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Praise for In the Dark Room




 





‘In the Dark Room moves beyond the specificity of recollected grief to explore the history of attempts to understand memory, from De Quincey to Proust and Bachelard. Like Van Veen in Nabokov’s Ada or Ardor, Dillon delights in the texture of time, “in its stuff and spread, in the fall of its folds”. The personal blends effortlessly with the universal to form a deeply evocative meditation on loss and the passage of time.’


— P. D. Smith, Guardian




 





‘It is the deeply emotive nature of his “journey into memory” that presents Dillon with such a formidable task. Yet he not only succeeds in translating his personal experience into a book of immense, disturbingly lucid insight, but in doing so has written a meditation on the nature of memory that, in many places, could compare to the most open-hearted writings of Roland Barthes. It is an amazing achievement in terms of prose style alone.’


— Michael Bracewell, Daily Telegraph




 





‘There are plenty of memoirs of unhappy childhoods on our shelves. Few of them, though, have the intelligence or rigour of this first book by critic Brian Dillon, which is less a personal narrative than an anguished monument to the idea of memory itself. … Of all the cultural heavyweights he calls as witness (such as Barthes, Benjamin and Sebald), none fits Dillon’s book better than Rachel Whiteread. His home was as filled with silence, sulky, embarrassed and pained, as was her “House” with miraculously solidified space. In the Dark Room is an equally impressive achievement.’


— Jonathan Gibbs, Independent
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‘Time which antiquates Antiquities, and hath an art to make dust of all things, hath yet spared these minor monuments.’  


— Sir Thomas Browne, Hydriotaphia




 





‘This is the time. And this is the record of the time.’


— Laurie Anderson, ‘From the Air’
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FOREWORD





In the Dark Room, originally published in 2005, is a meditation on mourning and an excavation of memory. It was also Brian Dillon’s first book, and we might see it as the prelude to his subsequent essays on photography and hypochondria, artists and ruins, essayists and what he calls ‘essayism’. How, Dillon asks, does memory – that ‘refined and slow-drying medium which covers everything’ – adhere to ashtrays and snow globes, stairwells and hallways? The answer is explored through the catastrophe of his family life.


When he was fifteen, Dillon’s mother died of a rare autoimmune disorder and five years later his father suffered a fatal heart attack. ‘The double bulwark’ of his parents’ deaths creates what Dillon describes as ‘a storehouse of memories all the more alluring for being glimpsed through the thick portal of mourning’. The world he returns to in these pages is ‘submerged’, settled in a ‘strange submarine resting place’, as though the objects and images contained here ‘could not survive in the corrosive air of a clear recollection’. In his Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, Edmund Burke observed how ‘it is in the nature of grief to keep its object perpetually in its eye … to repeat all the circumstances that attend to it’. Dillon attends, with unflinching intensity, to the objects and circumstances of his grief, the ferocity of his intellect holding in check the seductions of elegy.


The book begins in 1993 with Dillon, aged twenty-four, leaving for the last time the semi-detached in Dublin where he and his brothers were born. The house is now empty, and ‘no house could be more comprehensively stocked with the detritus of the past than the empty house’. Many of Dillon’s memories are of last times: the last family holiday, his last look at his mother’s face, his last look at his father’s body, the last argument he had with his brothers. Hypochondria, from which he suffered, is equally focused on finality. ‘Nothing of the everyday,’ Dillon explains of the gain from his condition, ‘can match the exhilaration of rebirth that seizes one when the imagined disorder fails to become real’. For that brief moment, he is not living in end time.


To guide him through the valley of shades, Dillon is accompanied by Roland Barthes, Jorge Luis Borges, Charles Baudelaire, John Berger, Gaston Bachelard, Henri Bergson, and Walter Benjamin. His mind is cultivated in the soil of the twentieth century but seeded in British Romanticism – at least in Borges’s understanding of Romanticism as ‘a feeling of loss’. Barthes’s Camera Lucida and Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu are the acknowledged precursors to In the Dark Room, but it is as a late Romantic that I read Brian Dillon. The high austerity of his project, the concern with ruins and the growth of his own mind, the return to childhood, the intimations of mortality all recall Wordsworth, who was also orphaned before he reached adulthood, whose writing was also born of loss. In The Prelude Wordsworth described himself as ‘conscious of myself / And of some other being’ and this double consciousness is what Dillon also attends to in these pages, where he is both narrator and subject, patient and doctor, adult and child (the older Dillon has no sympathy for his younger version). He is moreover – and this is the most striking aspect of his prose – vigilantly present as a seeing eye and curiously absent as an ego. Dillon, who notices everything, is alert to his own disappearance: looking at photographs of himself, taken before the death of his mother, he sees in his form a solidity that has since vanished; he has ‘evanesced’ through grief, to the point where he would now, he fears, fail to even register on film. But if Dillon is continually disappearing, he reappears in the bodies of his parents. In a photograph of his father aged seven, Dillon sees, ‘as if hovering below the surface’, his own unborn face. In appearance he is his father’s double, his living shade. After his mother’s death, Dillon’s skin began to stiffen, bristle and burn in a mirroring of her own horrific symptoms. Bodies, he notes, remember in their own way.


