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Dorothea Tanning


Dorothea Tanning (1910–2012) was born in Galesburg, Illinois, and attended Knox College before moving to New York in the 1940s. There she began exhibiting at the Julien Levy Gallery, becoming known for her very personal and powerful surrealist paintings. In New York she met and married Max Ernst, moving with him to Arizona in the mid ’40s, and then to France in the mid ’50s. Two decades later, after Ernst’s death, Tanning returned to New York, where she embarked upon a new and ambitious series of paintings, increasing both the scale and the scope of her work. Her work is included in collections at the Tate Gallery, the Georges Pompidou Centre, the Museum of Modern Art, New York, and the Menil Collection, Houston. Tanning published her only novel, Chasm: A Weekend, when she was ninety-four. She also wrote a memoir and two collections of poetry.
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Destina Descending


(chronology)


In 1682, Destina Kirby, of Portsmouth, England, married a seaman, Tray Thomas, first mate of the Georgic, plying the seas between England and the New World. On its next voyage, she joined him. As a pair they settled in Maine but soon moved to Massachusetts. A daughter was named for her mother, Thomas being so much in love as to be unwilling to admit that any other name existed; indeed, he declared that no female descendant of theirs should ever be called otherwise. Not to dwell overlong on their life in Naumkeag, it may be noted that, Thomas continuing in his profession, the two Destinas were much alone for long periods, and after three years, due to a tragedy at sea in which Thomas was drowned, the condition became permanent. The mother, dreamy and introspective, often whiled away the long evening hours after her little girl was asleep in writing verses always addressed to a ‘you’. These she kept locked away; but they were later ferreted out during her trial for witchcraft, and were declared by her judges to be addressed to the devil himself. Her poems, her much envied beauty and the fire opal (a souvenir from Thomas’s exotic travels) were enough to send her to the flames in the 1692 witch hunt. The kindness of a neighbor was responsible for the rescue of the little girl, that lady having run to the schoolhouse, taken Destina, and brought her to the inn. There a ragged caravan was on the point of leaving and the bewildered child was thrust into it without a word as it rolled away. She was seven years old.


Destina Thomas’s is a long story that must be abridged here. Enough to say that at age fifteen she was employed as a seamstress and wardrobe mistress for the family of Simon Bentby, a chief justice in Boston. His was a rather grand household: a large family of some fashion, principally three elegant daughters and a son, Josiah, for whom elegance meant nothing at all. In fact his sighs were reserved for Destina Thomas whose beauty so far eclipsed that of his sisters that despite her excellent work with needle and thread the young ladies conspired to have her relieved of her employment. She was nineteen years old.


In 1707, Destina Thomas finally married Josiah Bentby, but shortly after, died in childbirth. Their child, Destina, born 1708, could not adequately console her heartbroken father, who after several years remarried, albeit so disastrously that he took sail from Boston one day with his seven-year-old daughter for London. As a London beauty, Destina Bentby was in no hurry to marry, but on reaching the age of twenty-seven she finally accepted what was then the only life available to a decent woman.


In 1735, therefore, she married the Rt. Hon. Lord Sevenish of Sussex, and, as Lady Destina, presided uneventfully over a country estate with her family of two sons and their much younger sister, Destina (born 1750), who, as will be seen, did not come to appreciate the halls and gardens of Sussex. In 1766, she eloped to Paris with a poor relative, John Lansing, who believed himself to be an artist. Pursued by an agent of the infuriated Lord Sevenish, they fled with their two-year-old Destina (born 1767) to Rome. There, Lansing found employment as assistant in a painter’s atelier, while his wife and, later, his daughter, served as artist’s models. The younger Destina, with her handsome face and truly beautiful body, became a favorite subject for the sculptors of the day; it was even rumored that she was the model for Canova’s Hebe figures and the celebrated Psyche.


In 1797, Destina Lansing, weary of adventures, married a Roman politician, Carlo di Cola, member of the consulta straordinaria. She had become something of a figure in the salons of artist and nobleman alike. Her daughter, Destina (born 1807), like her grandmother Sevenish, preferred the former.


In 1830, Destina di Cola married an impecunious actor (name unknown), who, after a year, left with his commedia troupe and forgot to return. Her equally headstrong daughter (born 1832) was, in her turn, captivated by a Captain Converse, an American explorer whose El Dorado was simply the far west of America, which he declared to be his imminent destination.


