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         Constrained by history

         
      To thank Mary J. Byrne for her collaboration
    

         
            
        1
      

            
               
          Constrained by history, now he shall not make
        

               
          New friendships or attachments
        

               
          For the circle of the old is closing in …
        

               
          He will simply get beyond the need to explain
        

               
          How his bounds were set by his mother’s dying,
        

               
          How his comet rose from the coffin of his father’s striving:
        

               
          Lucky indeed is he to have come so far alive,
        

               
          In an epoch of wars, waging only total peace:
        

               
          No luckier than to inherit the Golden Fleece.
        

                

               
          The secret of whose code engenders peace!
        

            

            
        2
      

            
               
          He will cure his feelings of the world as threat,
        

               
          Knitting poems from them, true and mouse-compact;
        

               
          Find a tellurian delight in the sweeter
        

               
          Arrow-faithful love-act, having been half girl
        

               
          And boy, husband and wife in the ancient love-contract.
        

               
          By the belly-button of Tiresias he will swear,
        

               
          Or the pineal eye, the pine-cone which made him first aware
        

               
          Of everything outside the bazaars of the mind.
        

               
          Only to seek, they said, and ye shall find!
        

                

               
          The thrilling yoga of love’s double-bind! 
        

            

            
        xii
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          Beyond the gossip of the senses’ codes,
        

               
          He’ll become at last one of the Heavenly Ones
        

               
          Who smile and wage silence up there, finger to lip,
        

               
          With their help he will give time the slip
        

               
          And join them soon in their heavenly abodes.
        

               
          Great mysteries undivulged must always be,
        

               
          Housed in their silence undeviatingly;
        

               
          Though you a whole infinity may take
        

               
          You’ll not unravel the entire mosaic.
        

            

            
        4
      

            
               
          One link, the couple, only death can sever,
        

               
          Conflating man and wife now and for ever.
        

               
          Old men with ocean-going eyes, fully aware,
        

               
          Smelling of camp-fire wisdom, the elect,
        

               
          Their world of shyness beckons like a snare,
        

               
          Their silence something we can not dissect.
        

               
          They know, we know, the stealth of human prayer
        

               
          Whose poisoned fictions beg for our consent,
        

               
          Reducing loving to this point-event,
        

               
          Makes here and now a simple everywhere
        

               
          The human heart was well designed to care.
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          So now all time is winding down to die
        

               
          In soft lampoons of earthly grace set free:
        

               
          She is not far to seek, your Cupid’s sigh,
        

               
          Forms like old carotids of ruins to be
        

               
          Genetics of the doubts love cannot free
        

               
          In you awake tonight, my love, awake like me.
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            Introduction

            *

         

         My own version of Provence is necessarily partial and personal, for, like everyone else, I came here to fall in and out of love long ago, entering old Provence by the winding roads, the only ones, the old Routes Nationales, down the interminable corridors of cool planes in leaf, at the turn of the harvest moon … Memory has kept such versions astonishingly fresh in their warmth and candour. She was waiting there, another writer in travail, waiting at the old Hôtel d’Europe in Avignon with her unfinished manuscript on the Troubadours.

         Swerving down those long dusty roads among the olive groves, down the shivering galleries of green leaf I came, diving from penumbra to penumbra of shadow, feeling that icy contrast of sunblaze and darkness under the ruffling planes, plunging like a river trout in rapids from one pool of shadows to the next, the shadows almost icy in comparison with the outer sunshine and hard metalled blue sky. So to come at last upon Valence where the shift of accent begins: the cuisine veers from cream to olive oil and spices in the more austere dietary of the south, with the first olives and mulberries and the tragic splash of flowering Judas, the brilliant violet brush-stroke of unique Judas. Here, like the signature at the end of a score, the steady orchestral drizzle of cicadas: such strange sybilline music and such an exceptional biography, so scant of living-time, with so long underground in the dark earth before rising into the light! Anisette (pastis) everywhere declared itself as the ideal accompaniment for the evening meditations of the 2players of boules; no village square in summer was without the clickety-click of the little steel balls, no shady village without its boulistes steeped in the Socratic austerity of the silence between throws. The holy silence of the bouliste is pregnant with futurity, his convulsions and contortions when things go wrong are pure early cinema; the immortality of Pagnol is based upon a careful study of the graphic originals available to him in a long lifetime of attending tournaments in town and hamlet alike.

