his
driver from the station, and the speed at which his travelling bags
were transferred - but he was being witty and indeed I detected
sympathy for the struggle old Joseph was being forced into. Her
opinions cut right through that atmosphere like a knife.

Shocking if she had made those points at her own
table, let alone as a guest.

On the wall, petrified. Antlers sharp, a fair
12-pointer, with tines brow and coronet,

If it should come to war, another war between
Great Britain and Germany…

Shot. Dead, and that was it, all over for the
great Stag.

What of Billie… ? He is a fool, at the tables in
London every night… He has arranged his relatives into a series of
inheritances. He only ever visits them in case he should have to
revise his ordering. A pasty complexion? A slight giddiness on
getting from a chair? He will do nothing with his life, nothing.
And if there were a war, has he it in him to be heroic? I do not
think so.

We shall exhaust ourselves, and Europe will be
run by Spaniards and Italians.

 

—As you say, we do not know that he is of a
similar mind to the Countess. He was in the Foreign Office but his
career was in Empire matter not European, so I don't know. I do
know those close to court spend a great deal of their time in
discussing what if… And the King is disposed towards the German
Socialists movement, yes.

And I was speaking to Wills later. He was
completely dismissive of the German influence, both those who
espouse it and the Germans themselves, He said that it was
weak-minded and would blow over of its own accord. A fad, he called
it,

—He did? I am surprised,

—Oh I think he is right in that, You have not
seen so many crises, they nearly always fade away, and if people
stop to think of it at all later, they wonder at the fuss that was
caused. What happened in '14 will not be lost on any right-thinking
man.

 

—I am not so convinced as you, Father,

—I respect the man, for all his theatrics.

—There are still people who do not.

—I know that, my child, and for that reason
precisely, I do.

—He made an indelicate comment when I told him
the name of our campaign. He is still my friend, but I will not be
speaking to him at all this month.

The Women's Fitness League, with a grid of
swinging arms and clubs all in a ballet. She is going to open a
swimming pool, with an inaugural dive, swallow. Visiting the
Scandinavian countries, but then on to Germany, and that would not
be good, there are similar organisations there.

—He shall buy me a luncheon at Claridges and
then we may be friends again.

 

—Absolutely. And I think you are wise and
sensible enough to follow your own heart. You shall be free to
decide.

—If I should decide that Rannochburn is not
suitable for this reason alone?

—Then you have my complete support and certainly
you will not be required to make an explanation to your mother.

With a kiss, she was off.

 

The Master of Rannochburn. Shall she be the
Mistress of Rannochburn… as close as next year? Although I am a
little sad for her, that she has so slight a consideration for
Love.

A maid had come and gone, making no more noise
at her exit than at her entrance. A bottle, some ice and a
glass.

He took a Talisker and bemoaned to himself that
Edwina would be lost to the family.

If not this year, then next, or some year soon.
It was one thing to say that she should stay, but the younger
generations were off all over, to Africa, Kenya, Alexandria - as he
recalled his early married days in Cape Town, and how they had
been…

Treated as a chattel, sold into bondage in Egypt
– and Billie would receive, the house will come tumbling down, and
I won't be there to see it.

Oh, how do we handle this damned ticklish
business… ? Honestly, I think she is too good to lose…

And his thoughts turned towards the idea that
son Billie might be left to stew in his own juice a little. He has
not shown much interest in running the estate, why not keep the
situation as it is? Rannochburn and Edwina together.. Yes, maybe
Billie is best off with an allowance - which he would soon spend,
but at least he wouldn't be spending his way through a whole
estate.










Chapter 22
Underground


Skylarks loop and frolic, bustards drag straight
lines

In the celestial theatre, silhouetted in flames
and glory,

And huddled in their nest, the drains, the
sewers, the rats are made.

—My children are dead, from a hysterical woman,
clad in modish bangs, this obstinate tart – sobbing about them
being somewhere else, the house in the next street is hit, or
something. She needs to find them, and a warden is hanging onto
her, preventing – told to stay below, she must – safest place at
present,

There's nothing she can do at the moment.

