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            ‘An immersing, crystalline debut novel that reaches out to a world in crisis; elegant, emotional, deeply serious and gloriously witty.’

            — Deborah Levy, author of August Blue

            
                

            

            ‘An astute satire about the absurdities of the artworld, a compelling mystery and an elegy, The Floating World is unputdownable: frequently funny, often moving and always intriguing.’

            — Jennifer Higgie, author of The Other Side

            
                

            

            ‘Channelling Adolfo Bioy Casares, Eastham carries a vision of art’s complicity with power to its endgame. If Art Basel is now globalized, then so is Minneapolis. Looping civilization back to end where it began, in Athens, he proposes that the only counterforce to fascism is love.’

            — Tom McCarthy, author of The Making of Incarnation

            
                

            

            ‘Startlingly imaginative, The Floating World is at times like the work of a J. G. Ballard for the 2020s, at others like the reincarnation of Italo Calvino. Eastham is as deft with a finely observed comic riff as he is with a heart-stoppingly lovely description of a city, a gesture, a connection. In his hands, what could have been a satire of art-world hubris becomes something so attuned to the world – its wonder and its clear and present danger... I don’t want to sound mawkish, but ultimately it’s a novel about our boundless potential to connect, and what we should ultimately value.’

            — Luke Kennard, author of Black Bag

            
                

            

            ‘The world – that is, the protagonist – floats through opaque settings of fateful money, violent strangers and ghostly love; a tender, guilty work of wish-fulfillment and the most valuable kind of first novel, documenting the author's struggle to reconcile right action with the egomaniac work of writing books.’

            — Nell Zink, author of Sister Europe3

            
                

            

            ‘Novels like this don’t come around very often. Ben Eastham’s The Floating World is transporting in every sense of the word. A meditation on the brutal and beautiful nexus where art and money meet, an odyssey of grief and discovery, a rallying cry against the people ruining the world from those that are trying to change it. It’s a towering achievement.’

            — Dominic Amarena, author of I Want Everything

            
                

            

            ‘A scintillating novel, funny and terrifying, pithy and profound.’

            — Sara Baume, author of Opening Night

            
                

            

            Praise for The Imaginary Museum

            
                

            

            ‘The Imaginary Museum is the most inventive writing on art I’ve read in a long while. By inviting us into his made-up institution, Ben Eastham opens up a space for reflection on how contemporary art helps us make sense of ourselves and the world around us. This is a brilliant book – a museum in the form of a parable.’

            — Lauren Elkin, author of Art Monsters 

            
                

            

            ‘Ben Eastham is a critic with intelligence, verve and delirious wit, and in this essay he makes a lovely experiment with art criticism: proposing contemporary art as a charmed space for us all to explore a radical and comical subjectivity – flâneurs freed from the illusion of connoisseurship.’

            — Adam Thirlwell, author of The Future Future 

            
                

            

            ‘A splendid journey through the brilliant thought-constellations that deftly gather shape and luminosity in the mind of a young art critic.’

            — Chloe Aridjis, author of Sea Monsters4
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            ‘I look for signs, but of what?’

            — Roland Barthes, tr. Richard Howard16
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            0.

         

         Yesterday I planted a tree in the garden. A magnolia, to be precise, having fond memories of the flowers that used to enliven South London in spring. At the beginning of every April, having waited through winter for it to blossom, Cora would reward the tree at the end of our street with a kiss that, like sunlight, served to accelerate the process. She had a gift for these things. 

         I do not, and am already worried for my sapling. It stands this morning in a circle of ground painted white by a frost that I might have seen coming. The stream in the valley beyond is so bright in the low sun that I fear it has frozen over; the long black girders stretching from isolated trees fix the landscape in place. Nothing about this morning seems conducive to new life. Should I heat some water to defrost the soil in which the tree is planted? Should I shelter it beneath one of the tarpaulins covering stacks of peat by the shed? Probably I should go down to the village to use the wifi, but I don’t want to be ambushed by the news. 