Dillon describes memory as ‘a sort of space, in which are piled up … all manner of essential or useless objects’. He places these objects – pipes, pens, Bibles, churches and corner cabinets – in five chapters called ‘House’, ‘Things’, ‘Photographs’, ‘Bodies’ and ‘Places’. Dillon’s titles, like labels on boxes to be stored in the attic, describe his method: he accumulates, and then categorizes, chaos. He also freely associates, allowing one thing to lead him to another. In ‘House’ Dillon recalls Thomas De Quincey’s description, in Confessions of an English Opium Eater, of the auditory effect of the Whispering Gallery beneath the dome at St Paul’s Cathedral: ‘a word or question uttered at one end … in the gentlest of whispers, is reverberated at the other in peals of thunder’. For De Quincey, and also for Dillon, the progress of the whisper is a metaphor for memory: what at the start of a life seems of little impact speaks by the end ‘in volleying thunders’. In ‘Places’ Dillon turns to George Eliot’s description, in Middlemarch, of Dorothea Brooke’s honeymoon in Rome, where she wanders alone through St Peter’s. What ‘accosted’ him in the passage, Dillon recalls, ‘is Eliot’s insistence on the way in which the interior of the church persists in Dorothea’s imagination’, and he now returns to the vast, Victorian monument in which the funerals of his parents took place. As a child he had once fainted here during family mass, and the church is as frightening as the hospital in which his mother is treated. Like one of Piranesi’s prisons, the church became ‘a void into which I used to feel I might fall: I would gaze, in distracted moments, at its upper reaches, and wonder what it would be like to drift towards the distant ceiling and hang there, looking down on the congregation below.’ This suspended position, high in the vaults and looking down, is where Dillon can often be found. It is only when he confronts the consolations of Catholicism that his tone – always taut, occasionally tense – turns to rancorous anger. His father’s funeral ‘had exposed our ancient family secret: our affinity with this monstrous architecture, this unbearable weight of solid silence and droning piety, these poisonous clouds of incense and candle smoke’.


The dark room, where photographic negatives are developed into images, is Dillon’s central metaphor for memory. But the darkness he inhabits is occasionally illuminated by a lighthouse beam. In one such instance it is early morning; he is in bed, his mother is in hospital and his father, having just come off the telephone, is standing in the doorway speaking to him. ‘And the phrase which joins the feeble light from the doorway to the shaft of sunlight from behind the curtains at the other corner of the room is “She doesn’t have long.”’ Dillon has many devastating sentences, but this is the one I cannot forget, that wounds me like the punctum of a photograph. He continues:




To wake in the night and find that the light from the opening above my bedroom door was once again stretched across the ceiling was in later years my greatest nocturnal fear. Like the lamp of a lighthouse which no longer turns but is stuck in a single, cyclopean beam of panic, it signalled a danger which would instantly be confirmed by a hushed voice or a footfall on the landing.





Dillon’s prose also stores memories, and contained in this scene is the footfall of another. When, in To the Lighthouse, Mrs Ramsey dies and the holiday house is abandoned, ‘certain airs … ventured indoors … Some random light directing them with its pale footfall upon stair and mat, from some uncovered star, or wandering ship, or the Lighthouse even.’ De Quincey too, Dillon notes, associated death with light coming through a bedroom window, and he also mapped his grief onto the architectural spaces of the childhood home.