         Somewhere near St-Rémy

         
            
               A garage in such a village, say, 

               Run by a Claude Girofle 

               And one pig-tailed daughter, Espionnette, 

               Who mans the pumps with fervour, 

               Ici on vous sert, 

               Ici on vous berce! 

            

            
               The souls of temple cats 

               Eyes like vitreous bubbles 

               Blown in glass, gypsy eyes, 

               The faces Plato calls ‘of a demonic order’ 

               Demons distributing liquid flame. 

            

            
               Unaware of the Druids’ ancient charter, 

               The magical primacy of wishing, 

               The glands of fire, 

               Sunshine has carried love away – 

               At full moon everyone seems right 

               Or so the water seems to say, 

               The wanton Pleiades pining for the day!

            

         

         3When I first set foot in Provence one could buy a mazet very cheaply – happily for us, for we were broke, the common history of writers. A mazet is usually the dependancy of a mas (the word itself is the diminutive of mas, which means farm or domaine). The tiny mazet we bought a few kilometres outside Nîmes afforded us little more than an elementary shelter from the elements. But with industry and hard thinking we transformed it rapidly into a comfortable, indeed snug cottage. I encircled it with dry-stone walls, using the simple garrigue stone which flakes and trims into convenient soup-plate sizes, ideal for walls and balconies. I set this off with a small patio, the girdles of stone showing up the venerable almond trees to perfection. Here we lounged away the golden afternoons and evenings like Chinese philosophers, debating endlessly the hypothetical book which we knew would never be written – the book which contained the essential insights about the place. A compendium of poetic inklings – all that the Ideal Traveller should know!

         The winters we spent in the ruined and ruinous old château of Aldo not far from Beaucaire were a real delight until the weather broke; technically we had all enlisted as casual labour for the vine-harvest but, weather permitting, we tended to linger through until October when the olives came up, and then more sporadic harvests like truffles or chestnuts in the nearby forests … Since the old pile was quite unheatable by modern means, we tended to use wood for fuel, and do most of our cooking on the embers which piled high in the gigantic Templar fireplace on the ground floor of the keep. And drink. And drink. And drink …

         And this is how we came by the idea of a book – a book which would not only enshrine our most memorable thoughts but also help us cut down on the calamitous intake of scarlet Fitou (douze degrés) or – wilier but no less hazardous for the 4hand with the pruning-hook – red Corbières. In vain, though we did manage to pile up a mountain of matter, mostly in the form of unanswerable questions about the Roman Thing and the Greek, not to mention the Crusader Thing and the Troubadour Thing. As for the wine, Aldo consoled us with a homegrown thought which he inscribed on the title page of our commonplace book: ‘Everything really desirable has come about because of, or in spite of, wine!’

         Needless to say, all the pious hopes for a wiser policy remained unanswered, just as the book has remained formally unwritten, though the project lacked neither time nor reading nor debate which often turned to open acrimony as one or other of the friends produced some new theory as to the ‘real nature’ of Provence: something inescapably true – so true as to carry conviction!

         In vain! In vain! In vain!

         We had been elaborating in our minds a conventional travel book of a statutory order – some history, some myth, some insights and striking metaphors appropriate to the glorious landscape, the whole fitted out with appropriate tourist information … But the new realization inclined us to believe that the true vision of the place would result in something far more abstract, in a form far less school-bookish. One had begun to realize that while the conventional boundaries created by mountains and rivers resulted in hampered journeys between states and tribes, so that for centuries great ignorance must have prevailed about the habits and beliefs of even quite near neighbours, nevertheless a tenuous contact was always evident. After all, even in such remote epochs as the age of Pythagoras, there are records of contact with the Druids in Britain, and of an exchange of religious and philosophic ideas. And the Roman ruins of, say, Orange seem to echo as if in stony parody those of Epidauros, though how different Greek 5theatre is from Roman. The heartbeat of a place is recorded in these stone experiences. In the marbles of the Acropolis you can read the eloquent stone echo evolved by Rome in Provence, the sweet Maison Carrée of Nîmes which still carries the code of place, the blood-stroke of Greece’s brilliant insight into human unhappiness and the problems of the evolved identity: all this filtered through the Roman wish to excel the race which made them feel aesthetically parvenus (which of course they were in terms of their coarseness of vision), while even today in the streets of Arles you will find in the blazing beauty of an Arlésienne, a Roman echo in flesh.