Loose moralled woman, serve her right, most
likely – should never have let her bairns off by themselves.

Anguish, she sobs and shrieks, because she
cannot cope with the Blitz.

 

—Stay away from the escalator shaft, the blast
comes straight down 'em.

—I know, I heard about it,

—They say it happened in Balham, but got hushed
up.

A hundred and twenty or more, all civilian
casualties of the war, never stood a chance.

From a Kraut bomb, them Huns have the factories,
churning them out,

Blood-curdling tales,

If a main is ruptured it will flood the Tube,
and then we have a watery end,

The water can travel faster than a man can run -
and what if that man an infirm useless old man?

 

—My daughter's husband was lost in France.

They haven't got his body back, I've heard
nothing more. I don't think they try to.

And my son is ground crew for Spitfires, down
in… well, I shouldn't say, should I.

The two grimace and titter.

—My husband has gone to Benghazi.

The two are happy to go against Defence
Regulations.

—My my, if they ever did anything, they'd have
to intern us all.

We are reduced to Morlocks, and the heat is
horrible,

Paddy of the wrong name, down to this, with my
fine United Kingdom citizenship, ungrateful and contrarious.

They do say we shall never come out of these
shelters, and will burrow into the earth like moles, Bethnal Green
and Wapping – then we shall all have a joy in Elsan closets – a joy
in our new King, the London Passenger Transport Board.

Leaving the flying machines to war in the skies,
battling just themselves.

 

—He's ill, he's got a touch of the pneumonia,
his lungs are always bad,

He never gets stronger, made him up some beef
tea,

I do what can for him, he has no one else.

He owns the house, I feel I have to look after
him a little, he is the landlord,

We have to pull together, he has no family.

I'll have to see if the General will take him in
tomorrow. They will I guess,

Off the ration for him, marrow and Wotton pie
for us.

 

—He wanted to bring his cat down to the
shelter,

Paddy from Fermanagh, a horse dealer, once he
was,

Come over to England to make his fortune.

—He was weeping today, he said the war would go
on forever, until all were dead.

Just machines fighting in the sky, bombing the
green earth to murder.

What a fine long beard of Old Testament reach,
tangled river – propped and eating a sandwich of cheddar – is there
any tea?

—The thermos got broken last week, you
remember?

Was I weeping? I suppose I was, his lungs do
rasp, we haven't any tea, he's got no family,

And the WVS lady with ideas of singing,

Oh heavens, fall on these – shut up forever you
ridiculous woman, tais-toi!

 

Roll out the barrel, we'll have a barrel of
fun,

Roll out the barrel, we've got the blues on
the run,

 

Zing boom tararrel, ring out a song of good
cheer,

Now's the time to roll the barrel, for the
gang's all here.

 

The sharp shards of dewar flask, oh in the echo,
there are millions of her,

London like a tyrannosaur, bleeding and mangled,
but enduring and fighting on.

All depends,

—They'll send him home when they catch up with
him, but he's convinced the Irish authorities will send him
straight back,

He says, and I don't know whether it's true,

He hasn't set foot in Ireland in sixty
years.

—Don't know where he'll go.

If you see what I mean - it's best for us to
keep quiet about it.

 

Siegfried's horn comes across the glades,

When the horn is sounded, then the sirens will
lift and fall,

Have you known the days when children were in
the streets with no shoes?

Have you known what it is like to have your wife
turned into a deer?

Have your hounds (once human) run the druid
through?

I fade, I fade, Conn a high king of the Hundred
Battles

To Zion and the Hill of Tara, the soldiers carry
me,

One day, he will awake again, Dollis Hill and
the Fianna are coming.

When his horn is sounded, ah, it is wrong, you
left Dublin behind.

That Mrs Richards, her keeping on saying will
you be interned, will you be deported,

No, Madam, I am a citizen, same as you.

