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      Art is a PRETENSION warmed by the TIMIDITY of the urinary basin, the hysteria born in The Studio.




      Tristan Tzara




      





      




      




      




      





      The exchange between what one / puts on view [the whole / setting up to put on view (all areas)] / and the glacial regard of the public (which sees /and forgets immediately) / Very often / this exchange has the value / of an infra thin separation / (meaning that the more / a thing is admired / and looked at the less there is an inf. T. / sep).




      Marcel Duchamp, Notes, note 101
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      □ Liska and I lay in a heap. We lay like that all morning. In the darkness it had been like being dead but now we were alive the light hurt. We’d been testing the water, seeing if we could do it — seeing if we would do it — up until the moment when we did do it. I had typed a suicide note on the computer before we’d gone to sleep but I’d been drunk. The printed note said:




      Liska and I are leaving before daily life consumes us. Artists need to make a statement about art by making a statement about themselves as artists, and that is what we are doing. That’s our private opinion. Goofbye.




      In the blurred outlines of my memory I remembered the few attempts we’d made at these notes in the past and although this one was at least concise, it would have been a horrible way to go out — on a typo.




      




      cf. Alberto Greco : Notes (1965) The artist overdosed on barbiturates and left notes describing how he felt — for as long as was physically possible for him to do so.




      




      I slept in my clothes with the Sunday newspapers spread over the blankets and the curtains drawn tight. When the lights came on it was Liska who woke me and I rose to find her staring into the caked and blistered oil paint I’d spread across my last canvas. An image of the sea that I’d worked on the day before. It was supposed to have been my final painting but it looked like I had a few more works left in me.




      “I still love you,” said Liska.




      Everything was delineated and etched in our poor bedroom — even the broken wardrobe had an eternal cast about it. The windows rattled to the sound of a passing siren, the usual dull routine of a provincial town at the edge of the world. It was Aberdeen and we’d been fools to try and leave it.




      “Let’s have a drink,” I said, but the sweetness that had occupied my mind when we had made our death pact was long gone.




      “Where’s the bottle?” asked Liska, and she dug her hands under the covers for the wine. I made a clumsy attempt to claim it, but Liska had been too fast.




      I pretended to read the newspaper. (ART MORE PASSIONATE THAN PASTORAL — read the headline in the review section — followed by the weekly cataract of flowery horseshit that I was as usual, unable to stomach.)




      “I saw things when I was dead and now I want to paint,” said Liska.




      I was jealous of her energy and her will to keep going. Everything she did was about making art.




      Liska finished the bottle and I got out of bed to show her the latest from the newspaper, the profiles of some upcoming artists. There are so many artists out there but when you’re young you believe yourself to be better than all of them. As an experiment I listed the names of every artist in the paper — some were famous, some were not, some were dead and some were still going strong. I groaned and turned the pages, wondering when it would be my turn to be in the review section. Liska and I played the same game each weekend. I read out the name of every artist who was featured in the paper, and we outdid each other with drunken comments.




      Such as — Andy Warhol — wanker / Jeff Koons — bollocks / Basquiat — has to be the worstest of them all / give me that bottle / Gordon Take — talentless poop-4-brains / Damien Hurst — did you know that his name is an anagram of RUDE SHIT MAN? / you’ll need to go out and get more wine / Tracey Emin — for fuck’s sake / Joseph Gram — the nerve of that prick / Martin Michie — sell-out! / Jake and Dinos Chapman — asswipe trash / Gavin Turk — the artist’s worst enemy — everything he’s done has been done before, most of it by Duchamp! / I know that, in fact I pointed it out to you SHITFISH! / Rachael Whiteread — poisoner of wells / Douglas Hastie —salamander ass, caterpillar ass pervert — and also a poisoner of wells / Martin Creed — DID THE ALIENS FORGET TO REMOVE THE ANAL PROBE — or what, huh? / anyway that’s not how you spell Hirst — it’s H I — not H U / so ‘Ride Shit Man’ then! / what does ‘Ride Shit’ mean? / I don’t know — it’s your anagram — just go to the shop and get more wine okay?