         Yet there are surprises for us even here, for even a functional artefact like the Pont du Gard is so huge in conception that its magniloquence is the equal of Westminster Abbey. But we must remember that it was dedicated to water, and water was a God. The best description of the Pont is by Rousseau. It took a great deal to shut a man like him up, but the emergence of this mastodon from the featureless garrigues which house the spring that feeds it deprived him of coherent speech, so uncanny did it seem. It is the size, of course, as well as the realization that the whole construct is slotted together in pieces of honey-coloured stone without the help of mortar. Each individual block is the size of a motor-car! How did the Roman engineers manage to raise these vast chunks so high into the air? But water was precious, water was life, and the Roman was uxorious to a fault about land and its fruits. Provence signified something liked married plenty! The sun determines everything that grows, while water becomes an all-important symbol, a legendary factor because of its capricious changes of level, its sudden shortages, its quick alternations of drought and flood. Water plays on the dry river-beds as if on a giant keyboard, forever shifting its levels, forever hunting in the dry mountains, as if in a hollow tooth, for profounder depths.

         6For much of what follows I am indebted to idle conversations with my two first friends, Jérôme the saintly tramp and Aldo the aristocrat and vine-grower in his tumbledown château. Theirs is the constant presence without which no poetic evocation of Provence could for me be possible. Thanks to them – I see them now loafing about among the olives, glass in hand, full of Fitou – I can honestly say I have experienced the country with my feet as well as my tongue: long walks and longer potations have characterized my innocent researches, the ideal way to gain access to a landscape so full of ambiguities and secrets. Yes, secrets black with wine, and gold with honey, landscapes of an almost brutal serenity piled one upon another with quixotic profusion, as if to provoke the historic confrontations which have made them significant, muddling up the sacred and the profane, the trivial and the grandiose with operatic richness, mesmerizing one!

         In the first euphoria of this therapeutic project, the projected book which they had christened A Complete Provence had a certain sweeping insolence which I found commendable. Provence! What was it exactly? In my sleep I often reopen the question and restate it. The tremendous variety of topic is daunting, and when I came to examine the historical data which compose the place’s rich history I realized that to do anything with pretensions to completeness would require a dozen volumes! They had given up after a few pages. Could I hope to do otherwise, even by using more impressionistic terms of reference, a system of poetical collage, say? To capture the poetic quiddity of this extraordinary cradle of romantic dissent without sentimentalizing it – for its romantic heart shelters a gorgeous brutality and extremism!

         
            * * *

         

         Now, Aldo and Jérôme have vanished from the scene … and 7with them others who have also stolen away into history leaving memories of a Provençal visitation: Henry Miller, Denis de Rougemont, Giono, Marie M-D … Sometimes I feel I have been left to complete this book before joining them! Moreover, that I must be careful to register the timbre of Denis’s laughter and the famous enthusiasms of a Miller who was full of echoes from Greece …

         What remains is the work of selection.

         

         8

         Route Saussine 15

         
            
               Only of late have I come to see this house

               As something poisoned when I paid for it;

               Its beauty was specious and it hid pure grief.

               Your absence, dearest, brings it no relief.

               We have all died here; one by spurious one

               Of indistinct diseases, lack of sun, or fun,

               Or just our turn came up, now mine; so be it, none

               Decline into oblivion without a guide,

               The last of maladies, death, love can provide

               The abandoned garden, dried up fountain oozes,

               A stagnant fountain full of tiny frogs

               Like miniature Muses; say to yourself

               No hope of change with death so near.

               Days come and sigh and disappear.