Wordsworth, De Quincey’s mentor, might have called Dillon’s ‘cyclopean beam of panic’ a ‘spot of time’, one of those moments of imaginative convergence – like a naked pool, or a woman with a basket on her head – that penetrates the mind. The spot of time that contains the death of Dillon’s mother anticipates another spot of time, in the section called ‘Waiting Room’. Once again lying on his bed, Dillon is now told by his brother, standing at the door, that their father has died: ‘My father is dead. No, my mother is dead (I know because I was here: I lay here, in this room, on this bed, the morning after she died). But my father is dead too.’ The reality of his loss is figured in the emptiness of the hall at the bottom of the stairs: ‘For the briefest moment, that space might have contained anything at all; the possibility of a grotesque mistake, of a violent or lingering death, or time turning away from the course to which I am trying to accommodate myself.’ Hovering below the surface of these lines is the memory of the young Wordsworth in The Prelude, also waiting, also with his brothers, for the horses that will carry him from school to the home in which his father will also soon die.


It is De Quincey who gave us the metaphor of the human brain as a palimpsest, onto which ‘everlasting layers of ideas, images, feelings, have fallen … softly as light. Each succession has seemed to bury all that went before. And yet, in reality, not one has been extinguished.’ In Dillon’s hands, De Quincey’s image converges, like the light from the doorway and the light from behind the curtains, with that of the Whispering Gallery. ‘Not only’, Dillon writes, ‘do the events of the past remain carved into the mind, but it is precisely the tiniest and faintest marks that will one day make their presence felt, magnified to monstrous, grotesque legibility’. It is the slow surfacing of these marks that Dillon makes visible in this extraordinary book, which itself remains carved in the mind.




 





Frances Wilson, London, 2017
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HOUSE







‘It is only in the burning house that the fundamental architectural problem becomes visible for the first time.’


— Giorgio Agamben, ‘The Melancholy Angel’




















¶ View by appointment



The house in question stands at the western end of an almost semicircular road that curves off a wider suburban thoroughfare. Approached from that end, the house remains invisible until one has rounded a long, thickly hedged garden on the left; even then it would not be the first one you noticed, opposite you, in a row of architecturally identical, semi-detached homes. Your eye might be drawn instead by the pristine paintwork of a house a few doors to the right (one of the few to have retained the original look of a 1930s semi); by the newly concreted garden of the house next door; or by the abutting house on the left, with its comic grid of mock-Tudor window frames. The house we are approaching refuses to accost the eye in any way; indeed, it seems to have retreated from the street, to have settled itself a little further back in space and time.


Perhaps one’s gaze doesn’t settle swiftly on this house because the colour of its pebble-dashed exterior is oddly indeterminate. It is certainly a kind of grey, but a grey so lifeless it barely registers on the retina; it might have been chosen to make the house fade into the clouds above, or to seem a blunt outcrop of the pavement below. The owners of the house could tell you that, when painted a decade ago, it had looked almost tasteful, but the colour (if it is a colour) has faded with shocking rapidity. The structure itself looks as though it has been subject to an alarming erosion, here and there kept at bay by repairs and additions that appear only to have accelerated the decay, to have burdened the house with a weight of optimism it can no longer bear. Atop the wall of the small front garden, a fresh concrete pediment caps a structure that is visibly crumbling on to the pavement outside. By the low iron gate, the slightest pressure on the right-hand pillar will cause it to rock back and forth with a worrying crunch. The pebble-dash is dropping off in chunks, the window sills spalling, the green paint on the front door peeling away to reveal several previous generations of the same green. If you were to risk a knock at the door – if, that is, you had taken the ‘For Sale’ sign outside as an invitation, and not a warning that something was distinctly amiss here – the mottled chrome handle would doubtless come off in your hand, and if you reached for the doorbell, the resulting toneless rasp would be enough to dispel any thoughts of domestic harmony within. In sum, it’s a house that might have been abandoned long ago, or given up, as a concrete franchise on hope, by its inhabitants, left to eke out its last days along with their dwindling prospects. But behind its elderly net curtains (of a colour now indistinguishable from that of the house itself), something is moving: ending and beginning. The house is being transformed, so that before long its interior, which is still full of the stuff of several lives, will start to resemble its sorry exterior, and speak only of what it once was: how it was made out of hopes, plans and dreams that have absconded, leaving their grey shadows behind.