      “Why don’t you go?”




      “Maybe I will.”




      “Go then.”




      With the wine decision made, Liska and I moved closer for the big makeup. I took Liska in my dirty baboon hands and we kissed, our lips brushing against each other as a signal of something tender.




      It was a typical weekend, during which we painted, drank, set the world to rights, and attempted suicide. For me it was one of those days when I felt that in a world, which is almost entirely gagged, shackled and manacled, being an artist was the greatest of all luxuries. Our aim was fame, because we believed that celebrity would somehow justify our work, and when you’re young, that kind of thing is important.




      “I love you,” I said.




      “I love you more,” said Liska




      The newspaper finished with, I departed like a thirsty homing-rat for the corner shop where I shovelled money onto the counter for more wine. We returned to work and there was further drinking, more kissing, and a good deal of musing over how famous we might be one day. If only someone would value our pictures.
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      ■ On our first date, Liska and I ran away from home. Two hundred miles sunward of the spot where Liska would in due course drown, my highest hopes were realised when she agreed with me that we had no future worth living for. As we left on that first date, Liska stood in the doorway of her flat and hugged a bottle of wine, which rang with a pleasant slosh. Her earrings jingled slightly, drawing my attention to the red-rusty streaks of colour in her hair. I asked if I could look at her paintings but she shook her head.




      “They’re not to be seen,” she said. “You can damage a work of art just by looking at it.”




      While Liska drank the wine I twiddled my locks, wondering what she meant by her last fantastic statement.




      “How can you destroy a picture just by looking at it?” I asked.




      Liska explained. “You’d say something pointless like — I like the use of colour — and that would be the end of it.”




      We left Liska’s flat and passed the key through the letterbox on a string. I noticed the postcards she’d taped to her door, Vincent van Gogh’s yellow lantern lights and a black square by that other famous bad-luck case, Mark Rothko. We gazed on these primitive images, sure that as young artists we would one day match these geniuses’ abilities and fame. Quietly the images grew on us until we squeezed together in a hug.




      This is the first kiss, I thought, and I delighted in our sudden closeness. I was caught in the purity of the moment and the trembling touch of our lips left a glow in my head.




      Liska jumped from the step and froze. The postcards had reminded her of our idea that dead artists fared better than living ones. The thought was never far from our minds.




      “Do you think suicide is the ultimate work of art?” she asked.




      “It could be,” I answered. “It’s certainly where conceptual art has been heading.”




      We walked out of the city of Aberdeen, until we stopped at Balmedie Beach. On the North Sea a ferry sat like a fieldstone on the horizon, and the thought occurred again.




      “People like their artists dead,” said Liska.




      “I’m afraid so,” I admitted.




      Liska squinted, the sunlight mobile on her face, and she gave an oblique stare to the sea. We were near the golf course at Balmedie, and we walked its boundary like we were visitors from outer space. The sun was a speck of light and we followed it. We crossed a hard field to where the sound of the dual carriageway was sifted by the trees. Here, the soft voice of the wind combined with the rise and fall of passing traffic. The horn of a lorry sang two notes and the sound paused before the silence drew in again.




      “Would you like to exhibit your paintings before you die?” asked Liska.




      “Of course I would,” I said. “What would be the point otherwise?”




      “You tell me,” she said mysteriously.




      “I’d like to be famous,” I said. “That’s why we do it, isn’t it?”




      I poked my foot at a nearby hedge.




      “I’d like all my paintings to be displayed at the same time,” said Liska — and I saw that unshakeable smile of hers. “When all my paintings are done,” she said, “I want them to be shown together — otherwise not at all. Then I’ll kill myself and turn into an overpriced dead-artist, while bollocks journalists write brilliant things about me.”