               Despair camps everywhere and my old blind dog

               Though lacking a prostate pisses everywhere.
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            CHAPTER I

            After Valence

            *

         

         To begin with, Provence seemed to be less of a geographical entity than an idea. It was Caesar, after all, who christened it ‘The Province’, and at first its shifting contours, expanding and contracting in response to wars and migrations, seemed to encompass a land-mass which included Geneva on the one hand and Toulouse on the other: an improbably vast territory. But it did not stay stable in the face of history, and slowly its outlines hovered and contracted until it assumed the outlines of our modern Provence which comprises Montélimar in the north, Nice in the east and Béziers or Narbonne in the south …

         This modern version of this semi-mythical country is roughly what the modern traveller encounters when he strikes directly south from Valence. The Mediterranean suddenly begins to assert itself and the traditional Provençal folklore, the old tourist keyboard, is there with its cypresses and roasted tile roofs, with its ivy and honeysuckle, sycamore and serene plane trees tracing the course of secret rivers hollowed out by the steady drive of the Swiss glaciers in their descent to the sea. The Rhône! But nothing can do fair justice to the light – neither camera nor brush. It has a felicity and eloquence beyond all praise. These skies – the special wounded blue one finds sometimes in Mantegna’s skies – are unique to Provence, for they are neither Greek nor Roman. They seem so freshly minted that the peasant faces you encounter in the Saturday 10market-place have all the poise and gravity of Roman medallions.

         But within the last fifteen years much has been changed. All history has been compromised by the deliberate policy of transforming the backward sections of Provence into tourist playgrounds of a sophistication to match Nice and Monte Carlo. In the south, the rather disappointing seaside towns and beaches have been transformed into a ragged hinterland of skyscrapers, a playground for the northern tourists on whom the economy of the region has come largely to depend. Meanwhile the grave housing crisis which followed the Algerian war has provided the peaceable Roman towns of Avignon, Nîmes, Montpellier, Marseille, Béziers and Narbonne with vast unwelcome dormitory suburbs and a wilderness of secondary roads which necessitate a whole new strategy on the part of the tourists who nevertheless still flock to the Midi in search of the sun-drenched amenities promised by the guides.

         To this end handsome motorways have been thrown down to replace the modest secondary roads of the past – inadequate for modern traffic. Yes, the new autoroutes have subdued and banalized much wild country. To achieve them with minimum damage, the engineers cut down only one side of the roads’ beautiful avenues of plane trees, giving the landscape a sad, defrocked look. And of course they have widened the roads, to the detriment of the old intimacy and charm. With trees shorn, the roads, or at least the major ones, look like handsome women with heads half shaved waiting in a cancer ward for a brain operation with skulls duly marked up in chalk for incisions yet to come! The modern tourist dawdles across this landscape along roads more numerous than in Roman times, roads crowded with his fellows. In fact the new autoroutes have created a new dismay, making one feel that Provence from now on must evolve a new sort of strategy for its visitors, 11if only because you can now slide from end to end of the country without seeing a single town or treasure, and out the other side into Spain in a single day. All the key spots have been bypassed, while the sleepy old towns like famous Avignon, Arles, Montpellier, have been driven frantic by the importunities of motorists hunting for parking spaces, and have begun digging out an extensive underground system of parking which bids fair to transform tourism in a new way.

         It is obvious that the country is a funnel through which almost every race, ancient and modern, has marched either towards or away from a war; marched upon roads traced and defended by the bravery and enterprise of the ancient Greeks and Romans. Even today it still bears the imprint of their visitation. Although the present period is one of jostle and uncertainty and stress, I am sure that the appearance of the first great Roman thoroughfares provoked much the same sort of shock and uncertainty as the new network of autoroutes, as well as radically modifying the flow of transport both northward and southward. Communications are the key to all change in terms of commercial dealings and the cultures which flower from them. But today a whole new technique is needed to do what one once did by horse or bicycle (some obstinate Swiss and Germans still do) in order to examine the ancient sites which still star the land in all their poetic splendour. Paradoxically enough, they are if anything somewhat less accessible than in the past. So much for progress – the motorcar has swallowed us whole! Aldo, who likes looking on the gloomy side of things, even adds that ‘the introduction of the compulsory seat-belt for motorists has taken all the fun out of sex!’ I quote the opinion for what it is worth …

         And the tourist offices tend to strike an exultant note, faithfully reminding you that you are now passing through Cézanne country … It’s like asking you to admire an X-ray 12of one of the artist’s paintings! Yes, there are disappointments in store, but happily the innate purity and dignity of Provence, particularly the villages and the countryside, will rise triumphantly above these factors and lift you with them. It is only in a few places that you will come across gross parodies of Manhattan or the suburbs of the industrial north. But despite such dispiriting interludes the land still lives, still breathes …

         
            * * *

         

         I recall one among many a dramatic occasion when I came into Provence from the north with autumn well on the way, driving into a countryside exhausted but replete after a successful harvest of grapes. The vineyards were stripped already, and the burly little crucifixes of vines had already responded to a freak snowfall with all their charcoal blackness and their withered forms … They had their feet in snow. Nothing more to expect, one felt, until spring came round again with the first stealthy green leaves.