         The woman at the garden centre had betrayed no such anxieties. Just find a spot with plenty of light, she’d advised, and the tree will take care of itself. Aoife was the only employee still coming into work, she told me as we walked through an arbour threaded with honeysuckle, payments not having cleared since the crash. But she had nothing better to do than to keep the plants alive through the winter, until normality resumed. 

         ‘And if it didn’t?’

         Resume, I meant, normality. 

         ‘Oh things come and go,’ she said, ‘the sun continues to rise.’

         I was to pound down the soil with the heel of my boot, 19being careful not to damage the roots. And would the tree bloom with white flowers in the spring? 

         ‘Of course,’ Aoife said, ‘if you mind it properly.’

         Perhaps I should have waited for an overcast day. The problem was that, having dug a hole in the ground when I got back, the temptation to put something into it was irresistible. I loved digging that hole. Earth yielding to my shovel, I was for those ten minutes a god, albeit one of those for whom they have to scrape the barrel of divine responsibilities: the god of small garden plots, perhaps, or the god of learning late in life how to use a shovel. As I danced around the tree to tamp down the soil that would bind it into the landscape, I felt as if I were remaking the world. 

         For the remainder of the afternoon, I read about how we see. Our retinas, I learned from the encyclopaedia in Reith’s study, are lined with two types of photoreceptive cells. ‘Cones’ are responsible for the rich and colourful world of daytime; when the light is too dim to stimulate them, the brain switches to the more sensitive but less complex ‘rods’, which can conjure from just a few photons a more basic black-and-white representation. This transition to night vision takes about twenty minutes of near-total darkness, so that most of us, who live within reach of a light switch and carry phones that double as torches, will never again enter the shadow world it reveals to us. 

         The moon was new in the sky and so, to find out whether this other way of seeing matched what I remembered from the Floating World, I decided after dark to go down to the stream. I took a flashlight, a sleeping bag and a thermos down the narrow road that runs over the stone bridge into which someone once etched a heart, and found a spot between the stream and the greyhound 20stables from which even the scattered lit windows on the crest of the valley were invisible. 

         Lying on the bank of the stream, I first let my eyes settle into the dark. Then I searched the sky for the Pole Star. From there I moved down to the pan of the Plough and followed the bend of its back to Arcturus. An easily remembered pattern describes the Bear, the Lynx, Gemini, Castor and Pollux. In the time it took to trace this route, a thousand points of light had punctuated the sky and the world around me had begun to resolve into spectral grey shapes, like a developing photograph. 

         These shadows were for a long time so insubstantial that I suspected they were the work of my mind, like the shapes on the backs of your eyelids or the blurred scotomas that herald a migraine. And then, startlingly, the bough of a tree above me shimmered out of the black and I slipped into a perfectly realized, silverish realm of pattern and form. Features of the landscape around me appeared as pentimenti: a wavering bush like a phantom limb, a bend in the river scrubbed out to serve the compositional harmony. This shift from one way of seeing to the other I experienced as something like grace. 

         The sky above me, I realized then, was a screen onto which the history of the universe was projected in points of dazzling light. I watched stars burn a hundred thousand years ago and wondered whether the astronomers of some distant planet, armed with better telescopes than ours, might now be watching Cortés’ company set fire to Tenochtitlan in real time. And whether we might one day be able to intercept the same images as they are carried on moving tracks of light towards the edge of the universe. By training my gaze on the right patch of space I might, from this same patch of grass, watch the storming of the Winter Palace or review the cloudless day on which Cora 21and I were married. Presuming, of course, that the sky on those other days had also been clear. 

         Lying on the bank of the stream, I watched a star fall into the ocean five miles to the west, throwing up the white frost that now threatens my sapling. I understood this to be a communication from that part of the sky through which the relevant dead were moving. The message was that I should get on with it. And so I returned to the house and sat down at this desk, looking over the fragile magnolia and the frozen stream, to write the story of the Floating World, as I was able to see it.22
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            I.