      A track led past the peaked roofs of the golf course hotel and we kept going, past several deserted farmhouses and into the north. We were on a disused road, an avenue at the perimeter of the bay, both of us following the rough outline of the hedges in the dark. The clouds drifted over the sea into deeper backwaters of darkness. We could see the lights of a starry village to the north and I remembered a picnic spot from long before. The beach was empty and the silence was pouring from the sky as we picked our way forward. It was dark but I could still see Liska’s smile.




      That smile has followed me everywhere. It’s come beaming out of dreams and has risen from the sunken heart of the sea. There is testimony in that smile of Liska’s, a confirmation that her suicide was correct.




      With our blankets out we began upon the wine. The sea became bluer in the night and the water glowed in the dun. We drank, and though the air was black, I smiled and could see Liska smile back.
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      □ When I had the courage of a good idea I painted at the studio run by Heery the Hippie of Multiple Solitude. Heery’s face possessed all the mischief of a seaport rent-boy and his Aberdeen studio was filled with canvases, rescued furniture and the industrial rubbish that he and the other artists had collected from the harbour. It was in this studio that Heery invented a photographic process by which he captured the phantoms of his mind. Once Heery had collected mirrors, charts and other junk for his mind-phantom-photograph, he would expose photographic sheets and dance his arms before them, although all the observer could see at the end of the process were papers tinted with varied shades of black.




      Some days everyone in the studio was involved in Heery’s photographic creations and we all stopped what we were doing to help him. All Heery had to do was to grab two phantoms each week and the studio was happy. His was a misleading example. Heery set up a reflective sheet, tied his hair back and crossed his legs. Light blasted off the sky into the space above Heery’s head where the phantoms would gather — and Heery would mentally ‘photograph’ the emptiness when he felt his spirit move. Heery was convinced that if you collected enough cerebral energy in the right place then art might happen of its own accord.




      Heery the Hippie of Multiple Solitude had collected then — out of his interest in art creating itself — several hundred photographs of his own phantoms. He exhibited his shadowy photographs only once, but they were not liked. Twenty black photographs with mystical first person narratives attached were never going to make Heery’s fortune, but we artists continued to champion the starving artist Heery nonetheless.




      Heery the Hippie of Multiple Solitude is not in Aberdeen any more. They didn’t like his clothes. His beard was matted with dreadlocks like pewter lumps. The Aberdonians didn’t like the fact that Heery’s ideas were all hatched in the slum of the New Age, which they saw as dangerous, with its talk of energies and crystal manipulations. Don’t imagine that Heery’s beard would have mattered if he were the greatest artist of his era. It wouldn’t have. Heery was the self-styled pioneer of Modificationism and worse, he was an anarchist from the Islands of the Gaels. The subject matter was not at issue. Elsewhere artists were pickling animals and selling pots of urine. Piss was highly popular as a matter of fact, as were various other bodily fluids, including blood — even though all of that had been done before, and done before that. Solid cast plaster surrogates of baby’s hands and feet were in style in London and Liverpool, and a rat carcass won a national prize. The price of artists’ dung was up to 10 grand a slice and a slush of vomit had been voted as ‘our nation’s signature’. You could buy a crumpled paper ball for £100, and an artist could earn up to 400 times that for exhibiting an empty room — which the public found profound and challenging, every time.




      




      cf. Yves Klein : The Specialization of Sensibility in the Raw Material State into Stabilized Pictorial Sensibility, The Void (1958) Klein removed everything in the gallery space, painted every surface white, and then staged an elaborate entrance procedure for the opening night at which he declared his art to be invisible.




      




      The problem was not with Heery’s work. Doubtless you would have said that Heery was a nice boy. Heery was the Hippie of Multiple Solitude after all.




      But Heery was the sort of artist who felt it necessary to antagonise society instead of amuse it. Some mean instinct of self-preservation had obliged Heery to try and get money for what he did, but of course he should have known better. He would have never enjoyed fame anyway.