Soon the house will stand empty for the first time in a quarter of a century. Whereas it took years for the façade to reach its current state of decay, the abandonment of the house will have been effected within the space of a week. I am its last tenant. (There will be others, as there have been before; but they are not part of this story, and I can barely credit their existence.) The house will seem to me to rebel against this far too rapid domestic escape act. It has already embarked on a stealthy revenge for the violence inflicted on it in recent days. As if its unfamiliarly echoing rooms have somehow discerned the intensity of hurried shame with which their curators have cleared them of furniture and effects, the house begins to restock itself with ghostly mementoes. Until a few hours ago, the variously sturdy or dishevelled objects that occupied this space had seemed to persist only as temporary reminders of a job to be done and a deadline to be met. But their spectral replacements are already alive with uninvited significance. This house, so swiftly cleansed of all tangible history, suddenly insists on reminding me that something has happened here. The place looks – so I imagine, in a brief fancy I would like to pass off with a wry detachment I can’t quite muster – like the scene of a crime. From the corners of my vision, certain blanknesses obtrude: pallid voids lately hidden by ageing furniture and gloomily familiar pictures (these gaps now dustily outlined like improbably proportioned or oddly articulated corpses). Here lurks the evidence of something recently deceased. The absent bodies seem to want to speak, to tell of their long history and rapid demise. But as my gaze falls exhaustedly on patches of strangely vivid carpet and sharply patterned wallpaper, I would rather not listen, and so continue my distracted survey.


It is the autumn of 1993, and I am standing in the sitting room of the house in which I grew up and which, within the hour, I will leave for the last time. I am aching and fuddled from lack of sleep, having spent the previous night frantically trying to dispose of the last solid remnants of a shared life that disintegrated long ago, leaving behind something less than a family and something more than I currently care to acknowledge. My two younger brothers left earlier in the morning. Their departure was a relief: we had argued long into the night about how much of this glum inheritance to leave behind, how much to dump in the skip which has sat in the street outside for several days, and how much to take with us or disperse among the various relatives who have already spirited away some of the most precious things: the few valuable items of furniture, wedding presents, cracked suitcases full of photographs and papers. If I did not come to blows with Paul, the elder of my brothers, it is only because Kevin, the younger, shouted himself hoarse trying to keep us apart, to stop us descending even further into the storm of recrimination and regret that has overtaken us in recent days. Paul moved out months ago, finally defeated by the wearying routine of almost daily verbal and sometimes physical violence into which our lives have drifted since our father’s sudden death two years earlier.


Standing in this empty room on a grey autumn morning whose light, after I have removed the curtains, hardly penetrates the gloom, I am half convinced that all of this is my fault. The decision to sell the house was mine, and after a good deal of fury, tentative consultation with relatives and, I suppose, some reflection on what our barely adult lives have become, my brothers have acquiesced. I have spent long, desperate hours trying to convince them that it is the only sensible option, given the state of disrepair into which the house has fallen and the need to pay for three university educations. I have not managed to broach my actual motivation. We are freeing ourselves from the constant torment of living in a house that was once a family home and is now a persistent reminder of what we have lost. We never speak of that loss – of our mother’s long illness and eventual death in the summer of 1985, or of our more recently deceased father – and so I am somehow content to take the part of the acquisitive older brother, eager to cash in his inheritance. In the face of our unspeakable shared grief, there is comfort in a merely mercenary act, a role that sees me rightly condemned to be the last to look on our empty home and to feel the breath of its gathering phantoms. And so I stand in this room, alternately paralysed by the knowledge of what I am leaving and agitated to the point of panic by the need to excavate as much space around me as possible before my time runs out.


Leaving a house for the last time, we can be tempted into an odd fantasy. We start to see it as a sort of ruin; or rather as a pair of ruins, one of which exists only in our imagination. The other is the real space in which we drift about, disconsolately or impatiently, depending on the circumstances of our leave-taking. Our vision of the house splits in two: we see it as we imagine it once was, and in its present state. The latter image is just a ghost of the former. Leaving the house in which one grew up, the chasm between the two times seems especially deep. But haven’t we missed something? What gets repressed, as we prepare to go, is not the space itself, but how it felt to live there. The house is only ever what we make of it, and remake, from day to day: to live in a house means ceaselessly refashioning it, reimagining, forgetting and recollecting a place that never stops changing, even if (as is the case in my own family home) we’re rarely tempted to redecorate or rebuild.


