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PICADOR






PART 1


Three Paintings









‘The Red Room’


Red is sitting on a bench seat in front of the picture leaning forward elbows on knees chin cupped in both hands staring at the painting as if she could climb through the frame and vanish into it.


By now a museum guard trained to spot compulsives should have come up and stood casually by the next canvas ready to grapple with her and relieve her of the Stanley knife which somehow slipped through security. But at the moment the uniformed guards are elsewhere, padding to or from this room along the wide sunny corridor on the third floor of the Hermitage, Winter Palace of the Tsars.


And Red has no telltale tic, no giveaway bulge in boot or pocket. Nothing that shouts danger except leaves of flaming red hair. And a window of shell-pink skin opening at the small of her back.


There is only one other person in the Matisse room, this vestibule in what was once the apartments of the ladies-in-waiting. The room of waiting.


Zach is waiting for Red to move. He has looked at all the other paintings in the room except the one she’s examining and doesn’t want to go on to the next room in case he forgets to come back. Thoroughness is both his failing and his strength. When she won’t move he goes and stands behind her, behind the backless bench, and looks with her at the painting.


He stands there a long time in his grey parka and moleskins one notch down from his body brown. Here is what he sees:




The Red Room by Henri Matisse


What it shows:


a room perfectly red, with a maid in black and white laying a table already set with a vase of flowers, decanters of red and white wine, assorted fruit. Two rush-plaited chairs up against the table, and a window to the left. Giant blue arabesques that swarm like serpents over tablecloth and wallpaper.


What it does not show:


The Fall of Icarus; Apollo and Daphne; The Beheading of St John the Baptist; The Annunciation of the Blessed Virgin Mary; The Count and Countess of Pujols; The Painter Himself; Etc.


What only I can show you:


the civet cat rustling this minute in the bamboo, here in our valley in the Himalayan foothills: when I looked up I saw its silhouette walk along the top of our brick folly, black against the neighbour’s white tubelight. Here it is:


- - - - - - - - imagine it - - - - - - - -


How exactly the silent flow of black hyphens across my screen as I hold down the key replicates the progress of the cat!


Shoo!





The red room is not Matisse’s own dining room in the family house at Issy but simply a version of the room in an earlier dinner-table painting. The maid is a version of an earlier model, Matisse’s former mistress, Caroline Joblaud, mother of his daughter. Ten years on, she reappears, her light hair an affront to the dark-haired Madame Matisse. (The knife cut both ways: a year after Caroline left, Madame Matisse’s dark hair appeared in a new version of the original light-haired Woman Reading.) The decanters are likely still around, the chairs perhaps still sat on by the family Matisse.


Well, in the painting a table is being set, perhaps for guests, perhaps simply for the family. Perhaps, perhaps. But the viewer is not asked to meditate on the action in progress. He is not concerned to ask, as with earlier paintings, for example:


Why is the ploughman’s back turned to the falling Icarus?


What is Daphne saying to Apollo?


How must Salome feel as she watches the axe descend?


Can the dove that moans in the Blessed Virgin Mary’s ear – for she conceived her son through the ear, Zach, deaf in one ear, was always intrigued to learn – ever return in peace to its high branch in the elm?


Etc.


No, the viewer is invited to another feast. He is asked to consider what one colour is saying to another, what one plane (red tabletop) is handing its neighbour (red wall). He may touch the tablecloth, he may not taste the fruit; he may tremble at the windowpane, he may not pull up the sash and lean out of the window. Because there’s nothing out there, just colour. The window is a painting within a painting.


The truth is the table is being set for the painter. He first set the maid setting the table. He set the room. Story – that string of perhapses – has here taken a new turn. Icarus, got up as the modern painter, has returned to punish the ploughman and shepherd who turned their backs on his fall. They thought they were the only ones with serious work on their hands.


In the window it is still spring to the room’s summer, morning to the room’s high noon. (In the sky it is still winter.) Apple blossom whitens the trees, meadow flowers dot the grass. A pink house from the heart of childhood stands on the nearest rise. The true horizon is not at the sky but in the room, the line where the table and wall meet.


How long Zach stands there meditating on the scene he’s not sure in the end, but in the end here is what he sees:


[image: ]


He’s not a scientist, so how the paradigm shifted he can’t say. But a red shift there was. He’s not a painter, so how the frame shifted he’s not sure. He doesn’t deal in the visual. (His work exists in another dimension, not in space, though more than anything he would like to make an absolute music that is free of time. A composer.)