      Liska was already working on her series of artworks that would never be exhibited, and the other artists in our studio had said that it was a crime that, like Heery, Liska had been ignored. Liska didn’t mind being ignored because her plan was to finish her entire output and have it staged as one single exhibit. She had in mind 58 pieces and wanted to get every one of them right before she retired at the age of 25.




      Heery was the focal point of our gang however and the tablet of memory for that year is marked with his rejection by the art agent Anna Lunken: the only art agent in all of Aberdeen.




      Here she is now, the art agent Anna Lunken, the star of this story, her mouth paused and stretched in the middle of a word.




      “Aah —”




      That was how I painted her, at least. Anna Lunken had heard about Heery’s phantom images and had picked her way up the stairs to the studio, giving Heery’s black photographs five minutes of her time. It is said that Anna Lunken looked on Heery’s pictures with sympathy and asked if there were any more. When she was told that there were not, that was when Anna Lunken saw Liska, my love.




      Nothing was sold that day but art was on the move. Some terms and conditions were talked and while Heery returned to photographing imaginary bubbles, Liska and I read some conditions of sale in a funny piece of paper that Anna Lunken had left — a piece of paper amusingly called a contract.




      


    


  




  

    

      4.




      




      




      




      ■ The same art shows were launching everywhere, with the same heathen rites performed using price tags, wine glasses and catalogues. The project was domestication, living artists enslaved to a mass of gallery-goers.




      Anna Lunken the art agent was interested in artists as much as art. When in the galleria, Anna Lunken moved from picture to picture and said a few words of praise. In every alcove in Aberdeen’s galleries there was a work of art with a price tag that concealed its deficiencies. Whether it was a female nude or a digital installation, Anna Lunken didn’t hesitate to bustle forward and find out who the artist was.




      As a side dish to our regular daily ration of self-torment, Liska and I were always trying to think of another word for artist — but we weren’t allowed to use any alternatives by our agent Anna Lunken. We had to be called ‘artists’ and there was no getting away from it. Even the phrase cultural anchorite was banned. Nor was Liska permitted to be a daubster, nor a smudger, and nor was I permitted to be a guerrilla ontologist nor an easler. Liska and I thought of more interesting and often uglier words for art but could find no English expression to suggest the temperamental inclination we had towards painting all day, drinking wine, and throwing ourselves in the sea.




      




      cf : earthlings, parties, mart, tarts, participation, Artaud, cartoon, artificial, partnership, impartial, Barthes, Eckhart, hamartia, Hartley, Bartlett, McCarthy, Hartung, Artschwager, Baumgarten, del Sarto, Fra Bartolommeo, Martini, Artemisia Gentileschi, Hogarth, Peter Martyr, Martial, Lockhart, Sartor Resartus, Mary Barton, Moriarty, Morte d’ Arthur, Amy Robsart, The Quarterly Review, Parthenophil and Parthenope, Martinmas (normally, the time of slaughter!) — and so on. For art, read clart!




      




      See also Page 187 of this novel — Heery said this works much better in Gaelic — and he was correct!




      “Are you really an artist?” Liska once asked me.




      “Uh huh,” I said.




      “?”




      “I really think I am!” I said.




      It was the difference between beauty and ordure. All an artist needed to do was conceptualise + realise and then sweet, sweet art was made. After that it was a case of get thee to the gallery, and once in there you were an artist, on the basis of general agreement.




      That great excretion that began so long ago — it deepens like a shelf of junk mail. All that wind and hiccup, it needs to be expelled, and I can never help thinking that artists who have their work in galleries are somehow better than I am.
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      □ “Of course they’re better than you,” said Liska. “Better paid and better organised. Better publicised and better at getting the best out of themselves. They’re predators and they’ll get at ya — one way or another, brother. It’s like that. And that’s the way it is.”