In 1857, Destina di Cola, bewitched not only by the captain but by his stories about the world beyond Europe and even New England, married her American. She then used her influence to help raise the funds they would need for their adventure, and together they crossed sea and land, arriving miraculously in territory wrested from Mexican control in 1848, a southern outpost of California. Only one child, a girl called Destina (or Dessie, by her father), was born (1867) to this couple who battled the wilderness, developing a toughness undreamed-of back in Rome. Captain Converse lost no time in staking his claim to lands as barren as they were vast. Water was eventually discovered nearby, and after seventeen years the ranch had so prospered that Dessie was sent, over the objections of the Captain, to Italy for an education that her mother felt was not to be had at home.


In 1887, Destina Converse was married to Vittorio di Vicini, descendant of a once-great family of Florence, long since strangers to a bank account. His palazzo of phantom plumbing, leaky roofs and peeling plaster gave her what her father, the captain, would have called ‘the creeps’. She vowed that her own daughter (born in 1890) would fare better.


In 1917, after two unsuitable engagements, Destina di Vicini was married off to the Austro-Italian Baron Heinrich von Schönwald. Their only child, a daughter (the baron had fully expected a son), was born in 1920 and betrothed at birth, as part of some merger, to the son, already age twelve, of a prestigious family of neighboring industrialists.


Dismayed by their luxuriously vapid life and appalled at her husband’s gross self-interest, the baroness, in a plot as picturesque – and as dangerous – as it was successful, decamped with her child to America and the distant ranch which, though empty (her grandparents had died), seemed to be waiting for them. Or so felt the Baroness Destina as she drew in a deep breath of crystal desert air.


In 1937, her adored daughter Destina, now seventeen, was literally abducted by emissaries of her father, Baron Heinrich, and brought back to his villa. There, an almost immediate disappointment turned to boredom and regret. The omnipresence of Fascism seemed not to disturb the baron who, in fact, didn’t appear to mind it at all. What had been represented to the girl Destina as a more civilized lifestyle struck her as sinister and unreal; an independent spirit had been forged in her desert home. Prevented by her utter powerlessness from escaping back to her mother and her beloved dunes she often roamed the countryside. An idyll with a young man of the village on leave from the army resulted in a ‘situation’ intolerable to her grand family, and the disgusted Baron in a hasty arrangement married her off to an acquaintance. This man was Raoul Meridian. Her baby girl, born the following spring (1941) and named Destina, would carry his name while he set out, alone, to claim and inhabit his wife’s American ranch, where he was obliged to endure the presence of her mother as part of the bargain. The baroness waited for years in the old ranch house for her daughter’s return; Meridian always finding some reason to delay her arrival. During this time he was engaged in building the strange edifice he professed to be for her reception. Seventeen years passed in this way, as Windcote was born.


Returning to Europe on one of his always mysterious errands he learned that his wife had died and her bereft daughter, aged seventeen, was with child, father unknown. He did not inquire, he asked no questions – he offered marriage. What in the eyes of the world would have been a shocking admission was avoided by his carrying her off to Windcote, where, as we will see, having borne her child (1958), a daughter, she soon ends her life. That child is Destina Meridian, with whom the reader is about to become acquainted.




1


Few travelers ever see the buildings of Windcote. The ranch, despite its vast size, is ringed with fence, and two cattleguards must be crossed to enter the property. After that, for several miles of punishing washboard road there is still nothing but dust and cactus. Then, abruptly, the house is there, as shocking as a fallen meteor. Ponderous, tall, defiant and truly alien, it nicks the desert like a weapon.


Clearly there is no gentle intimacy for Windcote, no cradling by red earth for this anachronism, this jumbled pile of wood and stone, this uneasy amalgamation of architectural whims. Its lines shimmer uncertainly in the waning daylight of a Friday afternoon. Its shadowed side has a crouching expression in spite of its three stories piled one on the other, thrust into the startled space between earth and sky, an uncertain mass.