         The tiny village of Lauret offered me two striking tableaux, its roofs snow-capped despite bright sunlight. Before one house the owner had set out a table with a white cloth and a solitary bottle and glass, to show that he was prepared to serve the traveller a table d’hôte from his own table for a modest price. The bottle of rosy Pic St-Loup had the corkscrew standing in the cork, the primal eloquence of the new wine setting up animal thirsts in the passers-by. At the other end of the village there had been a death, and outside the front door of a similar style of house stood another table, clothed in black, on which stood the traditional book to be signed as a mark of sympathy by the mourners and friends of the deceased. The candle dripped on to the black cloth. The contrast with the white snowscape was striking, the juxtaposition of the two tables 13fearfully congruent – symbolic of what Provence stood for in terms of human destiny, Mediterranean destiny, linking in one mood the messages carried by ancient Greece and Rome alike. Life and death in the same glass, so to speak!

         
            * * *

         

         (Whole peoples form their personalities around what they believe, and there are those who recognize that the primal condition in nature is one of impermanence. They practise anchoring their minds in its flux as the basis for a coherent philosophic life. The moral posture in the matter of death is most important. But one feels that real bliss, the smiling silence of pure transcendence, is Asiatic.)

         
            * * *

         

         The best way to strike up an acquaintance with one of these Provençal towns is to arrive around daybreak, preferably on a market day when the place is full of sleepy vendors unloading their vans and trucks of everything you can imagine from pigeons and hams to olives and plums. The whole town seems to be stretching and yawning and waiting for the sunrise to warm it up. Only the early morning bistros are open but there is many a lesson to be learned, for the market people are specialists in the early morning nip – a swift stab of some neat alcohol to set the wheels of commerce turning. In the smoking bistro you will observe certain elderly traders who greet the dawn with a classic glass of marc or cherry brandy or port or a canon of red wine. Perhaps others will only settle for a caressing dose of Armagnac or pepper vodka … In my own case I recall a visit with Jérôme which was made memorable by the discovery of a singular drink called Arquebuse, which he claimed was harmless yet agreeable. I was given a full wine glass of this product which looked somewhat like vodka or 14gin. The morning was a trifle cool. I somewhat imprudently drained the glass. When I picked myself up off the floor I asked politely if I might examine the bottle in which this prodigious firewater was delivered to the world. The letterpress which accompanied the drink was highly suggestive. It informed me that what I had just tasted was not an alcohol but, strictly speaking, a ‘vulnerary’, which had been invented in the Middle Ages for use on the battlefields. The recent invention of the Arquebuse had had a marked effect on warfare, causing a new type of flesh wound, more grievous than the arrow wounds known in the past. The doctors of the day welcomed the invention of this stanching and cleansing ‘vulnerary’. But at some point (the bottle does not say when or how) somebody must have sucked his bandage, and from then on there was no looking back; Arquebuse found its place among the more powerful firewaters available to man, ordinary man, and indeed a comfort to all humanity. It appears to be a specific for everything except receding hair, and I know a number of people who swear by it, and always keep a bottle in the larder in order to save lives when need be. This is the kind of information one gathers if one gets up early enough and arrives with the first dawn light in a Provençal town.

