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CHAPTER ONE

An Introduction to Death

I’m thinking I might actually enjoy this, if I had more time.

It’s Sunday, the first day of the week: the one that’s for resting and possibly talking to God, but I am doing neither. I am sitting across my window ledge and thinking that Sundays are always much the same: vaguely peaceful and emptied and smug: and I am looking out over my gutter and four storeys down to my street. It’s late in a mild afternoon and there are flickers of spring in the trees. The smell of young grass drifts up to me from the park and the air is also coloured very slightly with waking earth and sunny masonry. Cars beetle past, roofs gleaming, but there’s no one out walking. Although I’d expect there might be on such a pleasant day, there is no one about.

Which means I should do this. I should jump now, while I can.

Because I don’t want anyone looking, or there to be hurt by me when I fall. It’s only me I want to kill. And I don’t wish to be gawped at while I’m killing. I believe I’ve had enough embarrassment for one life.

But I can do this now, it’s all clear, no observers – I can jump.

Not that I feel despairing – I don’t – not any more. I’m not even remotely upset: I am only very heavy, only that. I have turned into something new, unworkably substantial, too solid to last. I’m already straining my grip on the window frame, finding it hard to keep myself above the street.

So I should go.

I wanted to do this naked. There aren’t many things I like to do undressed, but I did want to leave life as I met it, because that seemed neat and I can be neat if I choose to, on this day of all days. And because, with no clothes to disguise me, there would be no more pretence that I’m anything more than function, mechanics, butcher’s shop window stuff. I would like to think otherwise, but currently, I don’t.

Still, the thought of myself on the pavement with my skin against the stone – the idea of that little discomfort, which I wouldn’t even feel – made me squeamish. It made climbing up to the window too difficult. So I’ve kept on my clothes and made the climb. But I have taken off my shoes.

The only proper eccentricity I’ve managed to cultivate in all this time: I take off my shoes to do anything important, it helps me concentrate. I always, for example, used to get shoeless before I wrote. And this is pretty unimpressive, I do know, as a trick of personality, I had hoped for something more: like keeping a parrot that screamed obscenities, or randomly screaming obscenities myself, or perhaps just affecting an eye-catching limp. When I was a kid I would secretly practise all kinds of limp.

But it’s rather too late for that kind of nonsense now.

I look at the sky and it’s all a broad, dumb blue. I bought this flat because I could finally afford one and it felt happy and had a study where I could write – my first ever study – and because it had high windows that showed nothing but the sky.

I should really go.

And now I have been in this flat and unhappy for far longer than I’d have wished. Which is of no particular consequence to anyone much beyond myself. I do know that. The inadequacy of my misery hasn’t escaped me, the fact that I’m literally boring myself to death. This all started with such utterly commonplace stuff, things other people can manage and that I should have managed, too: a man that I loved has died and another has hurt me, I am not in good health and don’t sleep, I have a rather averagely broken heart and no more need for the flat someone else would be glad of, or for its study, because I don’t write. I’m a writer who doesn’t write and that makes me no one at all. I don’t look very different, but I have nothing of value inside.

So why stay here, when I have no further use.

Although this proves that I am a coward, I close my eyes before making what I hope will be my last voluntary move.

And then the music starts.

By this I don’t mean that the music of my past life is dashing down to flutter by my ears, or that I experience some kind of filmic interlude, or the hymns of choirs angelic, demonic, or revelatory. I mean that I hear a man’s voice droning from a distance, cheaply amplified and criminally flat and singing what has always been my least favourite folk song in all of the world – Mhairi’s Wedding.

For those of you lucky enough to have never encountered this piece of pseudo-Celtic pap I will say that it’s first words are Step we gaily, on we go, heel for heel and toe for toe, and that it then deteriorates. It mentions – I can hear it fucking mentioning – herring and oatmeal and peat and several other rustic elements vital to the noble, rural, ceilidhing Gaelic life.

I had to sing Mhairi’s Wedding in school music lessons for, if recollection serves me, thirty or forty years. I need hardly say that its tune, what there is of it, is precisely annoying enough to be utterly unforgettable without having a single moment of genuine muscle, emotion or charm. I have never truly liked anybody called Mhairi, quite simply because of this song.