The texture of a domestic life is woven out of minute readjustments, fantasies and regrets, none of which quite approaches the grand gesture of leaving; but each is itself a sort of abandonment. The slow time of childhood makes these subtle changes seem all the more dramatic. I remember, as a child, feeling these little pangs of loss: dreaming, for example, of the large double bed I slept in until I was about eight years old. Years later, I could still wake, stretch, and expect not to reach the edges of the mattress. As a child, each time you register a disappearance, you think: this is how the house used to be. You recall the solid circle of a badly scratched and stained coffee table that once stood in the centre of a room (and that has now effectively vanished, though it supports a television in the corner of the room); or the familiar sliding doors of a cabinet that was once mounted above the kitchen table and that now sits, awkwardly upended, by the back door, the undignified repository of stray carrier bags. Even more mobile and fragile artifacts seem weighted with nostalgia once torn from their usual homes. A pile of magazines – of pious import, delivered to our door monthly, and conjuring up a world of sunburned missionaries and their grateful congregations – suggests a whole historical era, cut short when the house was extended and a new kitchen inaugurated a fresh, short-lived attempt at order. Each small adjustment to the world of the house contributes to a kind of domestic archaeology, made, for the child, out of well-worn edges and dusty surfaces.

















¶ Theatre of memory



The notion of the house as a repository of memory is an ancient one. In the classical ‘art of memory’, the surest way to remember a speech or a story is mentally to disperse its parts about a real or imaginary house. The method has its mythical origin in a tale told by the great rhetorician Cicero in his manual for speech-makers, De oratore. In Thessaly, writes Cicero, a noble man named Scopas employed a poet, Simonides, to re-cite a lyric poem at a banquet. Scopas demands that the poet praise both himself and the gods Castor and Pollux; Simonides, he says, will receive half his fee from the twin deities themselves. Simonides is briefly called away from the celebration by two men demanding to see him outside (they will turn out to be Castor and Pollux). While he is away, the roof of the banqueting hall collapses, crushing Scopas and his guests. Only Simonides can identify the mangled corpses: he has remembered exactly where each guest was sitting. Thus, says Cicero, the art of memory was born, according to which architecture is the model for well-ordered recollection:




he inferred that persons desiring to train this faculty must select places and form mental images of the things they wish to remember and store those images in the places, so that the order of the places will preserve the order of the things, and the images of the things will denote the things themselves, and we shall employ the places and images respectively as a wax writing-tablet and the letters written on it.





Common sense tells us that memory is itself a sort of space, in which are piled up or squirrelled away all manner of essential or useless objects: the memories which we cherish or should like to lose. But Cicero goes one better, making an image of this ‘place’ out of an actual architecture.


The classical masters of memory have nothing to say about the relationship between memory and home. They imagine instead an ideal house: if it corresponds to a real one, it is only because the orator has discovered an ideal order there, a succession of niches in which to stash the different elements of the text to be remembered. But the rhetorician, wandering in his head from one room to another, laying down in each the concepts, images or words he wishes to recall, can still teach us something about the way memory deals with a more intimate architecture. Mnemonic theorists, from classical times onwards, expend a good deal of intellectual energy on the question of what it is exactly that one should imagine hidden away in the house of memory: a word or a thing. They conclude for the most part that the technique works best when the mind grasps for an object or a picture rather than a word. Of course, the classical student of memory is more interested in the abstract structure of his imagined house than in its status as a domestic interior. But perhaps he has hit on a crucial aspect of the relationship between houses and memory: the teachers of the art of memory tell us that a well-known house is naturally a better repository of memories than an imagined one. What we recall is the image of the house in all its familiarity, rather than a purely abstract sequence we can replay there in our minds.


What do I remember when I think of a house in which I’ve lived? More than anything, a sense of what it felt like to move about in that medium. I remember the quality of light in a bedroom at dawn; the sudden acoustic shift that occurred when I opened a bathroom door; the curve near the head of a staircase that was a little too steep to run down and a little too wearying on the way up; the warmth of a kitchen in a house without central heating; a door that nobody, not even your parents, who warned you time and again not to do it, could resist slamming; the knowledge that the house had an attic that you had never actually seen (the tiny hatch was too perilously placed above the staircase) but that, despite all evidence to the contrary, you liked to imagine stocked with the fascinating detritus of past generations which an attic ought to contain; the odd sensation, as you wheeled your bicycle along the narrow passageway at the side of the house, that the building was rooted in concrete, in brick foundations, in earth and rock to which you otherwise gave no thought at all; an electric heater, original to the house, which was built into the bedroom wall, and which, you imagined, would kill you stone dead if you flicked its switch and poked it with a finger even before it had begun to glow. Imagine the house, and you picture a passage from empty space to tangible things, from the feeling of moving in an abstract territory to the shock of rediscovering the objects it contains.