The gazer looks in vain for some clue to the builder’s intention. Could the big, vaguely Byzantine entrance reached by wings of gray stone stairs lead to cheerful murmur, smiling welcome? Could the little belvedere, hung with mad care on the west façade above a leaded window, be anything but a gratuity, a wart, a fragment of baby-talk clinging to the ear? Had the hand of the architect been ground to meat before he grasped the crayon? Questions that wither in the desert glare while the house looms, nerveless and heavy, born of itself. On its massive façade the evening’s red rays seem to sear instead of caress, and on the two round towers, with their mullioned windows, the departing sun casts its daily crimson frown of repudiation. Surely Windcote, its very name a masquerade, can only have sprung full-blown from some conjurer’s chant; so it must one day vanish, leaving perhaps for one wild instant a puff of black smoke on the scorched sand.


In a dormer room on the top floor of the house stands Nelly, the ‘governess’, gazing at her reflection in a mirror on the wall. She has pulled up her dark cotton skirt and a shabby ruffled petticoat so that her stomach is bare; holding the clothes under her chin she turns her body’s profile to the glass. The room, with its one window and corner closet, is small and cramped. In order to see her stomach’s contour in the spotted glass Nelly is obliged to stand squeezed and contorted between the narrow bed and an immense wardrobe trunk. Even so it is almost impossible to see into the mirror, for the trunk as well as nearly every other flat surface is piled high with what Nelly calls her ‘finds’ – pieces of gnarled and weathered juniper wood. These knotted gray objects lie in tangled heaps in the corners, on the windowsill, the one chair, everywhere, even on the bed, where there is hardly room to lie down. They dominate the tiny room, give it an air of arrested agony, as if, in an awful moment, a burst of conjuration, Nelly’s fetishes might throw off their spell to fulfill some ugly destiny. Yet she loves them; to her it is all very pretty and she is happy here.


When she came to Windcote it was assumed that she would share the comfortable apartments of her little charge, the daughter of the house. She refused. Oh no. Give her a room of her own, a private room, no matter how small or humble. And as she was not really a servant but had come as companion and governess, her request was granted. No one else ever enters the room. Nelly herself carries the key hidden on a cord under her skirt – a useless precaution since no one has ever shown the least interest in it.


‘I wonder,’ murmurs Nelly, her gaze searching the darkening glass, ‘I wonder if it really is any bigger. Could it be just imagination? Yes, I think it is – being inclined as I am to imagine things, no matter what. Still, I wonder … ’


She passes her hand over her naked stomach in a dreamy circular movement, staring meanwhile at the cluttered trunk top with her soft expressionless eyes. Absent, almost sleepy, she pulls from the mass on the trunk a silvery root in the shape of a double spiral. Holding it above her head she sways gently and begins to sing:




Is it any wonder that I wonder …


If you’re wond’ring dear about me …





Seizing a nail from a china tray, she pulls off a shoe and begins to pound the nail into almost the only blank space on the wall, hangs the dead root on the nail, and sinks in rapt admiration on the edge of the bed. She is perfectly square; her square jawline, wide mouth and flat, level nose correspond like a full square moon with the horizon of her shoulders, the folded arms, the plateau of her wide-set knees.


Far away someone is ringing a bell. Slowly Nelly stands up and opens the top bureau drawer. Rummaging among its contents she finds a bag of pale green nougats. Once neat cubes, they are now softened and glued together by the heat, but she twists one off and puts it in her mouth, then, feeling for her key, she leaves the room, locks the door, and walks in a soft, straight line to the stairs.




I wonder, I wonder


Is it any wonder that I wonder …





Down in the dining room, a little girl sits at the head of a long table completely laid for a dining party of eight. Beyond the heavily draped windows evening spreads reddishly over the desert, ennobling even the two mules being driven toward a small arroyo. The desert at this time of day, so indulgent in its rosiness, gently cradles the two mules and stains with pink light the face of the driver who steps expertly between the cactus spines.


Here, in the big shadowy room with its carved pilasters, crystal sconces, ponderous sideboards and leather-backed chairs the little girl is, for her part, superbly unaware of the evening outside, the arroyo, the mules, the dusty Mexican driver. Pretty sunsets interest her not at all; for her the desert is something else, its reality for her alone. She sits motionless, and in the tall chair looks absurdly doll-like. Her dainty slippers, the bare pink arms, the very small drooping mouth, all combine in a kind of photo-album artifice, so that glancing into the room with its deepening shadows and sensing some perverse mise-en-scène in the charming vision there, one might almost be disappointed at seeing the little person actually close her eyes.


