
  All at Sea



  Today I buried my father-in-law at sea. Buried is probably not the word for it. There was no body. What we did was cast his ashes to the four winds.


  I’ve never seen a person’s ashes before. I suppose I’d unthinkingly assumed that ‘ashes’ was only a way of speaking, that what we burn down to is some sort of odoriferous powder, finer and sweeter perfumed than talcum, and somehow still animated by soul. But we don’t. We make the same sort of ash as a bonfire makes. Grey and grainy and unspiritual. Plenty of it, too. A whole plastic flaskful, which can take a fair bit of shaking out. Especially if your hands aren’t steady.


  I don’t fancy being burned myself. I’m too worried about the possibility of a mistake. Imagine lying inside that highly flammable wooden lozenge and listening to it crackle while you’re still alive, still able to hear the congregation singing ‘Jerusalem’. Imagine the condition of your mind. Illogical, I know, given that you can be buried alive just as easily. But then I’ve never fancied the soil option either. Earth, water, air, fire – let those who are happy to live in the elements, die in the elements. I’m not. I keep hoping I can hold out long enough for someone to discover some new and more suitable medium for my expiry. Something less natural. Evaporation through abstruse sentence, say. Interment in metaphor.


  Scatter me in words, O my beloved.


  My father-in-law was lucky in that the elements spoke directly to him. He was a gardener, a garlic grower, a pisser on to the roots of lemon trees, a maker of barbecues and fires, and a waterman – that’s to say he swam, fished, sailed, and therefore understood and loved the capriciousness of the wind. What a bore he could be on each and all of those subjects! When he expatiated on boats to me, I thought I was dead already. He showed me nautical charts. He talked knots to me. Tides. Reefs. Rips. Sandbars. Fathoms. Channels. Fish. Masts. Sails. The lives of Dutch navigators, for Christ’s sake! He clogged my brain with seaweed. He picked my bones clean with maritime minutiae.


  But at least he knew how he wanted to be disposed of. Burned to soulless ash and scattered on to the waters of the Indian Ocean off Rottnest, the paradisal people’s isle a half nautical hour from the port of Fremantle. And let the winds and tides and fish and fathoms do as they wished with him.


  So that was where we repaired to do his bidding – his widow, his daughter, his old fishing and camping friend Eric the ferryman, Eric’s wife Dot, and me. There is always farce associated with the disposal of ashes: so of course we left him on the boat and had to run back for him, and of course we weren’t able to open the plastic canister that contained him until his daughter found a way of breaking into it with a car key, and of course the wind blew half of him back into our faces. Life is three-quarters farce; it is only fitting that death should be the same.


  ‘There is a willow grows aslant a brook . . .’ Nothing to do with Rottnest but it’s a great line when you’re thinking about watery graves. There is, though, a wooden jetty which gives out into Thomson Bay and we sat on the end of that like urchins looking for jellyfish and watched the water discolour with our husband and friend and father. We threw flowers after him – camellias from Dot’s garden, and wild flowers, white and green and yellow everlastings, which his daughter had picked illegally from the roadside a thousand miles north of here. And so we made a floating memorial park for him.


  Then we sang. Then they sang. No words, just a tune. ‘The Swan’, by Saint-Saëns. They’d been a quartet when they were young. Dot the singer, Joy on the piano, Eric on the violin, and the man who was now a faint discoloration of the Indian Ocean on the cello. ‘The Swan’ had been his favourite. Forever harping on things watery, you see.


  So here’s a question. Which came first? Were we putting him back where he belonged? Or had his interest in water been nothing all along but a premonition of his fate?


  He was blessed with a perfect day, however one understands it. Simultaneous showers and sunshine, the rain light and warm, and then a rainbow, especially vivid, as they always are in Western Australia, in the lilac section. Why not? As with farce, so with the pathetic fallacy. You get it in life, so there’s no reason why you shouldn’t get it in death.


  I thought we were finished, ready to return to the living, when Eric suddenly began to speak in maritime tongues. Not an address, just a quiet, private blessing. He wished his old friend a fair wind. A billowing sail. A good landfall.


  I felt shamed. Wasn’t it incumbent on me, the English-literature person, to essay something similar? Surely I had some apposite quotation. But the only nautical line I could think of was ‘’Twas on the good ship Venus’. So much for a solid grounding in the classics.