      West of Aberdeen, human figures sat abstractedly at a series of waterside hotels, doves called sweet nothings from the trees and hysterical art-lovers drove motorcars towards the galleries in strange spasms of rage. On the North Deeside Road, a sign pointed to the Myrtle Gallery, a super-sized villa with a lawn that led to the black bank of Queen Victoria’s favourite river.




      With the nod from Anna Lunken, Liska and I had been invited to exhibit at the Myrtle Gallery by the promoters of the Baal’s Beer annual show. It was our first opportunity and Liska volunteered five pieces, all of which were accepted. I did less well and neither of the two I had entered was chosen to be displayed.




      Liska and I entered the gallery and picked up our glasses of wine. Heery was there, magicking free beers into his rucksack, his usual ploy. That year, the Baal’s Beer shows in Scotland were dominated by Martin Michie whose photographs showed what he referred to as the ‘dark dust lanes that are prominent in the light.’ It was whispered that Michie could win the Baal’s Beer Prize, a rumour that had heightened interest among the well-clad guests present that day.




      The sponsor from Baal’s Beer had seen us stowing his company’s free drinks into Heery’s bag, and he tutted as he passed. Heery offered him a beer from his pocket and the sponsor looked so oppressively cold that the crusted glass of his spectacles iced over. We local artists were unmannered loafers — typically unsophisticated — and what we thought funny the established beings of the art world did not.




      Liska and I followed Anna Lunken through the crowd, amused that, as an agent, she seemed to adore everything on display. Anna Lunken was excited as hell to be in the presence of art and was passionate about everything in equal measure. The result was pseudology — a science of halves, operating on the principal that art is something to fill space on an otherwise boring wall. Anna Lunken’s lips formed a carnation and she kissed the air and then the artist, while Liska and I circled nearby, seeking the vitalising agent of white wine.




      By then we knew Anna Lunken by heart. Gold jacket like a life preserver — blood pumping into her fingers so that you wondered how she might ever remove her rings — ankles the texture of marshmallow, pearls like propitious stars around her neck — dauntless and yet compassionate expression, able to speak to both herself and a painting at the same time.




      




      cf. Duane Hanson : Young Shopper (1973) Polyester and fibreglass, polychromed in oil, with accessories, life size.




      




      “So strong an emphasis on the ideals of harmony and precision,” said Anna Lunken — and I had not the use of my tongue.




      “Quite the most daring statement of our times,” she said with a pained expression, which may, in any other circumstance, have suggested a grave ailment of the bladder.




      Liska was surprised by this bold woman who eclipsed the room with her opinions.




      “I’ve just sold four of your pictures,” said Anna Lunken. “If you’ve got any more in your studio, then I know someone who’d like to see them.”




      Liska shook her head and put her nose back in her glass of wine. Anna Lunken continued to speak to Liska and myself, simultaneously addressing the gallery owners and a sponsor, managing to keep five people quiet at the same time.




      “Few people appreciate the obvious necessity of art,” she said.




      Liska and I glanced at each other. One day standards of appreciation would decline so far that artists would refuse to sell anything at all. That was basically Liska’s idea.




      “As an art agent,” said Anna Lunken, “it’s my job to remind everybody of art’s necessity — as well as making sure that everybody’s happy.”




      Liska scraped at the floor with her shoe. I glanced out of the window as several cars pulled up, and from them more plutocrats beat a path towards the art. The suburbs were busy. Business was booming in the gourmet food stores, health clubs and private art galleries — everywhere, in short, that properly serviced the purified beings who had crash-landed there.




      Martin Michie was photographed as he unknotted his tie and shuffled it around his neck. A journalist held a recording device in the air as Michie issued a few more of his trademark bitter ruminations against the dominance of the art scene by the so-called ‘London galleries’, and when he was through with this and ready for his next photograph, he emptied his pockets to flatten his jacket against his chest. Michie’s wallet was the last thing to emerge, a leather slug of money that landed on the bar near where we stood. When Heery noticed the wallet he grabbed it and began to count the banknotes.




