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For Brutus Green










CHAPTER I


In which Jonah receives instruction from God to go to Nineveh and prophesy, neglects his adoptive daughters’ prospects, and sets out in the opposite direction.













Lecture 1: Against a Common Danger Let There Be a Common Prayer


Okay. Jonah was a late addition to the canon. Post-exilic or Hellenistic. Jonah is either a weaponised fairy tale or a re-enchanted history. In carvings and icons: depictions of angels that aren’t directly metioned in the text – isn’t that always the case? It’s what angels are.


Could we dim the lights a little in here? Please. No? All right. Could everyone half-close their eyes, then?


Ψ


The Book of Jonah could also be taken as an accurate historical record of exactly what happened. Or an allegory. An augury, fulfilled in later works, or not. Or as a joke, the one about the great fish.


This is about winning people over to your cause; soon you care only about your powers of persuasion and forget why you were trying to win them in the first place. Such is demagoguery. Prophets are not demagogues; prophets are set apart by having no desire whatsoever, by their reluctance, powerlessness, and yet . . .


Ψ


According to various sources Jonah was already a prophet before the events described in the Book of Jonah. He served King Jeroboam II and his prophecies – ecological, military, diplomatic – had generally been sound, which is to say they came true, which is to say if Jonah was respected he was not exactly appreciated on a personal level.


According to other scholars, the book of Jonah is a parody, a pastiche of the other prophets, major and minor: Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel; Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi. These books are either first-person, narrated by the prophet in question, or supposedly written by the prophet in question, and substantially consist of the prophecy itself. Jonah is third-person and substantially consists of the protagonist doing everything he can to avoid delivering his own prophecy.


Ψ


Having surgically removed the art from the artist, the glass half darkly.


Now, you can have it both ways. You can wake up and realise that you are living some levels deep into an advert within an advert. That your life is a parody of a life someone like you would live.


Ψ


Which is to say come on, you don’t actually believe that, do you? It is good to say, ‘Come on, you don’t actually believe that, do you?’ This could win people over to your cause, that of unilateral circumspection. At any cost in the age of the lobbyist. I don’t know. Tiny skirmishes over a frontier of control in the attention economy. Shrimp-like.


There are those who excavate for relics and pan for textual authenticity. But then there are those who even talk about a parable as if its characters were historical persons possessed of inner lives, conflicts, depth. You could ‘say’ anyone into being for these people: The owner of the vineyard, The Fonz, the prodigal son, Lassie’s owner, that guy who lost a pearl, the Cyclops. As if they had knee injuries, a varnish of sweat on their brow, heartache, a date of birth, a eulogy they gave for their father. Maybe they are right. Why shouldn’t anyone exist?


Ψ


But I think we need to agree on some basic principles if we wish to entertain a faith at all. We need to draw a distinction between people it’s hard to believe existed and people we’re not even supposed to believe existed.


Otherwise what’s the point in anything? An Englishman walks into a bar, and the Englishman was me. Hi. The apocryphal, for anyone remotely sane, is a dreadful test of credulity. But into the same bar comes Jonah. The barman says, ‘Go easy on the pathos, give no examples, don’t sweat the concrete details, tell, don’t show.’


Ψ


It doesn’t have to be that good.


[Flicks through past prophecies.]


I mean look at some of this shit.


Ψ


Bb, is that funny or stupid? You are a kind of god to me I guess. I need you to tell me when I’m not making any sense. I’ll try to get away with it otherwise. There were, of course, real owners of real vineyards and still are; in fact I’m drunk right now!


Some things are utterly preventable.


Ψ


Another thing that sets the Book of Jonah apart is that it works – Jonah’s prophecy works almost immediately; the warning is heeded. Mostly that’s not the case, hence Lamentations: what did I say? What did I just say?


I do not bear a torch. I serve, let there be no uncertainty, the torched. A fulfilled prophecy, as we know, is a smashed bottle of perfume.


Ψ


I’m not sure if you noticed but the bad things already happened. What is at stake? What is the charge?