         Another occasion, which I found somewhat unexpected and disconcerting, but which seemed rather typical of meridional procedures, turns upon the enigmatic behaviour of an introspective-looking individual sitting alone in a secluded corner of a popular bistro. The waiter began a prolonged handout of free doses of Armagnac to all and sundry – a most welcome act of generosity on a chilly morning. Moreover, no sooner was one glass emptied than another appeared in its place and it was clear that if we were not careful we would be in for a prolonged binge. I had, of course, read all about meridional hospitality to strangers, and dutifully toasted my host by 15raising my glass before draining it. But when the second glass appeared and it became clear that there would be more to follow, I became intrigued enough to wonder what he could be celebrating in such exemplary fashion. (I adore Armagnac, but I was also at the wheel of the car that day.) I could not resist asking the waiter who the gentleman in the corner was, and what he was celebrating. ‘Has he won the lottery or broken the bank at the casino?’ The waiter shook his head and said, ‘Much better than that. He has been a martyr for years to a most persistent tapeworm. He has tried everything without avail. But today the head came away and he passed it. Ça se féte, n’est-ce pas?’

         
            *

         

         I began to see the outlines of the sort of book Aldo and Jérôme were pleading for: ‘It could be quite small like The Philosopher’s Stone’ (Aldo), yet momentous in its significance for the right sort of traveller – a translation of that poetic figment we have christened ‘Provence’, a symbol of glamour and human romance. A simple roll-call of the great historic personages who have passed this way … an extraordinary gallery of human types, linking a Caesar or a Hannibal to a Dante or a Petrarch; warriors, historians, philosophers and poets. A compendium of poetic references through which one might traverse Greek and Roman history, touching salient historic flashpoints which rise out of time and circumstance like atolls from the ocean of the past.

         One recalls Nikos Kazantzakis gazing at the pediment of the temple of Zeus at Olympia and remarking, ‘The great artist looks beneath the flux of everyday reality and sees eternal, unchanging symbols … he takes ephemeral events and relocates them in an undying atmosphere … This is why not only the sculptors but all the great artists of classical Greece, wishing to ensure the perpetuation of every contemporary memorial 16to victory, relocated history in the elevated and symbolic atmosphere of myth. Instead of representing contemporary Greeks warring against the Persians, they gave us the Lapithae and centaurs … Thus a historic event, occurring at a specific time, escaped time and bound itself to the entire race and that race’s ancient visions.’

         So we babbled and boozed our way towards whatever féte votive lay ahead on the crowded calendar of the Provençal year. For a while, too, we had itinerant visitors who gave a fugitive variety to our discussions and enriched our social life as wine-tasters, drinkers, drainers … Indeed, wine-lore was the axis around which much of our lives revolved. Aldo, for example, would have long since traded in his vast unmanageable, un-heatable château at St-Chaptes had it not been for the excellent vineyards which surrounded it. They produce a robust black wine which has made its quiet way to the front rank of the local brews. In our private gossip we refer to it as Old Iniquity (Grand Cru des Solitaires et des Introspectifs), though in the trade its official title is Pic Ste-Barbe, a local mountain. It brought in enough to enable Aldo to hang on to his grandiose family home.

         Here, too, were many merry meetings – a painter, a defrocked priest, a novelist, myself, Jérôme and Aldo, two girls from a nearby convent of a fervent Catholic persuasion, where they pray to the Virgin Mary still – like praying to an atomic warhead! Giant slabs of oak mixed with slices of plane (so full of fresh alcohol it emits a beautiful blue flame) roared in the central chimney of the grand salon; here whole gigots peppered with fresh garlic and ginger roasted their way steadily towards the table – the most hospitable in a country celebrated for its hospitality.

         At first sight the title of the great commonplace book, Obs and Inks, seemed somewhat esoteric, but the reality was less 17daunting, for the shortened phrase simply stood for the observations and inklings which it was supposed to house. It was intended to indicate the haphazard and spasmodic nature of our corporate thinking about Provence compiled over several winters and springs in the old château. The stout leatherbacked volume stood in a fireside nook by the great chimney ‘where once the agents of the Inquisition had actually roasted heretics alive!’ (Aldo). It was always open, spread out upon the broad back of a wooden sculpted eagle with outspread wings, and perched on a cathedral lectern between two priceless candlesticks. It was argued that in between mulling wine or roasting chestnuts we would spare a moment to jot down stray thoughts or other memoranda which at some future date would be sifted and sorted into a quarry for the use of the hypothetical scribe who embarked on the famous book. So far all that had transpired in the nature of documentation was a commentary of bewildering prolixity and variety and no form of order whatsoever (or at least not yet). Moreover it was in various hands, for everyone had been encouraged to contribute his mite, obs or inks. The housebook must once have served as a seventeenth-century farmer’s stocktaking book, as it also contained some ancient inventories concerned with the vines of the property. Poetry. Some translations. Dirty limericks (Aldo much admired the sweetness and precision of the form). A small anthology of the jokes which surround the names of Marius and Olive, the famous Provençal cross-talk duo whose backchat is supposed to exemplify the Midi’s esprit.