      “What you gonna do?” I said.




      “This wallet is a work of art,” said Heery.




      Of course Heery was drunk. The Baal’s Beer had restored the humanity of his creative powers, whereby everything became art.




      “We can keep the money,” said Heery, “there’s enough in here.”




      “Don’t be silly,” said Liska.




      “Artist’s money!” said Heery — and he began to speculate how much he could sell it for.




      Heery counted the notes but Liska wasn’t interested. Instead she looked at her own paintings with a rising doubt. As Diogenes realised that cups were irrelevant when he saw a dog drinking from a puddle, so Liska was about to discover the redundancy of galleries when she saw the locals lapping up her art. Liska had her epiphany as we all finished our wine and Heery offered us some notes from Michie’s wallet, pleased that there’d been profit in the trip.




      “Squarely,” said Heery, “this event is for one group only — haters of art, as I perceive them — commercial management committees — buyers and sponsors with personal grudges — collectors and their bad taste.”




      Heery poked the words at me with an unabashed pronunciation and punctuated the message with his dirty smile. “They’ll kill us all,” he said.




      The three of us moved on to the next white space where political messages were being projected on to several sheaves of corn. The crania of the guests were arranged in a semi-circle around these sheaves of corn while the artists stood like ornamental courtiers, being asked questions such as:




      “Where do you get your ideas?” and




      “Where do you see yourself in five years time?”




      That companies like Baal’s Beer had become arbiters of art was bad enough — but the hostile organs of material civilisation were asking artists to be salespeople too.




      Anna Lunken worked the room, filling people’s glasses with balancing movements on her arches. Her hyperbole was without end and when she sat, she crossed her legs and confessed that it was a matter of embarrassment that multinational companies were not pulling their weight in terms of purchase. Seizing the moment, Anna Lunken then proceeded to sell the undisturbed interior of Martin Michie’s mind (a painted plastic bucket) to someone who didn’t even realise that it was a work of art.




      Anna Lunken continued selling art for the next hour. She presented artists to buyers and buyers to paintings, and the artists bowed in all directions, in case they should be found wanting in some respect. Nobody minded if the art was any good or not, because all of it was seasoned with a few words of praise.




      “I want to tell you,” said Anna Lunken addressing some guests from a great insurance company, “that art can increase productivity by enlivening the work place. Our consciousness may rarely register it, but art in the workplace can make a great difference to workers’ concentration and attitude.”




      This was as barrel-banging as it got.




      




      Insert your own excuse not to buy.




      




      Liska slipped away for another drink and was brushed on the shoulder by Anna Lunken.




      “Your pictures are exceptional,” said Anna Lunken. “I’d like to see some more as soon as I can. The colours are strong. They have rhythm and unity.”




      Liska’s tactic was to nod when people were speaking because she believed it gave them the impression she was listening. Liska wasn’t listening, however, and her plan was to get back to the studio with just enough drink inside her to splash another picture before bed. The gallery was the unhappy end point of the artistic process and it didn’t pay for either of us to spend too long there once we’d had our fill of booze.




      “Tell me,” Anna Lunken said to Liska, “I keep seeing you and Guy hold hands. Does that mean that you are actually a couple?”




      The Guy she meant was me.




      “It actually does — and we are a couple,” said Liska, much to Anna Lunken’s delight.




      Something in me warmed to Anna Lunken, as if she might just understand our project — but I may have been drunk on Baal’s.




      “And you’re a painter too!” said Anna Lunken to me. I worked the question over but didn’t answer.




      Anna Lunken carried on talking, the three of us couched in the bright, end quarter of the Myrtle Gallery. I felt awkward — and a chill upon my cheek confirmed this feeling for me.