But here it is, coming from nowhere that I can see, from nowhere that makes any sense, from some unlikely outdoor concert, some especially elaborate practical joke. Verse and chorus, it spindrifts in towards me from the suburbs and the carriageway to the west and it breaks the day. I can’t do this any more. I can’t wait here and listen to Mhairi’s Wedding and still prepare myself to die with even a rag of credibility. Equally, I can’t face jumping while the bloody thing is still being sung. Murdering myself to this accompaniment is more than I can bear. So now I can’t even die. It seems that, having been fucked over by every other part of my existence, I am now being splendidly, finally fucked by either divine intervention or simple chance.

I get back down into my living room and I put on my shoes and I stand for a while, having nowhere else to go, and I cry, because the life I had hoped I would not have to meet with again is still here and still waiting and still mine. Divine intervention wasn’t something I happened to want.

Oh, and do feel free to imagine my unparalleled delight whenever I remember that Mhairi’s Wedding is, at least in part, why I’m alive and typing this today.

And, just in case you’ve wondered, I only mention these things by way of a preamble because this book will be, at least in part, about people who risk death for a living. Whatever you or I think of how and why they do this, they are making that commitment every working day – a commitment which I’m pointing out I know that I can’t equal. But my little confession of a contemplated sin is intended to indicate that I will give you as much as I can. I do promise that.

I will tell you about bulls, the toros bravos of Spain, bred to be killed in the ring as the culmination of the three acts which form the corrida de toros.*1 There are, in the world, many other bull spectacles – US rodeo confrontations, Portuguese and French displays of arena athleticism, Spanish charlotadas, or ‘comic’ plaza circuses, and rejoneos where mounted rejoneadors use lances to kill bulls, there are bulls set to fight or race other bulls in the Far East – but the traditional, Spanish corrida will be the subject of this book. I will focus on the meetings between bulls and matadors, unmounted men.

And I will point out now that the corrida is not, accurately speaking, a bullfight, although this is the standard English term for it. No man, as has often been noted, can actually fight half a ton or so of bull. What happens in the ring is more complicated, repellent, fascinating, grotesque, sacramental, ugly, ritualistic, haphazard, sacred and blasphemous than any fight.

I will use a glossary and footnotes,*2 which attempt to translate or at least to explain the vocabulary of the corrida; the particular, peculiar, partly gypsy, fastidiously detailed and occasionally

























Footnotes

Chapter One: An Introduction to Death

*1 Literally, a running of the bulls, harking back to more disorganised, rural fiestas with elements in common with the current annual running of the bulls towards a ring in Pamplona. It is now the name attached to a traditional Spanish ‘bullfight’.

*2 Something I hate. Sadly, some subjects demand them. Sorry.

*3 Torero, sometimes used interchangeably with matador, properly applies to any of the three classes of human participants in the corrida – the matador who kills the bull, the picador who is mounted and tests the bull with spear-thrusts, and the peones who assist the matador and must draw bulls away from fallen or terror-stuck men.

*4 Literally, someone who has a liking for anything, or who is a fan of anything. Quite often used specifically of those who have a knowledge of and enthusiasm for the corrida.

*5 The quality of liking, having one’s fancy taken by something. Again it can be used specifically to denote an informed, even opinionated, passionate interest in the corrida. To have it, is to be an initiate in taurine circles, to be a believer.

*6 A killer of bulls, as opposed to a butcher, or a murderer of bulls. (Obviously some would think this distinction overly fine.) The matador is the only one permitted to make full passes with the capote de brega and then the muleta and to wear gold decoration on both the jacket and trousers of his suit. Becoming a torero can be called ‘taking the gold’. All toreros, apart from the picador, wear the coleta – a pigtail – as did Roman gladiators.

*7 The team which supports the matador in the ring. This comprises two picadors, three banderilleros (also known as peones) and the mozo de espada, or sword boy, and his assistant.