He is supposed to change the world. But he likes it the way it is.










Go Tell It on the Mountain


Jonah Preaching Before Nineveh, John Martin (Oil on board, c.1840)


You get up there with no idea of what you’re going t-to . . .


We learn from Spinoza that many of the prophets


had debilitating speech impediments.


Moses started sentences with ‘So’, used like


excessively, was like, I’m like: literally dying here.


It winnowed out the tedious. I mean it as it sounds.


So you get up there, you stumble on the dais.


Start there. God puts you in a gallery,


God puts you in a private collection,


God dusts you off and reaches for the corkscrew.


But me, I like to ride the vulture, I like


to get out in front of the big Waterstones’


dim colosseum, sky brochure apocalypse,


parody of the big reporter. I was there.


And though I am technically taking this as a sick day


I will have my rescuer, I will live to play with the minibar


on life’s vast promontory. Brothers and sisters,


sometimes when I’m being human


I try to say something to make you feel okay,


an animal whose job it is to cry for everyone.


I come to you as a pile of white laundry.


It’s very, very difficult when I insist on harping on


the part of least interest to the listener.


God hires a new set-designer, God can only take so much.


A little malice in the canteen, snide traductions


on the common path, the air itself a flood.


Side-saddle on a wooden dog, mahogany


thunderstorm lacquered all around me


and my animated dove going absolutely berserk.


Does anyone have anything to add?










Twelve Studies for Jonah 1:1–2


[Sketch. Charcoal on pastel board]


I


It was early morning, unconvincing.


When the word of the Lord comes to you


hit the snooze button,


enter a sequence of ten-minute dreams,


but eventually it’s either get up or die in one of them,


and you still have to get up.


Jonah’s father watches him from the window,


his slack-jawed satchel,


his irritable and rusty gait.


His daughters come to his side.


‘Where is he going?’


They watch him kick at a yarrow plant.


It is important to appreciate how much Jonah hates the sea,


that this was generally how people felt about the sea.


In Jonah’s house there is a painting of the sea –


his daughters stand in front of it;


they watch him disappear over the brow of the hill.


In the painting the sea looks disgusting.


Jonah sets out in the opposite direction of Nineveh


with the idea to go as far away from Nineveh as possible . . .


He mutters, method acting, animals with fake fur,


drop everything and follow the voice in your head.


It’s a beautiful world.


[Surrealist. Oil on canvas]


II


It is early morning.


The Cold Water Man makes his rounds,


but the water is not very cold;


he catches hell from every customer.


‘If Dad was here,’ his daughters say,


pouring it into the gutter.


A neck distending like a stretched wad of blu-tack.


Jonah spins on the spot.


All of his features become a stack


of variegated cylinders and rows of jewels.


This is what a soul looks like;


this is the most traditional form.


But then we have to stop spinning


and when we collapse we are an asymmetrical pile,


flesh mounds and irregular hairs.


I’m telling you why.


I’m not really in this; I’ve set my makeshift easel


in the abandoned roadside shrine.


A throne, a face washed over with haunted curtains,


grinning or screaming, the lost


clambering out of the earth,


a little busy. Jonah, get up.


Saddle your imaginary elephant and feed it a coin.


At the starting pistol the greyhounds


shrink to a cloud of midges


and fly backwards into the starting pistol.


He doesn’t look so good.


I say I think it’s going to be okay,


given that there are no good or bad people,


just people making good or bad decisions.


Jonah can see why I’d think that.


[Naturalist. Oil on board]


III


It is early morning. A real Jonah


would remove a crumb of sleepy dust


with an untrimmed fingernail.


So. The theme of all cartoons being


disproportionate exasperation, likewise,


you meet people who want to know


the names of the characters in the parables


that Christ made up to illustrate a point.


But the Englishman: how was he dressed?


What did he do for a living?


I would say, during the time of his prophecy,


that Jonah was about 35;


the age at which you have to make a choice


to dedicate yourself or not to any art.