         No book about the place would be complete without some reference to these two wiseacres, so perhaps this is the place to resurrect one of their famous jokes. One fine day they were shipwrecked and found themselves on a raft in the Indian Ocean, half dead from heat and starvation. Marius after deep reflection said to Olive: ‘Olive, I have been thinking things 18over and have reluctantly come to a decision. I cannot stand any more malnutrition. Of what use is little Jules (his member) in a situation like this? None! I am going to cut it off and have it for lunch.’ Olive showed great concern. ‘Not so fast, Marius,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you flatter it a little – there may be enough for two!’

         In the past, the adventures of Marius and Olive, duly illustrated, were issued in the form of pedlar’s chapbooks and sold at the village fairs and the fétes votives all over Provence.

         
            * * *

         

         Aldo had collected data towards a novel which was to base itself on the imagined private life of Pontius Pilate. According to Aldo, Pilate was the last of the true Romans and the first of the new Europeans – our author, mentor and representative in the Underworld. Sometimes, when drunk, Aldo cast himself in the role of Socrates’ ‘Voice’ and indulged in specious and somewhat incoherent arguments between himself and the inquisitorial ‘Voice’:

         
            aldo: Pilate, I presume!

            voice: I would have known you anywhere!

            aldo: Except here?

            voice: Except here, yes. It’s in the hands.

            aldo: The eternal washing? I know!

         

         The washing of the hands was followed by the Christian laying-on of the hands in baptism – the slow ruin of the European sensibility from guilt to superstition. Original sin as the aboriginal inheritance of man. Pilate’s poor wife foresaw all this with typical female intuition: she warned him to watch out for that little hysteric as he would only bring trouble in the wake of his unhappy monomania. So it proved. When he died, poor Pilate’s body was tossed into an empty well in 19Vienne: another malefic town of which there are many in Provence. A centre of the Black Arts in the alchemical sense. The Templars were at last abolished in Vienne, taking their secret with them. In Aldo’s view they were really concealed Lombardy bankers and worked in close harmony with the Cathars. Their financial strength was built upon usury. I am not quite sure how well founded this view is. But certainly they were suffused with feelings of guilt – or how could they have given themselves up so easily, without either reaction or defence? They were, after all, the most powerful Order in the Christendom of the day. To surrender without a blow struck, or a word spoken in their own defence … the whole episode smells of sulphur and the black arts!

         I was almost ready to be convinced.

         By the same token Aldo’s favourite philosopher, Demonax, was the one who left us only one aphorism – a riddle, really: ‘At last a philosopher who knew how to keep his mouth shut, which is the real secret. Demonax! I always imagine that Pontius studied with him before being appointed as governor. Indeed I once wrote a novelized biography of the unfortunate in which I made him study under a philosopher, whose line of inquiry was more Asiatic than Western. Demonax taught in asides, the spontaneous nature of thought was his obsession. He invoked the involuntary! Often his silences lasted for months. He produced ur-thoughts which surfaced purely out of “right attention”. Pilate learned how to hesitate from him. Too much interest in virtue (the desirable) was to be deplored because it robbed it of spontaneity. Demonax taught him to say, “I think: therefore I was”! Je pense donc je suppose.

         ‘In India he mastered the Dharmic knack of seeing round death; and so through yoga mobilizing the blessed amnesia of the orgasm, making it progressively more and more conscious. With the fall of Rome what was there left to do but preach by 20silence? Sex has eaten the heart out of time and money has eaten the spirit out of sex. The lustful glory will not last. We are living among bankers who are hunting for a suckling experience, milk of the word, quoi! In epochs when love is at risk, art most unhappily is forced to preach.

         
            
               Her liquid assets are her silken sighs 

               So rubbing noses with her God she dies!’
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