  What had happened to the John Masefield I’d read at school? What about all the Joseph Conrad I’d lectured on? What about Moby-Dick? What about the Ancient Mariner? ‘Alone, alone, all, all alone / Alone on a wide wide sea!’ Wouldn’t that do?


  Pathetic. Better with the good ship Venus. He’d liked a touch of rhymed ribaldry in his time, Allan Sadler. He could take a seasoning of profanity. He knew it wasn’t all ‘The Swan’. So I let him have it – man to man, me to him, but silently, for no one else’s ears. ‘By God, you should have seen us . . .’


  Auschwitz


  The philosopher Theodor Adorno’s famous assertion – that ‘To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric’ – was not his final thought on the subject. ‘Perennial suffering has as much right to expression as a tortured man has to scream,’ he later wrote, ‘hence it may have been wrong to say that after Auschwitz you could no longer write poems. But it is not wrong to raise the less cultural question whether after Auschwitz you can go on living – especially whether one who escaped by accident, one who by rights should have been killed, may go on living.’


  So that’s all right then. We can write our poems as we can scream our screams, it’s just living to which, after Auschwitz, we have lost our entitlement.


  Adorno’s logic would seem to lock us in a terrible circularity: the very act of survival calling for ‘the coldness, the basic principle of bourgeois subjectivity, without which there could have been no Auschwitz’. In other words, if we are human we die, if we live we do so at the cost of our humanity. But it is by no means intended punitively. Far from precluding survivors from what remains of the human family, Adorno asks us to imagine how, by virtue of their survival, they might feel they have precluded themselves. So his argument is an expression, if this isn’t too bourgeois and banal a word, of pity.


  That survivors will be plagued, as Adorno further imagines, by dreams that


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Anyone Speak English?


  Did I recently read, or did I just dream, of a surgeon halting an operation on the grounds that the theatre nurses lacked adequate English to understand his instructions? A fine thing, multiculturalism in action; necessary, too, when you have hospitals to staff and all your nationals are immobilised by dreams of being on Big Brother; but a scalpel is still a scalpel and not a box of matches. Did I also read that the surgeon in question was reprimanded for his action? No surprise there. Language is the last taboo. By decree of right thinking we have brought down the Tower of Babel, come to understand one another perfectly – and anybody who says otherwise is an alarm clock.


  Xenophobic of me, I admit, to assume that the nurses in question must have come from foreign parts. And unpatriotic at the same time. Are we not capable of producing our own unintelligibility?


  That I am not able to understand half the things that are said to me, particularly when I am on the phone to a helpline, or getting software assistance from somewhere in the Orkneys, or being handed from ‘agent’ to ‘agent’ at a call centre in Romsey, I have now come to accept as normal. It’s my fault, I tell myself, for asking questions and then not bothering to listen to the answers. I am grown incurious. I am losing my hearing. It’s my age. But recently the malfunction has started to kick in the other way as well; increasingly, people are not understanding a word I say to them.


  Seasickness, for example. Is that too difficult? Seasickness pills. The chemist’s assistant looks at me as I though I am a madman. She leans towards me, making a hearing trumpet of her face. Not a syllable does she speak. Maybe she guesses, correctly, that if she did form a word I’d be none the wiser. I make a little boat of my hand and send it bobbing on the ocean waves. ‘Seasickness pills.’


  ‘Ah, pill,’ she says at last. Not in an entirely confident spirit. This might be a pharmacy but only a pedant would take that to mean that they sell pharmaceuticals.


  ‘Yes,’ I say, encouraging her. I was a teacher once and know how to leap on the back of dawning intelligence and make it gallop. ‘Pill, yes, good, but specifically pill for seasickness.’


  She’s in trouble again, looking around for help. Soon shops are going to have to employ translators to mediate between people born after 1980 and people born before it. ‘Scenic pill?’ she tries. And for a moment I wonder whether there are such things and whether I should be buying them. A pill for improving your appreciation of scenery, would that be, or a pill for calming you down after you’ve been too moved by scenery – a sort of Stendhal syndrome prophylactic? Which reminds me that pills can be for or against and that all this might be my fault for not being sufficiently precise in the matter of which I want. What if the poor girl has been wondering why I want to induce seasickness?


  ‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘It’s anti-seasickness pills I’m after.’ And to help her I make the little boat with my hands again, this time puffing up my cheeks and blowing a gale, then pressing my fingers to my temples and turning green.