Welcome, to the gutter, I have a little room,
come…

 

—In life and drama, action tends to resolve
ambiguity

Therefore how pleased I am with inaction,

What fools we were to bring Beauty to an
ungrateful people,

Artists, that misguided company of rifles,

The Sphinx, I should never have let her drag me
out here, I could fade away,

There's nothing of joy here, here is the vale of
bitter stones,

I would be better lying in my bed with the
gramophone,

Listen to Claudia Muzio, and Goering will bring
the curtain down,

Because it is time, incomparable Bellini, it is
time,

What was that… Suffering is one very long
moment. We cannot divide it by seasons.

And thence to my Maker,

Come sing up, old Paddy O'Flaherty, native of
Fermanagh, it might be the last song,

Fingal, proud hero, with sword, with son
Ossian,

I am a saviour but only of sorts,

—I can't hear what he's saying, what does he
want?

—He's cursing at the singalong woman, he hates
that sort of thing.

 

The shingle grinding along the shore,

When Finn M'cumhail dragged his war-boats to
sea,

The dawn wind whistling his spears among,

And the magic song of his minstrels three.










Chapter 23
The Closing Statements


For the Prosecution, Mr Prison-Becomes-Me.

Such abuse and scurrility as would cause a Judas
to blink, good at dishing it out, not good at taking it.

—We are all culpable… (space to allow his words
to sink in)

… in that the Defendant was left to wield his
mischief for so long. Our dereliction, that we paid the warning
signs no heed and soft-hearted, we may go so far as to allow, our
forbearance in the face of the predestined. Accepting, therefore,
our share of the blame, we must make the purpose of these
proceedings to ensure we are more watchful in the future. And this
is best achieved by the severest castigation of the Defendant.

There but for the grace of God, goes John
Bradford…

Each knows a small sweet something of the mutiny
inside. Mr. Prison-Becomes-Me, he knew his well, clamped down on it
hard. Manichaeism - he may dress in the black and white, these are
only his clothes.

 

Closing statements? Nothing seems to have been
changed by the guilty plea. Because, just to be sure, the jury is
sent out to consider their own verdict, having heard all the
evidence. The jury, dressed to their white samite for the day,
lumpish upon them, and laurelled awkwardly. Several had to hitch
and carry and one did trip on his robes on the way out.

Empanelled and retired. A medley of tunes by
Messrs. Frank Sinatra and Tony Bennett. Refreshments provided,
sausage rolls and ice-cream sold among the crowd by usherettes.

 

The weighted question, the Judge asks it.
Yes?

Yes is always more consolidated agreement than
no,

And positive yes equates to negative Guilty,
when the alternate is Not Guilty.

Yes, they say. Ventriloquism of the highest
order.

Yes, we find the Defendant guilty of all
charges, said the foreman of the jury.

The Clerk will here elicit, hoisting a board
inscribed CLAP NOW. All postulata at their face-value.

 

Misericordia. The impartial, and he is bounden:
to previous, to precedent and cannot think. This evidence, exhibit
A. Bringing real nauseous fright to see that the Judge too had a
silken string, even the most tangled.

Judges who will make prominent play of the
colloquial eschewed:- And what pray, is a bodkin?

A charade of rarified existence, to
distract.

A Judge must be the lowest common denominator.
Of the most vulgar, despite all airs and graces.

Your Honour, Your Honour, wherefore is your
honour gone?

A slippery slid thing, a jellyfish, a
Portuguese-man-of-war, your Honour, prone to wither if beached,

He put on his black cap and did what he had to
do.

The Guilty to be that guilt on guilt, and never
escape the vicious circle, these sentences to run concurrently.

Our mark upon thee. Ipse dixit. That it
need no other test.

And his Honour's parting-shot. Some pronounce it
with relish, some with gusto.

—Take him down, pronounces your
Honour.

A childish declaration, but his big thespian
moment.

Take him down and the reprehension
engendered by this.

Rehabilitation? Not after this. This line, above
any other, guarantees.

 

Stripes and epaulettes torn off. Any service
commendations, any mentions-in-despatches, annulled. Treated as the
once-loyal lieutenant, for the assumption is that he was. The
malcontent wilfully turned his back on society.

Except, the man knew, he did not, he was sent
out. The order of banishment comes from the society always, is a
essential of communitarian existence.

Bell, Book & Candle. The Judge snuffs the
candle.