         

         I had reservations about taking the job, of course. I didn’t even tell my flatmates when Asha offered it to me, being worried about what they might think of it. But nothing could be kept from Rotimi, and the triumph on his face when he entered the pub took me back to the times when, growing up in our small town, he would learn that I had failed in my overtures towards a girl that he fancied (this being before he conclusively turned coat). It was my birthday, and our friend and flatmate Sybil had insisted we go out.

         ‘Oooh hallo my lickle wickle moneyfuckle,’ Rotimi crooned at me, as he arrived at the table. ‘Oooh mein kleiner Herr shitmuncher Kapitän.’

         Sybil, a painter who taught fine art at Goldsmiths and, understandably, liked at the weekends to get high, asked me what he was talking about. In addition to his work as an immigration lawyer, Rotimi was the founder of an anonymous meme account dedicated to whistleblowing accounts of malpractice in the culture industries, and so had a legion of informers. But I suspect now that Asha had told him.

         ‘I’ve been offered a job. Working on an exhibition on the Floating World,’ I confessed, hastily. ‘But I haven’t taken it.’

         ‘You mean you turned it down,’ said Rotimi, ‘or you haven’t decided?’

         ‘I haven’t decided.’

         ‘I still don’t understand what you’d be doing,’ said Sybil.

         ‘They’re planning this immersive installation, and the artist needs a researcher, someone who can help writing the scripts for the videos. It’s a nine-month contract, I’d 25be back and forth between here and Greece.’

         ‘So what’s all this captain shitmuncher stuff, Rotimi?’ said Sybil. ‘I thought you’d be happy. If not for him, then for his students.’

         ‘I’m more than happy,’ said Rotimi, who had returned with a chair. ‘I’m proud.’

         ‘Proud?’ asked Sybil, retrieving from her hemp purse a pinch of some stringy material that I suspected should be ingested only under the supervision of a shaman, and crumbling it into her wine.

         ‘I’m not saying that was my first reaction, Sybil.’

         ‘It’s twice what I make as a teacher,’ I objected. ‘And it’s a way back into the art world. I should never have left. I can’t be a teacher any more. The kids hate me, they call me Doctor Pissington. I have no idea why. Do you want me to spend the rest of my life being called Doctor Pissington, Rotimi? Would that satisfy your ethical principles?’

         ‘But then I thought,’ Rotimi continued blithely to Sybil, ‘what if my nephew joined the National Front?’

         ‘At first it would be a surprise,’ said Sybil. ‘But then you would be disappointed, I imagine.’

         ‘At first, of course. It’s a shock.’

         ‘And then?’

         ‘Well, who am I to dictate what is right and wrong?’

         ‘You’d be imposing a universalist moral framework.’

         ‘Right. Because the thing is, my nephew has found his own community. He likes shouting incoherently, he likes dressing up in uniform for the benefit of men with whom he likes playfully to wrestle, he has met a nice blonde woman who is sympathetic about the bedroom problems that he ascribes to foreigners having poisoned the water supply.’

         ‘You would be imposing a hegemonic sociocultural position.’26

         ‘It would be an act of epistemic violence.’

         ‘Very violent,’ said Sybil. ‘Epistemically speaking.’

         ‘I would be obliged to support him.’

         ‘But I haven’t joined the National Front,’ I protested. ‘I’d be working for a non-profit contemporary art institution.’

         ‘Rotimi,’ said Sybil, as Rotimi pulled a face at me, ‘is the Morel Corporation really evil or is it one of the things you like to call evil but aren’t actually all that bad?’

         ‘Like what?’

         ‘Like, I don’t know, heterosexuality.’

         ‘The Morel Corporation is really evil,’ said Rotimi, ‘which is not to let heterosexuality off the hook. Just look at the Floating World. It’s literally a doomsday bunker for billionaires. It’s a gated community beneath a giant dome on a desert island. They might as well have built it into the heart of a volcano, they might as well have installed a swimming pool full of sharks, they might as well have put a sign up. You know the Morel Corporation trades with apartheid states, that it manufactures arms, that it has made billions of dollars by defying the embargoes?’

