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Self portrait of the artist.
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Andeal Willnoton Quillabin is an artist; a painter admittedly but still an artist. Purely between ourselves, he’s rather a good one. If you look at one of his paintings, you’ll almost certainly recognise what it is he’s trying to depict. The issue is he seems beset with problems and a few of us who regard him as a friend felt we ought to help out.

Some of the problems are a little esoteric. When you see his paintings he doesn’t just paint in one style. Apparently with painters this is important. Frankly as a poet I find it ridiculous. Imagine if I were to be restricted to the sonnet form. Folk would doubtless say, “Why I go to young Steelyard for all my sonnets.” But to be trapped into the fourteen line form, never to extemporise free verse! Surely it must be a nightmare for a painter, having to remain enmeshed forever within the cloying conventions of one style!

That being said I must confess that the poetry world is not without pedants. I remember well the outrage when I produced a collection of sonnets which had anything from eleven to eighteen lines! One would have thought I advocated an anthropophagic diet, or practicing polyandry, (whether serial or simultaneous), rather than merely showing that an artist has a duty to toy with arbitrary forms. 

Yet as I was saying, for an artist, Andeal’s inability to stick consistently to one style weighed against him. None of the galleries would hang his work, pointing out that they might sell a picture by him of an excessively quaint thatched cottage, only to discover the next painting he delivered was a scene of civic carnage, painted in strong colours, suitable only for hanging on the wall of a municipal house of correction. 

We as his friends did recommend his work to patrons, ensuring that they saw a sample that we thought they’d like. So he got some sales but nowhere near as many as his talent warranted. Still these sales allowed him to rent a squalid flat in Chatts Tenement. This is one of the great many-storied brick buildings that form the Warrens. Andeal had a suite of two rooms on the tenth floor. At this altitude you have the advantage that when you empty your chamber pot out of the window you have some chance of recognising your victim should they be well known to you. On the other hand by the time the victim realises what is happening, yours is just another anonymous window so they’re not sure who is to blame. Mind you at that range it does take uncommon skill to hit the correct target every time, but as in all things, practice makes perfect.

I mentioned that his suite had two rooms. Initially it had three but he’d removed the internal wall that seemed to bear the least load. Thus you entered through a small kitchen and bedroom. He claimed having the stove next to his bed was to his advantage in winter, as there was no longer glass in the window. Whilst the much patched shutter stopped most of the rain or snow, it didn’t really do much to prevent the wind. The focus of his suite was the second room. It was his studio; it took up over half the flat and was blessed with north light. 

Now the flat wasn’t, of itself, a problem, indeed for his other problem it was almost a solution. Andeal’s other problem was his habit of somehow becoming engaged to charming young ladies, often several simultaneously. To the best of my knowledge he had never yet gone so far as to propose to any of these persons. In most cases I don’t believe that he had even presumed upon his assumed status as fiancé. Few if any of them were willing to climb ten flights of stairs to visit him and even fewer were willing to contemplate anything other than a chaste kiss in his icy bedroom. So in all candour for these young ladies it can be assumed that their dreams of impending matrimony were not shared by their intended spouse. 

One father, intent on horsewhipping Andeal  for leading his daughter astray, abandoned the idea when faced with the young man’s honest assertion that he’d only met the girl twice and both times in a public place. Just why these ladies felt that they were in some way engaged to him was beyond us. It may be that Andeal’s use of terms of endearment was perhaps overly affectionate? He might even be said to exude natural charm. Some people claimed to find him empathetic and were sure he understood them. In the end we all decided that it was just a force of nature that none of us could understand and was probably beyond our control. Still, a wise man did not leave Andeal  alone with unmarried ladies under the age of eighty, for fear of coming back and finding them weeping on his shoulder or snuggling up to him whilst bestowing upon him adoring glances. 

Indeed if there were to be a lady in Andeal’s life, it would be Morri, who played the role of muse, model, and assistant. She obviously regarded him with affection, but had specifically stated that she would not regard anything he said to her as a proposal until he was in possession of a house. She was not too bothered about the size, but she said she hoped it would be in a reasonable area, but she was obdurate when it came to details such as having glass in the windows.