  ‘Oh, headache,’ she says.


  ‘No, seasick,’ I shout, though of course by now it’s something for a headache that I need.


  Whereupon she gives up on me and goes to fetch the pharmacist. ‘Seizing pills,’ I hear her asking him. Which strike me as another good idea. Along with pulverising powders.


  Since you will have deduced that I was going to sea you won’t be surprised to learn I needed shoes to go to sea in. ‘Does G mean broad-fitting?’ I ask the boy in the shoe shop.


  He turns a quarter of his face towards me. ‘G?’ he repeats. ‘What’s G?’


  He has a faraway look, dreaming of being in the final of Pop Idol.


  I show him the shoe and point out the letter G next to the shoe size. ‘What does this mean?’ I ask him.


  He shrugs, puzzled by how it got there. ‘Dunno,’ he says.


  ‘A letter with the size normally denotes the fitting,’ I persist. ‘I want to know if this is a broad fitting.’


  He repeats the phrase as though he has never heard it before. ‘Broad fi’in’?’


  I point to my feet. ‘Big feet,’ I say, giving away more than I want to. ‘Long, but also wide.’


  He looks down at my feet and then back up at the shoes, struggling to make the connection. Then he starts to walk away.


  ‘Is there a manager in this shop?’ I call out.


  The boy stops and gives me another of his quarter-turns. ‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘Me.’


  I’ve been out for two hours and this is the first word I’ve uttered that anybody has recognised. Manager. I make a mental note to try it more often.


  After which I decide to console myself with a steak in a French restaurant in Charlotte Street. ‘A T-bone,’ I say.


  The waitress stares at me. ‘A T-bone,’ I repeat. I could help her out by making a T with my fingers, but why should I? This is a steakhouse. T-bone is on the menu. And I am still in England, home of English, whatever nationality the restaurant. ‘T-bone,’ I say a third time, showing my teeth.


  ‘Ah, you want D-bone!’


  And then there’s the problem with camomile tea. She has never heard of it. ‘Camomeeel,’ I say. Bingo. Ah, camomeeel! But if I can work out that my camomile is her camomeeel, why can’t she work out that her camomeeel is my camomile? No quid pro quo, you see. That’s why I am become a stranger in my own land, no one’s trying. Scalpel, nurse.


  Alida Valli and the Eroticism of the Raincoat


   


  The death of the Italian actress Alida Valli, obituarised in this newspaper last week, compels me to confront a long-dormant preoccupation, if you will allow that a preoccupation need not be a constant burden to the conscious mind. There is something my soul appears to have been busy with, let’s leave it at that, and the name Alida Valli has awakened it. That something is rainwear.


  Alida Valli, for those who can take rainwear or leave it, played the part of Anna Schmidt, lover of Harry Lime, in the film The Third Man, directed by Carol Reed and written by Graham Greene. She did not, in that film, have a lot to do – by and large Graham Greene’s women don’t have a lot to do – though what she did no one who saw it could forget. Essentially she had to look empty of feeling or passion. It was from Alida Valli’s portrayal of a woman empty of feeling and passion that I formed my earliest impression – my mother and my grandmother aside – of woman in general.


  That this was not unconnected with Anna Schmidt’s being Czech, having to survive the Russian quarter of an edgy post-war Vienna, and being the lover of Harry Lime who lived in shadows and only ever showed his face when he could be certain there would be no light on it, I understood. Even at the early age I saw the film I grasped its cold-war cold-heart politics. But I nonetheless believed it depicted something eternal – allow me to say eternally irresistible – about women: they were disillusioned and unhappy, and they never looked better than when disillusioned and unhappy in a raincoat.


  If it did depict something eternal there is a question to be asked, I accept, as to why women, at least as represented by film stars, are unable to look that way now. Tailoring is one explanation. The youth cult is another. You cannot be disillusioned and unhappy when you’re dressed in a rah-rah skirt. But I suspect the real answer to the question lies in aerobics. The whole point of Alida Valli in The Third Man is that she has no zip. Get women bouncing about and that’s their desolation shot.