All he knows is that at some point, in time, his gaze shifted from the painting on the wall to the woman in front of it.


>More specifically to the window in her back where the line of her top has ridden up as she leans forward and the line of her belt has ridden down.


>More specifically still to that short vertiginous line where the downy skin gullies in a fold of flesh more dizzying than any navel.


>Still more specifically to the thin red line of lace that appears to support the vertical.


Zach has lost his impatience: now he could stand there forever. Now the danger is that she’ll move too soon. The red shift is what happens when light from outer space turns reddish, i.e. gets longer in the wave or is displaced redward in the spectrum implying recession (or imminent recession) in the celestial object. She could get up and go at any point in time and he’d be lost in space forever. He has two impulses:


1) to touch straight off, risk a scream a slap terror disgrace. 2) to stand mesmerized, then simply follow, covered in goose pimples.


1) is very close, so strong he has to fight himself, choking, actually choking. 2) is what he does, but loses her. Somewhere in that maze of galleries that is the Hermitage, Red makes her getaway.


Next day he’s back.









‘The Black File’


On the side of the next truck you pass you may see a certain painting, usually on the panel above the rear wheel. Sometimes too it will appear on the back of an autorickshaw, sometimes on the shutters of a village shop. The original is in a niche, one of twenty paintings on the facade of a ruin, once a rich merchant’s house on the banks of the Tons river.


Six black figures walk singlefile under a nightdark sky.


White crescent moon, black pencil trees. A grey river murmurs, combed with reeds, a boat so long and low it would surely roll and tip out any cargo. The walkers pass it by. They follow a path, their legs so evenly spaced by the painter they could be shared, the legs of a mythical beast. The path snakes through bushes shaped like the club on playing cards towards a reddled house on a hill.


The one in front has a cobra head fanned open, the white spectacles-mark showing its double loop on the hood. Her forked tongue shivers blue in the moonlight.


The five men following are naked except for a black codpiece. Their hair is greased with the same pomade that slicks their skin. The codpiece could be armour on the many-legged creature; it passes between the buttocks and wraps around the bulge at the front before being tucked in tight at the waistband.


Borderless, the picture stares down the centuries, the niche its house and frame. Its remote ancestor, on the walls of a cave lost to the world in the Himalayan earthquake of 1991, might have been anywhere between thirty and forty thousand years old.


A draught streams from the niche of the painting. Go up close, feel its breath. Cool and moist it pours off the painted river. The lime-washed façade looks east; with every sunrise its reds flush and fade a little. Turn away, close your eyes. Let it live.


Bareheaded, blacksmeared, castemarked, the file of walkers shrinks from leader through led, the last in line the smallest. That is in place of perspective. This last one’s head is saurian, widest at the jaw. His chin has a three-day growth, his teeth are ground down to even pegs. He has little rubber balloons pulled onto his fingertips. His shoulderblades glide in the moonlight, his hair is a ridge of hackles. Laundry blue and lampblack. From one side he looks like a chameleon walking upright; his hard sardonic eye takes your measure from a past impossibly remote. Notice how his forearms get no narrower than the lean upper arm. They could bind a woman fast or whip this young cypress out of the ground and strip it to a pole. He is a dreamer. When he is sad he hums a melody of four notes.


Come up close. Bring your ear to the niche.


Listen.


 


 


Preface to Annals of The Black Codpiece Society, E. T. (by permission), Dariya Dun, no date.









‘The Painter’s Family’


In a museum or gallery Zach will look until struck.


By some fragment that transfixes him, when he will close his eyes momentarily, receiving the arrow with the piety of St Sebastian, and then, unlike the bound saint, feel free to leave the place, no matter how far into it he’s got. In the Hermitage, where foreigners pay ten times as much as natives, this is an inconvenient habit so he overlooks it. He has shut his eyes once already, on the Neva side after seeing a kingfisher blue from the twelfth century that went straight to his heart. It was an anonymous panel of the Virgin Mary, one more medieval Annunciation, with the Holy Spirit as white dove, beaming god’s seed through the blessed eardrum, so the holy hymen remains intact. A laser blue, not on the Virgin’s cloak but in the ray streaming from the dove. Today the ghost of that remote blue signal haunts him, buzzing in his bad ear as he climbs the stair to the third floor on the Dvortsovaya side.