         ‘But it’s not the Morel Corporation I’d be working for,’ I objected, ‘it’s the Morel Foundation. The Morel Corporation is rebuilding the Floating World. The show I’ll be working on is funded by the Morel Foundation, the charitable organization. Legally separate from the corporation.’

         Rotimi snorted at this.

         ‘You’ve been looking into this,’ I accused him, angrily. ‘So you could tell me off, so you could get a kick out of it.’

         ‘Why would Asha take the job?’ Sybil intervened. ‘I thought you liked her, Rotimi? She was always very anti-evil. That’s her thing. It’s what she’s famous for. So why would she work for the evil corporation?’

         ‘Foundation,’ I said. ‘Not the same.’27

         ‘Everyone has their price. Asha has been virtue hoarding for years, all those shows about anti-capitalist octopi and tapestries woven out of the tears of indigenous communities.’ Rotimi was sceptical of contemporary art. ‘Now that the world is collapsing, she’s cashing the virtue in.’

         ‘When was she appointed?’

         ‘There was an announcement a couple of months ago. She was the second choice. The first director got cancelled before he even started.’

         ‘Good cancelled or bad cancelled?’

         ‘Dick pics. Leaked, so to speak.’

         ‘Why do men take photos of their penises and send them to people?’ Sybil asked. ‘I can’t understand this at all.’

         ‘Sybil,’ said Rotimi, ‘let’s put the dick pics to one side, although I don’t think you should dismiss them out of hand. It sounds right wing.’

         ‘But right-wing people in America love taking photos of their penises,’ said Sybil, ‘they’re always sending them to their babysitters.’

         ‘The issue,’ persisted Rotimi, ‘is that our flatmate and friend is on the verge of doing something that contradicts everything we’ve ever agreed about.’

         ‘Who’s the artist?’ asked Sybil.

         ‘Finn Reith.’

         ‘Oh, that’s cool, I thought he’d retired?’

         ‘Sybil,’ said Rotimi, growing more exasperated, ‘it’s not cool. Reith stopped making work when his reputation started to wane, seeing the writing on the wall and wanting to preserve his market, and now the money is right, he’s back.’

         ‘Fine,’ Sybil said, turning to me, ‘but why do they need you?’

         Before I could answer the question she was tapped on the shoulder by a painter who lived with his mother and 28made exquisite miniatures based on images from parts of the internet that should be more closely monitored by the authorities. As they talked about flesh pigments, Rotimi harangued me about the Morel Corporation’s commercial dealings with the nation states that were the subject of his own private boycott.

         We traded the old barbs. I would be a hypocrite if I took the job; he was insulated by his money from ever having to make a real decision. I was a quisling; he was a prig. When the painter moved away, Sybil told Rotimi to stop pretending to be scandalized and me to stop pretending to have no choice.

         ‘Sybil,’ I said, ‘what do you think? Should I take the job?’ She paused for a moment, and shrugged.

         ‘You’ll know yourself,’ she said. That was the end of the argument, because Sybil had an authority that neither Rotimi or I would contest.

         The men at the table beneath the jukebox were preparing to leave, and Sybil secured it by talking to them about the rugby league teams represented by their replica shirts. Controlling access to the music, Rotimi programmed all six sides of Sandinista! expressly to annoy me and everyone else.

         ‘Would you rather,’ Sybil asked me later in the evening, ‘live alone on a desert island with books and no people, or with people and no books?’

         I asked Sybil whether the people on this purely hypothetical island were nice.

         ‘They are from London,’ said Sybil, who was from Blackburn, meaning no. ‘They were on their way to condescend to some locals when the plane crash-landed.’

         ‘I would take the books.’

         ‘You are better with books,’ agreed Sybil.

         ‘If you were stranded with the people on this purely 29hypothetical island,’ said Rotimi, ‘how would you stop them breaking the fat kid’s glasses, beating each other to death in altered states, interfering with the local wildlife, and so on?’

         ‘Well,’ I said, tentatively, ‘you would need a social contract, and a basic economic system, something like a gift economy.’