  Though Alida Valli, as we have said, does not have a lot to do but look beautifully unhappy in a raincoat, it is not for nothing that she is given the film’s final say, that’s if you can have a say without saying anything. I will let Tom Vallance, Valli’s obituarist for the Independent, describe that famous finale. ‘After Lime’s funeral, Anna is seen in the distance walking towards the camera down a long lane in the cemetery. [The long lane in the cemetery of my soul, reader.] Waiting to one side is Lime’s former friend Holly who has fallen in love with her. [As of course had I.] Her face emotionless, Anna continues walking straight past him with no acknowledgement as, to the accompaniment of Anton Karas’s zither music, the film ends.’


  That a zither never failed to play in my head every time I fell in love thereafter, I ascribe to the power of that scene.


  But something is missing from Tom Vallance’s description. The raincoat. How, in his otherwise attentively detailed account, can he leave out the most salient detail of all – Alida Valli walking towards the camera and then past it into a loveless future in a raincoat?


  So puzzled have I been by this omission these last few days, yet so unwilling am I to see the film again, for fear it will not stand up to memory, or that someone has airbrushed Alida Valli’s raincoat and put her in jeans and trainers, or worse, left the raincoat but made her wear something under it – for surely we were always to understand that she was naked beneath that raincoat, that having to go without hope had reduced her to actual no less than spiritual nudity, that desolation in a lovely woman expresses itself in a raincoat and nothing else – so fearful of the distorting hands of censorship and time was I, in short, that I consulted an Internet site called, succinctly, Rainwear Films.


  As Rainwear Films is specifically for those with a ‘rainwear interest’ I did not intend lingering long in it. It is one thing to like an unhappy woman in a raincoat, it is another to have a ‘rainwear interest’. I did, however, expect the site to yield what I was looking for. But guess what? Though it mentions Lana Turner in ‘yellow storm gear’, Pier Angeli ‘inside a period trenchcoat’, Anita Ekberg in ‘translucent plastic’, Sophia Loren in ‘British style rainwear’, Suzy Parker in a ‘Burberry’, Greta Garbo in an ‘oilskin slicker’, Joan Crawford in a ‘wet, shiny cape’, Myrna Loy in a ‘white rubber’, Virginia Bruce in a ‘typical 1940s cut semi-transparent knee-length hooded mackintosh’, and countless more, there is not a word of Alida Valli in The Third Man. It is only when I come upon reference to Les Yeux Sans Visage, a film about a surgeon who transplants faces, and whose leather-coated assistant Alida Valli plays – in one scene dragging a dead girl, nude in a man’s mackintosh, across rough terrain – that I wonder whether my unconscious has been transplanting raincoats unbeknown to me.


  I am not aware of seeing Les Yeux Sans Visage but men my age are not aware of most things. Could it be that in The Third Man Alida Valli is simply wearing a coat full stop, and I have, so to speak, undressed and transposed her into a belted skin-grazing raincoat for reasons my psyche alone can understand?


  It wouldn’t surprise me. We misremember and misplace what we read and see routinely. Because art is collaborative, our engagement with it is a species of interference. We cannot read or watch anything without new creating it. There is no reason to get excited about this process as a contemporary phenomenon, the way Mark Thompson, Director General of the BBC, did in a speech last week, frothing about the new audience that ‘doesn’t want to just sit there but to take part, debate, create, communicate, share’. Portals, platforms, interactivity – these are just punch-drunk terms for what we’ve been doing since we sat in circles and moved characters from the Iliad to the Odyssey. You make the programmes, Mr Thompson, our imaginations will do the rest. All your techno brave-new-world-speak, confusing matter with mere medium, is hooey. You can dress up your unculturedness in all the jargon of electronic opportunity you like – we know when someone is naked under their rainwear.


  Art For Us


   


  Though we abhor metropolitan self-engrossment in this column, we turn our attention today to an event that has brightened that dusty little corner of humanity we call the West End of London. The National Gallery’s decision to hang full-size reproductions of great paintings from its permanent collection on walls all over Soho and Covent Garden is what I’m talking about. And while you could argue that a National Gallery should live up to its name and distribute its largesse to the whole country, better somewhere than nowhere.


  When they first went up, one at a time – a Caravaggio here, a Joseph Wright of Derby there – it was like waking to find that the malicious urban fairies who come and go unnoticed, scrawling and fly-posting while we sleep, had been busy again in the night. Except that this felt the very opposite of vandalism or malice. Not knowing how they’d got there initially I took them to be the charitable offering of some local millionaire eccentric. Then explanatory plaques began to appear alongside the paintings and the hand of the National Gallery and its sponsor Hewlett-Packard was declared.