In the house of our memory, we’re always present, feeling our way round a physicality we know as well as our own bodies. But to see that house empty, to walk around in it for the last time, is to catch sight of a less tangible image: the ghost of ourselves, wandering from room to room like a bad student of classical rhetoric, failing to find the proper places to deposit his lesson. He’s lost his bearings: nothing is in the right place, and all the wrong memories lurk dustily in corners, or tumble from their nooks to fall at his feet, broken reminders of his misplaced perspective.

















¶ Walking and falling



Alone in the house, my task now is to ensure, in a phrase which intrudes into my consciousness from somewhere between the silence of the room and the murmur of the traffic outside, that we have not left anything behind. The room is empty; that much is certain. The last argued-over item of furniture – an old armchair, the frayed corners of which still hid the plywood board that my father inserted years before in an effort to alleviate his back pain – has been consigned to the skip. I could stand in its place, in the centre of the room; I could easily walk from that spot in any direction, into the emptiness that the room has become, and nothing would impede my step. But the space is suddenly so full, so teeming with bodies and things, so strewn with objects, gestures and faces, chaotic with years, that I can hardly breathe. Something has clouded my peripheral vision, pressed in on me from the outskirts of my awareness of the room, so that it is only with the weak remembrance of habit that I can edge my way tentatively towards the door, following, half-consciously, the route I would have taken around the edge of a sofa, skirting outstretched legs and discarded newspapers, making for the refuge of a patch of carpet just inside the room, which now seems, alarmingly, brighter than the windowed side.


I reach the door and step out into the hall with a peculiar mixture of fear and faint pride. Whatever it was that enclosed and overcame me in that empty room, it was merely the effect, I tell myself, of fatigue and a too vivid sense of the drama of my leaving. I am, after all, only acting the part of the orphan taking his final tour of the family home, rehearsing a scene I know to be almost comically freighted with cliché and easy sentiment. There is no need for histrionics here. Nobody is going to congratulate me for a twinge of filial regret, or make of my bereft last turn about the house an epic of grief or pity. But equally, there is nobody here to begrudge me a certain melodramatic cast of mind. I am, I remind myself, ‘leaving home’, and my unease is nothing but an access of self-consciousness about that resonant phrase, nothing more than my overdeveloped sense of my own bereavement. I’m starring, at last, in my own secret performance of a loss which feels unreal and unbearable at the same time.


The hall is not a place to panic. Compared to the shifting planes and uncertain light of the room I have just left, its darkness and narrowness are reassuring. It is as if I have stepped into the still centre of the house, a place that feels strangely submerged, sunk snugly into the foundations of a building that is otherwise tottering and vertiginous, undermined by so many recent emotional tremors. Here I am able at once to call to mind more distant and serene memories. Perhaps it is my perception that I am standing at the bottom of something, in the well formed between the staircase and the closed sitting-room door, that encourages me to look upwards towards the light from a window just below the head of the stairs. I feel suddenly very small, as if I’ve been dropped into a sort of ravine which recalls me instantly to my childhood perception of this spot. Of all the spaces of the house, this was the most precipitous: a deep and thrillingly perpendicular shaft dug into the middle of my imaginative world. The stairs turned abruptly up to a landing, the thick, square, white railings of which could be glimpsed by the child standing in the hall. The narrowness of the gap between the edge of the landing and the bannisters below – a distance of a few inches, which only properly revealed itself if I looked from directly below or above – made it, in my imagination, a lethal drop: a fantasized crevasse which opened, dizzyingly, out of the white landscape of bannister and staircase.


Into that abyss, I hurled a varied cast of doomed adventurers. Several hapless explorers and reckless Arctic commandos met their ends here. It was the site, too, of more carefully convened experiments. As I feel myself once again dwarfed by the slim column of air above me, I remember that my brothers and I, our curiosity awoken in the pages of a recently acquired encyclopaedia, once emulated Galileo’s famous demonstration of the equal velocity of differently weighted descending bodies; we let fall a succession of heavy and light objects from our own imagined sunny balustrade. Our endeavours culminated in imitation of Leonardo da Vinci: we had fashioned, out of straws, paper and tape, a replica of his pyramidal parachute. A tiny plastic soldier had been hung by threads from its four corners, and the fragile ensemble had been launched into the void between the landing and the stairs.