         ‘A gift economy,’ said Sybil, ‘sounds lovely. I want one. What is it?’

         ‘In a gift economy every citizen produces goods according to their own talents, and then shares them. It’s a society without debt, in which no individual is alienated from their labour.’

         Two men at the bar had started to argue about the war.

         ‘And in this gift economy,’ said Sybil, ‘what would you do?’

         I said I’d probably be an artist.

         ‘Because no one needs critics.’

         ‘Not at this stage of the economy’s development, no.’

         ‘So why does this gift economy need art?’

         ‘Collective identity, social cohesion, that kind of thing.’

         ‘And this would be your contribution?’

         ‘Yes, to be distributed according to need, along with the products of everybody else’s labour.’

         ‘So what would happen in the gift economy,’ said Rotimi, ‘if I thought your art was shit?’

         ‘How do you mean?’

         The men at the bar were pushing each other in the chest. The landlady told them to take it outside. You weren’t allowed to call it a war, she said. Calling it a war could get you arrested. The two men were bundled out.

         ‘How about,’ said Sybil, ‘Rotimi has been growing potatoes and you’ve been making sculptural assemblages out of driftwood. And it turns out that, on the desert 30island, there is zero demand for your sculptures, but high demand for Rotimi’s potatoes.’

         Last orders were called, after which ashtrays were circulated and blinds drawn.

         ‘Well,’ I said, ‘I would have to adjust the work to the needs of the community.’

         ‘You mean the market.’

         ‘No, I mean I could devise rituals to be observed collectively, for example.’

         ‘Like what?’

         ‘I don’t know, like a celebration of the spring or the harvest or whatever.’

         ‘It sounds,’ said Rotimi, ‘like you’re appropriating the island’s indigenous culture.’

         ‘I wasn’t aware that the island had an indigenous culture.’

         ‘That is so fucking typical.’

         I remember thinking it strange, as I downed my glass, that a lager should contain dregs.

         ‘Besides’, Rotimi continued, ‘your rituals are just propaganda for the imperialist ideology.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘They do sound sinister,’ said Sybil.

         ‘But I haven’t created them yet.’

         ‘Your real problem,’ said Sybil, ‘is that the people who were on the plane with you are English. They don’t want your conceptual art bullshit. They are not French. They want paintings of bulldogs wearing waistcoats and drinking pints of ale and portraits of me wearing a crown, on a horse.’

         ‘Why do they want portraits of you?’

         ‘You have to ask?’ said Sybil.

         ‘To hang as icons in the corners of their shacks,’ said Rotimi.31

         ‘To place above the doors of their hovels,’ said Sybil.

         ‘They worship you?’

         ‘Naturally,’ said Sybil.

         ‘She was on the plane too.’

         ‘I was consolidating a power base,’ said Sybil, ‘while you were dicking around making seaweed sculptures.’

         ‘And appropriating,’ added Rotimi, ‘the island’s indigenous cultures.’

         ‘And then I employed you,’ said Sybil, ‘to certify my glory. Because that is what artists are for. I pay you in fermented coconut water and you tell yourself that you are free and drink yourself to death.’

         Sybil raised her arms to the sky and ululated. As she did so the window behind her cracked and bent under the pressure of a body into a convex lens and then ramified into pink-and-yellow patterns. As the noise of the fight outside increased, it dawned on me that the dregs must have originated in Sybil’s purse.

         Rotimi took a taxi home. ‘Just promise me you’ll think about it,’ he said as he kissed me goodbye, having been made sentimental by the rum and colas. I promised him I would, and then Sybil put Dusty Springfield on the jukebox.

         We were running to catch the night bus when we saw that the interior of a clothes shop had caught fire. The display window remained intact even as the flames spread, turning the interior into the televised scene of some distant disaster. Alone in front of the glass while Sybil called the fire brigade, I saw the mouths of the burning mannequins contort into screams, the skin fall away from their faces, their bodies transform into shadow.
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            II.