      I looked around and saw exactly what it was. Joseph Gram.
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      ■ The choking fumes of falsehood will be expressed from this point on in the figure of Joseph Gram. That day at the Myrtle Gallery in Aberdeen, Joseph Gram was showing several lead slabs inscribed with his name in gold paint. Gram passed me in a tall grey suit, and I heard him say the words ‘New York’ and the phrase ‘broad conceptual gap’. One of the slabs included a slot for a light bulb while the only distinguishing mark on the second was Gram’s gold signature.




      “It’s the elegance she has,” said Anna Lunken.




      She was speaking about Liska and I realised in time to thank her.




      “I can advise you both on style,” said Anna Lunken. “I always know what’s coming into fashion and what’s becoming old hat crap.”




      “I see,” I said.




      Old hat crap sounded disgusting, and unpleasant for your hair.




      Anna Lunken’s eyes opened like camera lenses for more light while I drank more sleep-provoking Baal’s Beer. In the revolutionary state brought on by the combination of beer and art, all that I could feel were the wheels and gears of conspiracy. Joseph Gram eyed me like a wood wasp, and then looked Liska up and down, while the other artists gathered in the corner, as shadowy as rats. It’s true that I could never have come up with anything like Joseph Gram’s lead slabs — and it was true that he was brave to display them — but I didn’t care for Joseph Gram at that moment. Liska and I were being initiated into the scene by Anna Lunken and I wondered if Gram had received the same treatment at some point in his life.




      “How much are you selling these paintings for?”




      Anna Lunken’s questions contended with the saucer-eyed conversation in the rest of the gallery.




      “I’m not interested in sales,” said Liska — and she stared at a foul metal mandrake erected in the centre of the room.




      “I’m sorry?” said Anna Lunken, and she swivelled two ball-bearing eyes.




      “My paintings are not for sale,” said Liska. “I don’t know why you thought you could sell them — but none of my work is available.”




      Anna Lunken took this idea on board as if it was part of something very clever indeed.




      She whacked back her wine.




      “I’m sorry to hear that your work’s not available,” said Anna Lunken and after a moment added: “That aside, I’d really like to offer them to my client.”




      I could see the fascination, the way that Anna Lunken shot me a coy glance. Anna Lunken knew she could get the pictures one way or another and she admired Liska for making them unavailable. Liska wasn’t joking but Anna Lunken knew a novelty when she saw it. This was, in fact, just the sort of tactic that young artists should use — because now Anna Lunken was staring longingly at one of Liska’s pictures, like a child staring at Santa’s sack.




      “I know what price I can get you for this, for example,” said Anna Lunken. “Even if it’s not for sale.”




      Liska found this funny and tugged her baggy trousers. Anna Lunken looked at me again. She was thinking of the novelty. I remembered something Liska had said — if art is a digestive process, then the art gallery is the arse where those who can afford it sift through the shit. I folded my arms and glanced at the Joseph Gram lead block. It became worse each time I saw it.




      “I really must speak to the sponsor,” said Anna Lunken and she shifted at high speed across the gallery to the door, past people with their drinks at chest height.




      “What do you think she’s saying?” asked Liska.




      Anna Lunken was speaking to the sponsors.




      “She’s asking what’s going on,” I said.




      A few seconds into Anna Lunken’s quiet outpouring, every person in her group, including Joseph Gram, turned to look at us. Each darksome face showed the same doubt at that moment, like a jury en route to a bad verdict.




      “Let’s get going,” said Liska. “The white wine is urine. I need some red and then to do some painting. Shall we get out of here?”




      I would have said yes but a delegation was making its way over and it looked like Liska was for the grill. I pointed at the party of critics and buyers, a group led by Anna Lunken and the artist Joseph Gram.




      “They’re coming to ask you what you’re playing at,” I said. “I hope you’re ready.”