  Clever PR for both – ‘See what we’ve got,’ says the National Gallery; ‘See what we can reproduce,’ says Hewlett-Packard – but the intention remains benign. A long way from the demented desecration of the graffitist.


  I’ve never got on with graffiti, even when it’s higher order graffiti. The thought for the day above my column a few weeks ago was Susan Sontag’s famous remark, ‘Interpretation is the revenge of the intellect upon art’, and that’s how I understand the impulse to make graffiti – as interpretative in the sense that it doesn’t come about of itself, as art does, but must impose its will, parasitically, on what’s already there. It doesn’t matter whether that something already there is a train, a doorway, a sculpture, or quite simply the existing fabric of society, the graffitist will exact his critical revenge on it. He cannot leave alone what came before him.


  This explains why we always read a sort of alienated envy in graffiti. Whereas the Vermeers and Fragonards which descended as on the wings of angels in the night . . . Yes, I know the counter-argument. Does turning Soho into a museum for showing work long accepted into the canon – turning it into a street version of a National Trust gift shop – do any more for art than giving it over to someone raging at contemporary life with an aerosol can? Might be prettier, but who ever said art had to be pretty?


  The National Gallery attempts to tread the line between complacent connoisseurship and discovery. There’s a tour map you can download, showing you where every painting is sited – though you have to be careful not to get trapped forever in the version that requires a flash plug-in, because then you’re into installations that don’t install and boxes telling you that there’s no default application to open what you would install if only they’d let you install it. Better just to print out the one that doesn’t flash or show pedestrians and cyclists moving like Mary Poppins across the West End skyline.


  On top of that there are audio-guided perambulations that can be downloaded as Zip files which you can drag into the software for your MP3 player. The first of these calls itself the Grand Tour and takes in the entire offering of forty-five paintings. It was marred for me when I tried it, first by the rain, then by the sun, and finally by my discovering that though the paintings are numbered they are not numbered in any intelligible geographical sequence, so that you’ve dashed there and back ten times between Putrefaction Alley in Soho and Kitsch Court in Covent Garden and still only got to painting number three.


  The second walk is called the Heavy Hitters Tour which doesn’t shilly-shally on the margins of greatness but takes you straight to da Vinci and Van Gogh. And the third, the Lovers Tour, guides you past the more sophisticated sex and tea shops in this part of London via Bronzino’s An Allegory with Venus and Cupid. If I have one complaint about the latter it is this: it shows, I think, a lack of nerve to suggest rounding this tour off with a bowl of noodles at Wagamama, but not come up with the name of a nearby hotel. Bronzino’s Allegory with Venus and Cupid for God’s sake! – that’s the one where Cupid holds the head of Venus with one knowing boyish hand while with the other (between his index and middle finger to be precise) he rolls her rosy nipple. Small wonder that to the left of Cupid a grey-green figure, variously interpreted as Jealousy and Despair but which I like to think of simply as Deranged Desire, tears his hair and howls. Now tell me a bowl of noodles will do you as a sequel to my description, let alone to the work reproduced in all its grand salaciousness.


  In the time it has taken me to write this column so far, four new tours have appeared on the National Gallery’s website, so we must assume the idea has taken off. Good. I approve the project unreservedly. I love running into a Rubens when I’m nipping out to buy the papers. Love having a Holbein to look at when I’m hailing a taxi, rather than a handbill or a road sign. And everyone I talk to feels the same. Even the most difficult to please of London’s bloggers report obediently downloading maps, charging their MP3s, getting on their bicycles, and marvelling over the sometimes fortuitous, sometimes brilliantly engineered juxtaposition of art, architecture and life. Snap a hooker hanging around Caravaggio’s Salome with the Head of John the Baptist in a puddle of urine and the devil knows what else outside a Lithuanian whorehouse in Peter Street, or a couple of pisspots slumped in front of Rembrandt’s end-of-the-world Belshazzar’s Feast on the wall of the theatre where they’re showing Les Mis, and you’ve made a sort of art yourself.


  Credit where credit’s due: this has turned out to be everybody’s idea of a good time. Art, you see. And not just any art, not another fatuous shop-window installation, but painting. By universal consent, the Grand Tour has turned a pig’s ear of a summer into a silk purse.


  Now let’s start seeing the great paintings in our possession on walls all over the country.
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