Thus in an attempt to facilitate this, his friends, over a glass or two of wine, pondered various schemes to help him. Finally in a moment of genius we decided he would hold his own exhibition. We hired the old dried grape and carpet warehouse which serves as a hall for the Society of Minor Poets, and proceeded to hang his paintings there. To encourage passers-by and to provide both security and spectacle, I promised I would be present and tell the story behind each of the pictures from an exhibition.

Thus the rest of these chapters are the stories behind the pictures.
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Partannese Promenade
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I suspect that future amateur cultural historians (I cannot conceive of a society so wastrel that it would pay historians whilst honest poets go hungry) will ponder long over the various influences on Port Naain.

Now ask anybody in Port Naain whether the city is in Partann and they will merely laugh and say that the estuary is the boundary. This is disputed by the inhabitants of Roskadil and Saskerdil, our suburbs on the south bank, who claim that the real border is actually a minor stream running to their south. It is marked on the maps as Jakan’s Dunghill Drain. Obviously opinions in Partann may differ but they are merely barely civilised savages whose views are rarely sought by right thinking people. 

Still just as Port Naain has influenced the culture of Partann, teaching them usury, the high arts, and sophisticated debauchery; Partann has also influenced us. Bizarrely this influence can be seen most notably when one considers dance. Many of the dances one now sees in the grand ballrooms of Port Naain originate in Partann. So when Andeal submitted his picture of Jontin Cheesepress dancing the Partannese Promenade to the Exhibition, I felt it was perhaps the perfect opportunity to tell his story.

It is obvious that Jontin Cheesepress was a dancer to his core. He not merely loved to dance, he taught dance and he was a historian of dance. He was enamoured with everything about dance, not merely the movements, but the music, the costumes, the romance, but also the glamour that dance seems to cast upon those who practise the art.

Along with his twin brother Bontan, Jontin ran a small dancing school which taught those with aspirations but little money how to dance. Jontin was the main teacher, Bontan also taught and Bontan’s wife kept the accounts of the enterprise. Matters proceeded well enough; they were personable young men and could always guarantee a steady trickle of new dancers wishing to learn.

But for Jontin this wasn’t enough. He ached to know more. He longed to dance dances he’d not yet learned the steps to. He wanted new challenges, new forms to conquer. Eventually it was agreed, Jontin would take a working holiday. He would travel into Partann for a season, and there he would scour the peasant villages, minor keeps and pirate sanctuaries for new dances. He would learn them, but also he would record them, both their music and their steps and flourishes. These records he would send north to Bontan as and when he found someone reliable to carry the messages.

Thus and so Jontin headed south. He stopped at every village, he talked to people about their dances, he attended their dances, and he even took part in their dances. Elderly fiddlers and ladies no longer young were quizzed about the dances of their youth. Whilst doing all this, he took copious notes. Every week or so Bontan received a thick packet of papers. 

So fixated was Jontin in this quest that the papers never included anything as mundane as a letter saying something like, “I’m fine, send more socks.” Hence Bontan and his wife plotted his course by the villages he named dances after. Indeed when they looked at the map, their erring brother was perpetually zigzagging across it. The only constant in his motion was that each turn took him further south. 

Not only did Jontin never mention when he would be coming back to Port Naain, there was never a return address where his family could send a message back to him. Indeed they began to fear he might be lost to them.

Then one day, more than a year after Jontin had left; a rather attractive young lady arrived at their door with a babe in arms. She introduced herself as Misti and the child she declared to be fathered by Jontin. Any doubt Bontan might have had about the parentage of the babe were dispelled when he studied the face. His wife Evi agreed with him. The child was obviously the son of one of the twins. Bontan did feel that there might have been an unspoken hint of disapproval in his lady wife’s comment. But fortunately he could account for his whereabouts over the period under discussion.

According to Misti it seems that Jontin made no secret about whom he was, and told anybody who asked about the family dancing school in Port Naain. So feeling abandoned, Misti had decided to take her child to meet its errant father. 

Unfortunately Misti was not the only young lady to arrive either with her child, or at the very least in the final stages of pregnancy. It seems that Jontin had indeed been caught up in the romance of the dance, and the young ladies had fallen for the glamour. Now I don’t want to suggest that this was a weekly occurrence. It didn’t happen every month. But over the coming years it was rare that Bontan and Evi didn’t acquire another young woman to support every three or four months.
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Pictures from an Exhibition.

By Jim Webster
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