      We watched as this pod of gallery-goers approached. Anna Lunken and Joseph Gram had their eyes on us all right, but they still found time to stop and make inquisition of a sculpture by Douglas Hastie, who was slurring through his wet facial hair nearby. Douglas Hastie looked like he was explaining the act of sex to a terrified young couple, but he was interrupted by Anna Lunken who invited him to join the delegation.




      “Is that really Douglas Hastie?” I asked. “He looks like a fucking drunk.”




      “It’s him all right,” said Liska.




      Douglas Hastie was an ageing automaton of the art scene who inspected life through a cracked and cynical lens. A grant cheque had funded his last trip to Greece and he’d returned to show his extremely lame Photo Transformations to a public that had responded with customary excess.




      “You must be Liska,” said one of the sponsors when the party arrived.




      The sponsor’s voice probed Liska in the same way that police speak to uncertain witnesses. The sponsor was the higher authority to which Anna Lunken had resorted after having had her money turned down.




      “I’m sorry,” said the sponsor, “but exhibiting here means that contractually your work is for sale. And very promising work it is too.”




      Liska put her glass of urine down and stuck her hands in her pockets.




      I breathed in Joseph Gram’s contempt. Gram had glanced at me when the sponsor had called Liska promising because they’d said that about him one time. Years later and Gram was in dark union with the art world, and his work hung in the foyers of several oil companies and computer firms. Joseph Gram had run the course, and had paintings in the offices of some of the most repulsive interbeastiaries in the land.




      “Your paintings are sold,” said the sponsor to Liska, and he turned his head through an arc to ensure that everybody had heard.




      “Is that what the little red dot is for?” asked Liska, and all the monkeys laughed as if Liska were the greatest wit of the season. Liska laughed too, and Anna Lunken joined in, although her face was taut and anxious. Even Joseph Gram was laughing.




      “Look,” said the sponsor. “I’m sorry about the misunderstanding, but please, let’s have a chat afterwards. If you really want your paintings back then I suppose that can happen. The important thing is that you and Anna are getting on. I think Anna should bring some more of your work here. We’re fascinated to see what else you’ve got.”




      “I guess so,” said Liska — but I knew that meant a no. When Liska was ready to show her work, she wanted them to be seen all at the same time.




      “The thing is,” said Liska, “none of my paintings are for sale. If you like my paintings then you can view them all at once when they’re ready. All my work is going to form one piece.”




      “What is this?” asked Anna Lunken. Her snout opened and farted out this stupid question.




      “You’re selling all your artworks at the same time?” asked Joseph Gram. He pretended not to be interested but I could see that he had smelled a gimmick and was keen to test it out.




      “I didn’t say selling,” said Liska. “I’d still like them all to be considered as one, however.”




      The attention didn’t frighten her. These people were a group of single separates who behaved as one strange eye, a nematode hovering in inspection of the potential alien.




      “How many artworks will there be?” asked Gram.




      “I’m thinking of 58,” said Liska.




      A hush confronted the circle of art-likers when they understood what was happening with my Liska. Liska’s work was off limits until the entire output was ready. Then, if they were lucky, it may be for sale en bloc.




      “I have to destroy these pictures now you’ve seen them,” said Liska — and Anna Lunken spilled her wine.




      “They’re sold!” she said again, almost in a shout.




      The group before us exchanged glances. The sponsor was amused by Liska’s tactic and Joseph Gram was irritated. Liska was in earnest about her work not being seen by anybody but to them it was only a ploy — a neat concept, as your average journalist might say. A crazy, new, all-defying concept.




      “I have to destroy these pictures now that you’ve seen them,” repeated Liska, and she spun a cigarette in her hand, readying for the exit.




      “You bloody bitch,” whispered Douglas Hastie, his face over-red for his elderly heart. The art student who accompanied Douglas Hastie looked scared stiff. As Liska glanced back at Hastie, the old pervert in the metallic white beard, he of the many topless young ladies (on horseback I have heard!) growled something else, although conversation rose again like a warm spring, to cover his bad manners.
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