Showing that out of the Guilty the light of god
is gone, and none should deduce to see it.

He tolls the bell three times, as for one who
has died.

He closes the book on the Guilty.

But instead of imposition, a freedom.

The manacles have to be removed for the
expulsion to take place. It was his reward.

 

Born in the United Kingdom.

Automatically, therefore, a citizen of the
United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, together with all the
Rights & Liabilities, Arrears & Liens arising
therefrom.

His vocation may previously have been Treason,
which he baulked at, the cord massive upon him.

Hence was poor in the pursuance of his vocation,
plagued by pesky conscience.

Now, among the excommunicated, he cannot commit
Treason. (Without prejudice) he is freed to embark on Sedition, a
crime he can countenance.

 

The ostrokon has been cast. In the shedding of
onion skins, below kernel to deepest core, toughest geist, he has
yet a third answer, a despite everything, and a kann nicht anderes:
I am and remain innocent.

Vox clamantis in deserto. Eppure si
muove.

They may castigate the outer shell, the body, to
their heart's content, lash and flog. But they could never make him
agree, not in his deepest depths, the verymost Pit.

In casting him out, he can only be punished the
once.

They have made their choice. After that, he is
gone.

And in that they have made their choice, he will
act accordingly.

 










Chapter 24
Tashkent or Trebizond?


Across the compass, every single wind has
ceased. Nothing is brought anywhere.

He wore a zarape and sat crosslegged on a
carpet, a young man with three days of beard,

A young man with an intense air, not plausibly
prone to distraction,

Who listens to Schubert, and asks:

—He has the most unclouded vision, does he
not?

Ask an emotion of him and he provides it in such
concision.

He shows where that emotion might lead, and
links it to others,

Whether for sadness or joy, or that glorious
blending, he knows it,

He has his direction.

So we come to decide for you, do we not…
Trebizond or Tashkent,

And what do you have to say on the subject, my
friend?

 

The other does not trust himself to speak
immediately,

A long pause, and his loquacity has
vanished,

A trauma has befallen him clearly,

For he can come up with nothing more than:

—I would rather wait for you to tell me.

And shortly afterwards:

—Does it work such, that I make a suggestion. I
could scarcely imagine…

 

The young man makes a shrug to indicate that it
could.

—But please, my only stipulation, not that
flippancy:-

Oh, but Trebizond, it has much more interesting
people than Tashkent.

With that piece of cant, I am too familiar.

You must know it, the grief that is
Trebizond

(Or is it vice-versa… ? I can never recall)

Is very great. Do not think it is ever a
bagatelle to be easily laughed off.

 

—You are the most constructed person I know,

You have chipped from many marbles and
alabasters.

—I probably employed too much wisdom, the man
replied.

 

You were prone to display, if I could put it
so.

—I was, shallow and vain display. Someone has to
fill that niche.

 

—Humility, have you any of that?

—There might a nugget somewhere, but very well
hidden away, if at all.

 

The questions all simple, pithy, rhetorical,

Just to signal the assessment had reached
another facet,

Having already divided and spitted the man,

Because, of course, he did not need any answer
from the other.

 

—Allow me, if you will… said the young man.

"I made up my mind to live, but to wear gloom as
a king wears purple:

to turn whatever house I entered into a house of
mourning,

never to smile again."

—I have experienced times of great
suffering,

And not all my own fault, I maintain. Yes.

 

—Have you loved your fellow people?

—No, not in the least part. In the majority, so
many flaws.

Their imperfections I did not love, and neither
should I be required to.

—People are products of the world at their time,
said the young man

—But I tried to create a better world. I did
that…

 

And so the young man continued in thought:—

Tashkent or Trebizond? All proceeds, you say,
and I believe you,

How unimportant I am, compared with my works

And salvation hardly matters in the face of
that. I think you are right,

Salvation can be selfish, can be dubious,

Perhaps, salvation hardly matters at all.

Tashkent or Trebizond? We shall have to think
further,

Said the young man, before we come to a firm
decision on that.

But I believe we have determined, whatever the
choice,

Salvation should play no part in it.
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