That little figure is falling now, in my dazed imagination, as I stand for the last time in the hallway. But his speed and trajectory are unclear. Should he plummet, lopsided and ungainly, to the floor? Or should he drift out from the stairs to spin slowly and elegantly across the hall, buoyed up for a few amazing seconds above the faded circles of a red and yellow carpet I once imagined dotted with treacherous lakes and quicksands, before coming to rest (executing, in the child’s eye, a perfect parachutist’s roll) safely at my feet? I can no longer picture the exact fate of our intrepid jumper; my airy and whimsical recollection lands stiffly in the present again. I am faintly embarrassed to find myself likening my orphaned plunge into the thin, uncertain atmosphere of the future to this half-recalled, half-fancied descent. I need to keep moving, to avoid getting tangled in the threads of an unnecessary and lethargic recollection. On no account am I to let my body be caught in attitudes inherited from the life I had led here, or feel myself repeating the gestures of the past: the glance towards the top of the stairs, the swerve around an item of absent furniture. A single look into each room will suffice; there is, after all, nothing to detain me here.


I quicken my pace, dashing to the top of the stairs with the obscure conviction that each room must now be reduced to the platitude of a vacant tableau, a snapshot of an empty stage set. I stop in the doorway of my bedroom and see only its bare floors and naked walls. I refuse to cross to the window or step into the corner where a wardrobe once stood (it lies now at an awkward angle on top of the skip outside). The house, I tell myself, is just a series of empty boxes to be ticked, a stock to be inventoried and shut away. I will remember simply this: the empty house, the evidence of a past finally evacuated of the almost physical presence that overcame me downstairs. I close the doors of the other two bedrooms after only the most cursory glances inside.


I am accumulating images, but keeping my distance from the depths of these rooms, as if the nothingness at their centres might swallow me whole, drag me back into the memories I have finally left behind. At the last moment, I have transformed the space into a safely cartographic set of images which I will take with me to my new home. There, I hope, they will be submerged by new experience, overlain to the point of illegibility. This is the thought that gives me the energy to descend the stairs again, to look briefly into the vacant dining room, to hurry across the kitchen and check that doors and windows are locked, and emerge once more into the hall.


I have closed each door in turn behind me, and the whole house now wraps its silence around me. The only sounds come from the road outside where, very soon, I will take the bags that lie at my feet by the front door. I stand for the last time in the pebbled light from the door’s large octagonal window: a form which for years, as I left the house, I briefly reconfigured as six-sided, and just as quickly (for such an alternative seemed unworkably squat and awkward) re-formed into its actual shape, as if summoning an impossibly mutable space out of the lineaments I knew so well. I am seeing now, I imagine, in this final instant before I open the door, the proper outline of the house: a geometry to be measured and forgotten. A shadow moves across the glass, and I know it is time to leave.

















¶ A haunted house



In the autumn of 2004, a few months after I had begun trying to picture once again my own family home as it stood empty on that morning eleven years earlier, I travelled to see a work of art which I suspected might have something to say about the relationship between houses and memory. The work, by the English artist Tacita Dean, is a film – or rather, three related and subtly different films – entitled Boots. On the day in question, I arrived at the Royal Institute of British Architects in London, where the film was to be installed for the next month, to discover that I had mistaken the date of the exhibition’s opening: it was not due to begin for another four days. The security guard who informed me of my mistake, however, was sympathetic, and I was directed upstairs to three adjacent rooms, where two technicians were busily preparing a trio of ancient and recalcitrant 16mm projectors. I explained my error, and they agreed that as soon as they had got the first version of the film running (focus was so far proving difficult), I could enter the first darkened room and watch a still slightly shaky back-up print of Dean’s film.


Boots is a meditation on architecture and memory, shot in a vast Art Deco villa in Portugal that is now used as exhibition space by a nearby museum. The film takes its title from the nickname of an old family friend of the artist’s, so named for his orthopaedic boot, the sound of which, as it strikes the gleaming wooden floors of the villa, echoes through the twenty minutes of the first of the film’s three versions. The octogenarian Boots, his frail body supported by two walking sticks, wanders through the house alone, apparently recalling as he goes the building’s former, now deceased, inhabitant: a woman, Blanche, with whom, many years ago, he had an affair. In fact, the story he fashions out of the odd muttered reminiscence or sudden exclamation is at least partly fictional. Boots, unscripted, invents his own memories to fill rooms that are brilliantly sunlit and quite empty. He improvises his own character, while Dean’s camera gives the house itself a grandly melancholy personality, composed of cool shadows and sudden, blazing expanses of light. As the old man moves through the villa, the viewer realizes that the figure on screen is seeing a quite different film: a series of tableaux made, perhaps, out of his own past, now projected on to the pristine surfaces of an empty house.