         

         After Cora’s death I had a recurring dream. A heavy black cloud would pass over me. The cloud was evil. I don’t mean that evil was among the incidental properties of the cloud, like its colour or its state of matter, but that the essence of the cloud was evil, travelling only in order to fall. As the cloud approached me, a change in the pressure of the dream medium would pin me down by the chest, leaving me unable to breathe. Only once the cloud had passed could I gather enough air to scream. And this was how I woke the next day.

         I reached for the bottle of water on my bedside table, hoping I had not woken Sybil in the neighbouring room, and then I practised the breathing exercise I had learned from a friend in remission. A gap in the curtains cut the street light into an accusatory finger pointing across the floorboards. I closed my eyes and felt the air move through my body, displacing panic. The absence of Cora was every morning a shock.

         Seeking solace in scale, I spun the material of my love for her into a silk thread that wrapped around every star in the galaxy. I thought about the microbes in my gut that would persist after my death as a diaspora, each of them finding new communities in foreign bodies and writing modernist novels in exile. With my mind’s eye I followed the beams of light carrying pictures of Cora on their journey through space, bent out of shape by gravitational fields but unimpeachably beautiful, until I came to a hubcap spinning on the forecourt of the petrol station next door to my childhood home and realized that I was dreaming. I woke for the second time into a room radiant with the morning. The spider that might, in combination with Sybil’s hallucinogens, have prompted 33these associations tiptoed across the white curtain rail, thinking itself unseen.

         I took a cold shower to shock the night’s excesses out of my system. The technicolour dust motes dancing through the kitchen suggested that this plan had not entirely succeeded; that the garden was a network of incandescent lineaments corkscrewing through the ground to feed on the greenish sins of the dead was enough, on balance, to confirm it. But the liveliness of this autumn day seemed benign, and I was pleased to take advantage of being awake before Rotimi to pack the stovetop machine with his superior coffee. When the music on the radio was replaced by dispatches from a strictly limited intervention I turned it off. The news was to be avoided.

         Searching for the expensive ginger-and-orange marmalade that I suspected Rotimi of hiding from me, it occurred to me that I should go to Tate Modern. I could spend that Saturday morning looking at Reith’s work in the collection, and thereby convince myself that its transcendence as art justified the compromise of my principles. Because I really was conflicted about whether to take the offer. I would be working on what I knew to be a branding exercise for a luxury property development, which was difficult to square with my stated position on the corruption of art by corporate interests. But it was becoming clear that I was a terrible teacher, I wanted a way back into the career I had abandoned in the crisis precipitated by Cora’s death, and the money was very good.

         If you find the tinkle of empty nitrous oxide canisters being punted down the pavement beautiful, as Ido, then London was very beautiful that morning. Trainers hung by their laces from telephone lines and a man with a heavily bandaged hand was eating peri-peri chicken outside the overground station. At Blackfriars I bought a 34croissant and carried it to the garden at St Paul’s where I sat on a bench dedicated to Wisdom, beneath a window decorated with skulls. The sun was diffused by mottled clouds into a blueish glow.

         Feeling philanthropic, I dropped some crumbs onto the grass so that a swarm of ants might share in my breakfast. A column was organized, by means I will never understand, from which one confused worker became detached. He wheeled round in panicked circles, and so I encouraged him onto my finger, rotating my hand to keep him from falling as I raised him to eye-level. I told him that all would be well in this world, the best of all possible worlds, and then I lowered him to the ground.

         That we cannot identify with other forms of consciousness might be the most moronic of the many moronic assertions of western philosophy, because the city was that morning shot through with electric sympathy. From the bridge I watched illuminated elevators rise like bright sap through glass buildings, while the river beneath me repeated and the birches on the bank swayed to the rhythms etched into their bark. Inside the museum, shoals of robot jellyfish floated on swivel-jointed propellors over schoolchildren, and the air was thick with patchouli. I felt, on the escalator, that I was perfectly in time.