He meant to go straight to the Matisse room, but got lost. The Hermitage is new to him; this is his second day. From the look of her she lives here; she has that red-gold look that he tells himself crops up frequently in Slavs. Not that he caught more than a sidelong glance yesterday. It was her manner, patient, even slightly bored, in a proprietorial way, that said: We wish to be alone, leave us. And the minders did.


Zach hurries through the Picasso room without stopping to look at the pictures he missed yesterday. He enters the room of waiting and –


there she is!


Or is she?


Is that yesterday’s woman? She is sitting in the same room but something’s not right. For one thing she’s wearing blue, not black, but that’s neither here nor there. He’s changed too, into something black. Today she’s wearing a kind of soft acrylic tracksuit, powder-blue, and pink bobby socks with little furry pompoms that hang like cowbells over the back of white runners. He imagines them ringing as she runs.


But her hair is red, the same red, and her posture has not changed, leaning forward with her chin in her hand.


>There, as Zach comes up behind her, is the window in her back, the same high pink skin with its peach-fuzz nap that ripens into red-gold down.


>There is the same vertiginous fold where the flesh gullies.


>And there is the same red line of lace.


And yet something has changed. True, she still looks as if she’d like to go closer to the painting, and even touch if there were no alarm bells and cameras, but the aura of belonging, of living here in these quarters, once home to the Tsarina’s ladies-in-waiting, has vanished. This body says: Look, I run ten miles every morning and feel the better for it and I think you should too but don’t get me wrong, I’m an artist.


Zach, who is an artist in his own way, or what’s he doing here, is immediately on his guard. But, but, but, there’s the small matter of that line of red lace. What’s it doing there? Because the tracksuit seems expressly chosen, that shade of blue, to dampen any ardour in the onlooker and possibly in the wearer too. It’s not exactly Virgin Mary blue but nor is it water-nymph aqua, or odalisque turquoise, or even a crackling protopunk electric blue. It’s by no means that bacchanalian midnight blue that verges on purple, nor a savage sadomasochistic bruised-eye indigo, and it’s a long way from the gentian violet of the orgiast.


No. It’s a straight-out daytime sky blue, bland as a button.


So what’s the red flag for? Because it’s no common red. It’s a snatch-and-grab red that turns the lunge into a wicked finger working the seam where you divide. This red bays at you from depths where light bends back on itself and the spectrum warps to a sub-violet beyond colour.


Zach stares helplessly through the window like a prisoner who, after years in his cell, finds there are no bars. Rubbing his eyes, he climbs through the ellipse, builds a hut under that fleshtinted sky and dwells an eternity on the downy red-gold meadow, looking out across the snap-brim of blue sea. At nightfall he stares up from the freckled cornfields, turning to whistle after his sheepdog who’s gone nosing down the path to where a stream of drawn light from the evening star pours endlessly down the forbidden cleft.


The woman turns and notices him there and stands up to make way, in the courteous manner of seasoned gallery-goers whose dance has instinctive rules, the leaning away, the stepping aside, the moving on, the circling return. It’s this action that convinces Zach he’s wrong about her. Yesterday’s woman was outside all rules, in her own dimension, where politeness and civility and sociability have no meaning.


‘It’s almost creepy.’


She’s spoken, to him.


She nods at the picture as she moves off. ‘He never trusted blue.’


Right off he can think of nothing to say. It doesn’t register until she’s gone that she means the sinister triffid pattern of the tablecloth, the arabesques crawling towards the maid in black, and swarming up the wall.


American, he registers next, and can place the accent precisely, Midwest, because he was once there himself. Four scholarship years studying music in Ohio. Suddenly the socks, the tracksuit, the runners, fall into place. Baby blue, that past delivers a free refinement, at the opposite end of the universe from the laser blue of the Virgin. Russian, he’d assumed she was yesterday, because of where they are. And because of the arctic flush in the window on her back.


But what was she wearing then? Now he can’t be sure. Already the present is erasing the past.


She’s waiting for him in the Picasso room next door. A new look on her alert face that says: You know, if this guy were not so good you could find it in your heart to dislike him. But distanced, ironic; the devout glow of the Matisse room is gone. Again, yesterday’s woman had a sullen, slightly pouty, dreamy look, not this bright American poise.