I watched Dean’s film with a growing sense that I was seeing something very familiar: the moment when one moves through a space both intimately known and at the same time utterly alien. The artist’s frail collaborator conjures the most moving images out of the tiniest details of the house: details which, for all the historical resonance of the house itself, and the ravishing cinematography which revives it, were invisible to the viewer. Boots, it seems, is seeing ghosts. ‘One has the feeling, or I have the feeling,’ he sighs at one point, ‘that they are still here, but in another dimension … and that this whole house is in another dimension … it’s not … of the moment, if you know what I’m trying to say.’ Not only is the house, as Boots negotiates its remarkable rooms, overpopulated by mid-century ghosts, but the space itself seems to have dropped out of history, drifted off (like the massive ocean liner it resembles) into unchartable seas of memory.


As this huge, convoluted theatre of memory opened itself up before me on the screen, I was reminded of another, more tangible artistic reflection on the house as an image of recollection and nostalgia. In 1993, the sculptor Rachel Whiteread made a work simply entitled House. The sculpture (if that is what it was: various civic dignitaries rushed to condemn it as an inartistic monstrosity) was a cast of the interior of a Victorian house, ‘exhibited’ in situ at 135 Grove Road, Bow, East London. Whiteread had garnered a certain amount of celebrity from her previous works, in which the interior volume of a single room was cast in blocks, later reassembled in the gallery to form an eerie white ghost of the original space. House was a good deal more ambitious and resonant: an entire phantom building was revealed once the outer shell (which was, after all, the house itself) had been removed and the specially formulated concrete beneath revealed. The sculpture unearthed an impossible volume: the solid replica of an empty interior, the image of a void once enclosed and supported by real bricks, real plaster.


I have never seen Whiteread’s House: after months of controversy, it was finally demolished, and even the fact that the artist had won that year’s Turner Prize could not save it (might, indeed, have hastened its end). But photographs of it suggest that for a time it must have soaked up the memory of its environs: the surrounding streets which, pocked with derelict houses, had eventually been demolished. Stranded at the edge of the empty park that had replaced them, the sculpture gave the impression of having solidified memory itself. This was an illusion: it was not a solid mass at all, but a collection of vacant concrete boxes, held together by an invisible interior armature. You could have broken through its surface – some local squatters attempted to do just this – but you would not have found a habitable space, just a mass of wooden and metal supports. To the viewer on the outside, however, House made manifest a feeling that only occasionally overtakes one at home: that the substance of the house – the layers of brick, plaster, paint and wallpaper – is quite unreal, that the true house is the space in which we move. It is the empty volume that we get used to, that makes our bodies move in particular ways, that forms habits and physical attitudes which persist, awkwardly, after we have left.


We often think of nostalgia – which is nothing more or less, etymologically, than the desire for home – as accruing to objects and images (and so it does, as we shall see later). But there is another sort of ache for the past, which has nothing to do with the visible and tangible world and everything to do with the void that abuts it in the most complex ways. If the photographic evidence is to be believed, visitors to Whiteread’s House must have been startled not only by the obtuse volume of the thing, but also by the way that emptiness was so minutely etched and convoluted. A house is not made of flat surfaces, but of odd protrusions, embossed or striated planes. Each tiny recession of the solid world around us is an extension of our own space, and therefore full of memory: a refined and slow-drying medium which covers everything. Nostalgia is no longer the word to describe the moment when we see the space around us for the complicated void it really is. At that instant – the instant, for me, of seeing the house empty for the first and last time – it becomes properly uncanny (which is to say: unhomely). The house no longer looks like itself, and yet it is reduced to its essence for the first time: recognizably a house from which we have been banished. The brilliance of House lay in the way it depended for its existence on a specific, unrepresentable space, and at the same time recalled all those who saw it (perhaps especially those who rejected it as art) to the vanished chambers of their own pasts. No house could be more comprehensively stocked with the detritus of the past than the empty house.
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