Yet this is what she presently does. She closes her eyes for several moments, as if waiting for something to appear, something she has willed to appear on the table. The room perceptibly darkens, it has grown late. The furniture, glassware, silver – all gleam in an iridescent gloom where surfaces slyly shift and merge. Only the little figure remains clear and fixed in the carved chair. Her pale skin and white dress light up the beating dimness like phosphorus. From her right hand clenched before her on the table oozes a viscous fluid. It bubbles up between her fingers and spins out thickly on the tablecloth. She opens her eyes, looks at the object in her hand, then stiffens at the sound of a voice from the doorway.


‘Desta, are you there?’


Down the length of the room comes Nelly, peering through the gloam. She stumbles on a protruding chair, thrusts it away with her hip, mutters a weary ‘damn!’ under her breath and stops to set it right. She sees the little girl sitting in her aura of whiteness.


‘Oh there you are, Dessie, why didn’t you answer? It’s late, time to go upstairs. Come on. We’re going up now.’


The girl smiles at her but doesn’t move.


‘You crazy kid,’ Nelly goes on, ‘why are you sitting here, anyway?’ She gazes along the splendidly laid table. ‘Let’s go, they’ll all be coming in soon. Besides, we have to’ – she pauses and stares – ‘What’s that stuff in your hand?’


At this the child snatches her hand from the table. ‘Go away.’


Nelly must have heard these words before. Not at all surprised, her bland, square face is even matter-of-fact while she pulls at the little girl’s shoulder. ‘Really, Desta, you can’t stay here. We’re not supposed to be here at all, you know that. Now come on … ’


Turning her face toward the far left corner of the room, the child smiles again, ‘Do I have to, Papa?’ she inquires nicely.


There is a faint rustling of draperies at one of the long windows. Squinting in the direction of the child’s gaze, Nelly makes out a blurred form between the window and a low credenza. Presently an indolent man’s voice replies.


‘Why yes, I suppose so. Yes, of course,’ and he laughs quietly.


Sliding down from the chair, the little girl holds a clenched hand to her chest and with the other takes that of her governess. They walk toward the window, and as they draw near, the blurred form becomes a man, his ponderous form bent over a package lying across his knees. The package is long and narrow, something rolled, and from one end droops a skein of yellow hair. The little girl comes near, moves her hand behind her back, and lifts her face to his.


He kisses her lightly on the cheek. ‘Goodnight, Destina.’


She gazes for a moment into his heavy face. ‘Good night then, Papa.’


When they have reached the door he calls to Nelly. She walks back to his chair; he speaks without looking up. ‘You will spend the evening alone or with Destina. Try to get some control over yourself. Try to remember that I am Meridian, your employer, and I will be very taken up until tomorrow. Do you understand?’


She turns without answering and, dragging her feet, leaves the room.


On the tablecloth the stains of fluid have turned a ruddy brown. The house begins to fill with evening sounds. By the window the man, Raoul Meridian, bends his head and unwraps the package, revealing a thick fall of pale hair. With shaking shoulders and something like the sound of sobbing, he strains it against his face.


Mounting the stairs with Destina, Nelly was half conscious of a puzzlement tickling the back of her neck. She saw again the table laid for eight, not four as it had been last evening. She and Destina always checked weekend arrivals from the window; watching cars roll up on the gravel below was a game easy to play. Yesterday there were just three: Ritter – oh, she knew him; and later a young man and a girl, the tops of their heads dark and blond. But then Carmela, with an important look, came up to tell her, ‘The boss says “Tell Miss Nelly I’ll be busy all evening.”’ That old bat Carmela with her wise looks … Then later, much later, she saw that same young man alone outside. Hey, where was his girlfriend? Or wife maybe? What was he doing out there alone, pacing back and forth, not even looking up? Oh, who cares, she had told herself. That was yesterday. Yesterday was over and good riddance. Tonight would be as usual. But no. Tonight would not be as usual either. He had just said so. She was frowning. What’s going on anyway?


And Destina? If, climbing the stairs, she was now as docile as a rag doll it was simply that she knew it was easier that way, easier to fool Nelly, easier to keep her own rendezvous. For outside in the canyon waited her only understanding of reality. Borne along as she was by her all-encompassing secret, she saw this stair, this Nelly and, yes, this Papa as dubious if not make-believe.
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