‘Look at this, I mean. You’d think he was terrified of colour. All these cubist guys set the tone – black, white, grey – for half a century. Photographers are still scared witless of colour and here is where it started. And of course the avant garde loved him. The Steins – you know the Steins?’


Zach does but her tone says she doesn’t really expect him to or care particularly if he does; this could be a Platonic dialogue conducted in her head with him as virtual referee. Besides he’s not a talker.


‘The Steins bought Matisse to start with, then decided Picasso was the future. Because he broke all the rules – what Gertrude would do to language. Because all she could see, all anyone could see, was line. The line on the page, the line on the canvas. We think of the modernist revolution as one of broken form, right? So who’s the hero? The guy who breaks line, breaks noses. This guy. But lookit.’


She walks him back to the doorway from where they can see The Red Room hanging in the distance.


‘He’s worked that trick already, Gert. Red did it. Colour did it, not mirrors.’


Meres. Buckeye? Hawkeye? Hoosier? Great Lakes, anyway. Somewhere around 1790, the Virginians are pushing back the Shawnee and this sound is born into the hive.


‘And not lines. Just a faint line there, see – a red line – between the red table and the red wall. Even his lines are colours. Red just broke all the rules and bedded down with red. But I guess line won in the end – this guy. Line is mind, right? Brain. Colour is animal stuff, just matter. Light.’


She can’t just stand there; she’s drawn back, and draws him back, to the other room.


‘You know what this was at first?’ They’re standing in front of the picture where they started. ‘The Blue Room. If you look at it in a colour negative it still is.’


She can’t help it, oral to her epiglottis she wants to share it with him. The other one – he’s sure now it was another woman – looked like she’d swallow the picture whole and never show it to anyone; it was hers. Her private property.


‘You know how all these paintings ended up here, in Petersburg?’


‘No.’


‘A couple of Russian tycoons just went to these guys’ studios in Paris and bought stuff right off the easel. Shchukin and Morozov. They liked it so much they had standing orders from Moscow. And just when they were finished hanging them in their houses the revolution broke out and – voilà – suddenly all this belonged to the people.’


‘Thank God for that.’


‘Beelzebub,’ she corrects him, leaning towards him, then decides he doesn’t know the song, so sings a line. ‘Pleased to meet you, I hope you know my name. You’re too young for the Stones.’


Zach looks at her, offended. The other one was younger too. So how old are you exactly? Aunty, maybe, he decides, not Mom. He sings, distinctly, taking her key by way of proof: ‘Was it your aunty,your uncle? Now – ’


‘WHO’S BEEN SLEEPING HERE?’ they burst into the chorus together and laugh out loud.


The ice is broken, but so is her thread.


‘What was I saying?’ she wants to know, when they’ve recovered.


‘And saying,’ he risks.


She twists a lip and hangs her head and looks up from under a line of red. Feels the warm breath of complicity so turns him around by the shoulders to face the other way and propels him, he could be her nephew, or something, towards the painting on the opposite wall.


‘OK. Look at this.’


It’s a shock. What shakes him so his jaw drops is that yesterday’s woman is standing there, looking at him. From the painting. She’s in the goddamn painting. Gaadamn. (Four years at Dorian, Ohio, he can’t say it any other way.)


‘Are you married? No? Here is married life for you, here’s what’s in store. This is The Painter’s Family. Madame Matisse on the sofa knitting, her boys Pierre and whatsisname playing checkers, and Matisse’s daughter by another woman standing here, a little apart, with her book of poetry.’


Zach stands up, fronts the painting conscientiously, like Maximilian facing the firing squad. He has a scrupulous way of lifting his eyebrows into the emblem Looking, as if the eye needs a special dispensation in a man of the ear. A good listener, as she’s divined, how good she can’t yet know.


He avoids the young woman’s gaze, looking at every point except her. The painting imposes a high vantage, so the Moroccan rug, which dominates the lower half, shows almost in plan. No windows here, a pure interior, yet it’s a brighter canvas than the other. No horizon either: wall and floor meet in a seamless plane of floral paper and patterned rug and wildly maculate upholstery. In the centre, a fireplace – this is the domestic hearth in a family gathering. But the key member in this family is missing. On the mantelshelf is his stand-in, a sculpture by Matisse himself called (its name is significant in a picture of domestic leisure) The Serf. Matisse worked hard at painting, and could go on about it.