*8 Variously defined as (good) luck, fortune, chance, destiny, lot. Una suerte decapa is a cape pass. Cargar la suerte – a highly charged phrase, almost impossible to define, even literally. Means something like ‘to carry/load/bear a pass’. Very loosely it would mean the flowing performance of passes in absolute good faith, according to whichever style the observer thinks best. It has also been elegantly translated as ‘pushing your luck’.

Chapter Two: To Send a Bull from Heaven

*1 The main bull ring in Madrid, more formally known as the Plaza de Toros Monumental. An arena known for its discerning public, where any matador must appear to confirm his alternativa, or ascension to the level of full professional.

*2 Written by a former torero, Death of a Matador is a highly atmospheric, fictionalised account of a bull fighter’s final hours, interlarded with technically accurate but often hyperbolic descriptions of the corrida.

*3 Another name for toro bravo. Literally bull of the struggle.

*4 The poster or bill used to advertise a corrida, or, more loosely, the list of toreros involved in a particular corrida, whose names would be shown on the cartel.

Chapter Three: Three Bad Days

*1 The term for all but the most glancing penetration by a bull’s horn.

*2 ‘Lament for Ignacio Sánchez Mejías’, published in 1935.

*3 An informal, illegal and often chaotic village square event, where sometimes bulls, sometimes cows and sometimes quite experienced and therefore dangerous animals are played by occasionally massive crowds of amateurs.

Chapter Four: Drop by Drop – The Making of a Torero

*1 Anton Pavlovich Chekhov in a letter to A. S. Suvorin, 7 January 1889.

*2 ‘Suit of lights’ – the traditional garb of the torero in the ring.

*3 This, and the quotations on pages 71, 72 and 76, are from Killer of Bulls, Juan Belmonte’s autobiography.

*4 Torero retirals are, of course, notoriously reversible. There are also rumours that Sánchez’s reasons for withdrawal from the ring may be more pressingly maternal than professional. Phlegmatic aficionados note that Sánchez has been discriminated against all her career and wonder why she has suddenly chosen this year to withdraw in protest.

*5 The small red cape, stiffened with a rod, which is used by the matador during the final passes which lead to the kill. Only the matador can use the muleta.

Chapter Five: Acts of Faith

*1 The large cape the matador uses for his first passes with the bull.

*2 The 27-inch dowel-stemmed dart, metal-tipped with a single barb, three pairs of which are intended to be thrown into the area around the bull’s morrillo during the second phase of the corrida. The wooden stems are decorated with coloured paper strips. Banderillas, once placed, used to stand fairly proud in the bull’s flesh, but have lately been made with a collapsible neck which makes them less of an obstruction to the matador as they now flop and rattle like surreal dreadlocks against the bull’s haunches.

*3 Portuguese: literally, ‘act of faith’.

*4 The narrow passage between the barrera which surrounds the ring and the wall which fronts the first row of audience seating.

*5 From Toros, a fortnightly French taurine magazine.

*6 The wooden barrier which surrounds the bull ring.

Chapter Six: Self-Portrait

* There is currently a matador of that name, but I refer to his predecessor who did attempt a return to the ring with a prosthetic leg but, tears running down his face, was forced to admit defeat. His leg was put on display in a Madrid shopfront for many years until it was destroyed in a fire.

Chapter Seven: The Gate of Fear

*1 Cf., The Man Who Listened to Horses.

*2 ‘The Happiness Lectures’, Radio 4, 3 July 1999.

*3 In this he stood shoulder-to-shoulder with matador Antonio Bienvenida, his friend.

*4 ‘El Juli’ recently appeared in an advertisement which showed him emerging from the plaza and eyeing a new car – at which point he was reminded that he’s still too young to drive.

*5 Allegedly ‘El Juli’ said to Ponce, ‘If you want to help me, get them [the cuadrilla] out of here. I have a bull to kill.’

*6 Later that week the diminutive matador Domingo Valderrama would face a Miura bull and take a más grave cornada in an almost identical place. Although surgeons managed to save his leg, it is very unlikely that he will fight seriously again.

*7 If a matador takes more than the regulation twelve minutes to kill the bull, a warning trumpet – aviso – will be sounded. After a further five minutes, another aviso will be given and, after a further three minutes, the bull will be taken from the matador and led out by the plaza’s herd of steers.
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