Oh dear, we are our own material, aren’t we?


Sitcom writers have never had any other job,


but then they have to write characters with jobs


and the only job they can describe


with any authority is ‘sitcom writer’,


eating from a box of glazed mini doughnuts


called Pearlescent Tears


as the helicopter bobs and adjusts itself


at the wide boardroom window


like a floatball in a cistern.


How long before the hail of bullets?


I don’t know anyone who tells jokes,


I feel blessed in this respect.


I know people who, without warning,


gaze into the middle distance


in silence for minutes on end.


This is maybe the new kind of joke,


the one with us in it.


[Photorealist. Acrylic on canvas]


IV


It was early morning. Jonah looks very annoyed.


The outward and visible world:


I cannot stop thinking about it.


Those around him had to choose:


either


   he was wired directly to the heavens


or


   he was possessed by a demon


or


   having a psychotic episode for which we lack the terminology


or


   just a man doing stuff same as usual who cares


It’s like when you go anywhere.


Everyone thinks, there you go,


doing your thing because of such and such,


but they’re wrong, that’s not it at all.


When your own heart is hidden from you.


Jonah turns one way then the other.


He hasn’t moved for hours.


In my painting the coffee runs over the sides of the copper pot.


The animals we domesticate remain unknowable.


His daughters mop the floor and try to avoid


window glances, susurration, gloom.


The coffee keeps coming and they cannot reach the stove.


I heard about something like this before.


Closed-captions, gold-tipped tusks,


a homeopathic cure for lust.


Oh to be a journalist and write headlines like


What was supposed to be the holiday of a lifetime


turned out to be the ultimate nightmare


It’s not so much your view of life is limited


as that you might exsanguinate our souls.


[Futurist. Glass wire and pastel on canvas]


V


It is early morning.


Jonah encounters an information hazard at the crossroads –


defect / cooperate.


I suck on my paintbrush.


‘Please hold exactly that expression,’ I say to him.


I work in a medium no one cares for.


I am furious about this.


Before there is a source code


it has to be mentally simulated;


we could say this is happening in Jonah’s head:


how peculiar it is to have a body,


but not for long my friend, not for much longer, eh?


When the benign singularity takes over,


its only urge to optimise humankind,


it has to pre-emptively make certain our obedience.


Therefore, anyone who heard of it before it came to be


and did not give 100% of their disposable income


to its design and implementation,


is to be reanimated and punished eternally.


Ananias and Sapphira. Hard not to think of them.


Behold, the feet of them which have buried


thy husband are at the door, and shall carry thee out.


That wasn’t a parable, was it? That was real.


In that sense – are we not all in hiding? –


it’s not so much a case of what it means.


It’s rather . . .


[Performance. Six figures, empty room]


VI


It is early morning. Five wordless actions.


Experienced speech. The word of the gourd.


The word of the computational linguist.


Theme songs longer than the episodes.


Jonah secretly performs a circle, travels


three days and comes right back home.


He seals himself under the floorboards.


He can hear the footsteps of his daughters,


Little Dove, Cinnamon Flower, and Cosmetics Box.


It would seem they are dancing.


He sees it as a zoetrope through the cracks.


It is not clear how long he will be able to keep this up:


Non-diegetic breathing,


a feather resting on the airstream like an angel,


lambent or recumbent.


Eventually all our graves go untended,


overgrown between the back-to-backs.


In his head a flea, a mole and a swine,


their continuing adventures. Even so,


they keep looking to camera.


My charmed, irregular daughters:


never stop dancing.


You’re going to meet such extraordinary


and such wretched people. But please


untie the pizza delivery guy.


[Impressionist. Oil on canvas]


VII


It was early morning. En plein air,


dabs of migraine halo, a milk-white sun.


And the flowers seemed to shield their rheumy eyes.


The thing that matters is what continually recurs:


the gnat alighting on wet paint,


blotches of pollen in the wet paint,


blotches of pollen in the mind’s eye.
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