         I would have walked straight past the painting, having seen it a thousand times before, had the black grid lines separating its primary-coloured rectangles not been vibrating like plucked strings. I had first come across this canvas fifteen years ago, on a school trip from the less credulous North, most of which I spent laughing with my classmates about what people were prepared to accept as art. But this painting had stopped me. The three chords in primary colours, a truth that didn’t need explaining. No aristocrats, no symbolism, no lies. A painting clear as 35love. And now, back in the narrative present, this composition that I had revered for its conviction was trembling out of its frame. I hurried away.

         Reith’s most famous work was housed in an extension paid for by a pharmaceutical company’s success in addicting millions of people to opioids. This ‘interactive sculptural installation’, as the wall text described it, consisted of three Perspex cubes resembling vividly coloured snow globes. The flurries of pigment inside them were dispersed by bursts of air delivered through the base of the box. The frequency of these small explosions was, as the same text informed visitors, determined by feedback from air quality meters in cities across the country.

         The middle box, for instance, was correlated with a playground in East London. The poorer the air being inhaled by children in Hackney, the more regularly the dust was agitated and the thicker the storm and richer the colour inside the box. The pigments were matched to sunsets painted by Turner and Monet, the sublime effects of which were caused by pollution from the industrial revolution, and so the work was likewise beautiful in direct proportion to the poisoning of our atmosphere. When the air is perfectly safe, the boxes will be transparent, as if one of Constable’s cloudscapes were uncannily to clear.

         I still associated this work with Cora. Before we were married, five years after my first visit to the museum, she had taken me to an exhibition of Reith’s work on an industrial estate in Deptford. Back then I was working as a real journalist and still tended to think of contemporary art, if I thought of it at all, as an exclusionary etiquette or an inscrutable financial instrument. I hadn’t realized that art could be so at odds with the idea of itself, that it might advocate for its own extinction. I was enthralled. It became the first work of art I ever wrote about.36

         Now, as then, shifting white shapes had been projected onto the walls around the boxes. Standing alone in that dark room, it seemed momentarily that the dust might settle into constellations, that the loosely biomorphic patterns would resolve into words and phrases. Overwhelmed by something like vertigo, I closed my eyes and when I opened them I found Cora standing next to me, smiling in that characteristically crooked way, the light of seven heavens flooding through her. There was a burst of dust in one of the boxes and shouts from the corridor and the image of Cora beside me flickered out, leaving only the upturned edges of a catlike smile, and the memory of her floated up in a rose-pink miasma to break against the ceiling.

         Angry to have been interrupted in this vision, I followed the shouts to a young woman standing beside a painting smeared with blood. ‘This is happening,’ she was shouting to an audience of camera phones, ‘open your eyes!’ Her T-shirt was printed with the logo of one of the many recently proscribed organizations and the veins in her neck were taut. The prospect of her imprisonment so depressed me that I pushed back against the tide of rubberneckers into a gallery scattered with sand in recreation of a Brazilian beach.

         Hanging beside a replica wooden hut was a birdcage with a note explaining that the parrot had been removed for its own mental wellbeing. In the adjoining room a long jag of bronze lightning was suspended from the ceiling over scattered casts of reindeer droppings. I imagined myself in the parrot’s place, pressed without consent into the service of art history, forced to stare every day out at the work of this tiresome German charlatan, and I felt its despair. Alarm bells started ringing. My kidney ached. Policemen hurried past me, batons drawn.37

         I sat down for a moment on a marble bench inscribed with the phrase IT’S CRUCIAL TO HAVE AN ACTIVE FANTASY LIFE and put my hand to my heart to slow it, practising for the second time that day the breathing exercises on which I had become reliant. A young girl inserted herself into one of a series of metal shelves installed on the wall, repurposing a sculpture beloved of bald academics for a bunk bed. Inspired by her disregard for the rules, I pushed through an alarmed door and ran down a flight of metal stairs until I broke with relief into the light of the day.

         The first step towards a better society, I reflected while queuing outside a Routemaster bus repurposed as a riverbank café, would be to burn down all the museums. Licking the whipped cream from the top of my hot chocolate, I watched diaphanous skeins of light
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