‘The fire is out,’ she points at the black fireplace. ‘But he’s lit it in the room.’


The boys wear blazing red suits even as they doze over their game. In later life Pierre will recall the tedium of these sittings; the painting shows Matisse knows how they felt. With a few crisp brush strokes this colourist with line catches the moods of his sitters: boredom in the boys, abstraction in his wife, and in his fifteen-year-old daughter, on the edge of womanhood, a molten mix of emotions as she, and only she, gazes out of the painting. She wears a sombre black dress (unlike the red in a portrait of her at ten, reading) while at the other end of the room Madame Matisse’s ochre gown is splashed with yellow flowers. Light, pattern, space, flood the painting.


‘It’s all surface, right?’


‘I guess.’ You slip back into the old tongue, he thinks. Then: she’s right, the painting clarifies looked at her way. Then: she’s wearing green shoes, the girl in the painting. Something weird about her, though. He forces himself to look up, runs his eye up the black sweep of her dress past the white lace collar, and yes, she’s still looking at him. Or, more unnerving, just over his shoulder, with a steely smile. It’s her all right.


He turns to the flesh and blood woman beside him, small, slight. Lanky himself, with mutinous black hair cropped by an army pensioner.


‘That wasn’t you yesterday?’


‘What wasn’t?’


‘In here. Staring at that other painting.’


‘I just got here today.’


He accepts that but needs a break now. He waves at a window. ‘Can we get a bit of fresh air?’


‘Why not?’


She studies him for the first time. Armenian, she thinks, with that nose, or Aramaic. Jesus without the beard in AD 35, two years into Kashmir: still mercurial, but morose, gentling into obscurity. Her eyes drop to his fingers, two octaves from tip to tip. He’s waggling them in the air, all four straight out, shaking a make-believe hand.


‘Zach,’ he says. ‘Zaccheus, not Zachariah. Not all Indians are called Ram and Rahim.’


She smiles and places all five fingertips of one hand on her chest.


‘Aline. Not Aileen.’







PART 2


The Abecedary A–Z


A is for A line


See also A ppendix


A line


Zach and Aline ride the elevator down and step out on the square between the giant Atlas feet of the entrance. A penny drops. He looks at her.


‘You got here today and already you’re at the Hermitage?’


She smiles acknowledgement. ‘A disciple. I came straight here off the plane.’


‘Just the one master?’


‘Just the one master. And you? What brings you here?’


‘A festival. They’re celebrating their 300th anniversary, the city. Petersburg. Music is one of the events.’


‘And?’


‘I got invited.’


‘What sort of music?’ She means him, his.


He opens his mouth and finds it closing without saying anything. That happens when he’s pressed for a definition of what he does.


‘New,’ he decides. ‘Contemporary ... it has various labels. Serious, which is sadly true. I’m part of the celebrations.’


‘So, you’re famous?’


‘No, just lucky. They needed some tan among the whites and yellows.’


‘But you have works, opuses? Opiiii?’


‘It helps.’


‘Amazing!’


‘Hardly.’


‘Well, not amazing. Remarkable.’


‘That helped too. We’re supposed to improvise, down there. Like your Africans. I stick out at home too. I got rhythm. But I’m not complaining: maybe it got me here.’


‘Come on, don’t give me that token stuff.’


‘It’s true. I was trawling the Net and I came across their calendar. There’s other stuff too, jugglers and so on. It’s a big festival. I will say they look after you.’


‘Like, you’re not on bread and water.’


‘No, it’s nice to be coddled.’


‘Where?’


‘The Hilton.’


‘Hilton! Bound hand and foot, eh?’


Zach grins. ‘Try it sometime.’


They walk in silence a minute, Zach breathing in the temperate air, Aline beating a distracted air with her middle finger on the rail of the canal. They cross the Griboedova by the Bank Bridge, Zach pats the paws of a gold-winged griffin, sniffs sharp, taking it all in. He feels a draught of boredom creep from her, or it could be impatience, so turns to face her.


‘How do you like it?’ He means it all, everything, and lifts both arms to include all Petersburg, on this her first day.


‘Peter? Well, it’s not Paris.’


‘Why should it be?’


Chid, she thinks for a bit. ‘You didn’t grow up in Chillicothe.’


‘You didn’t grow up in the Doon.’


‘Where’s that?’


‘Exactly.’


‘Then you know about Dullsville.’


‘Intimately.’
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