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 Foreword

 


Back
in 2013, a follower on Twitter asked me where they could read my
short stories. They are scattered in so many places that the best
answer seemed to be to group some of them in an anthology. The
result was Artists &
Liars. While I have Olde
Yeller Cat to thank for prompting me to create this anthology, the
inspiration for the contents came from the many artists it is my
privilege to know and to have worked for.

None
of the characters in these stories is based on any real person, but
had I not been introduced to artists and their world,
Artists & Liars
could not have been written. For
this, I have to give special thanks to artist and sculptor Tim
Richards and his wife, Hanneke. I have known Hanneke since I was
sixteen, and Tim for the past forty-five years. I don't know which
of them first thought of asking me to life-model, but it has
enriched my life in so many different ways.

Sadly, Tim recently
lost his struggle against leukaemia, something that still seems
unbelievable. My love goes to all his family, and my gratitude for
opening my life to so many experiences, insights and
people.

 


K. S.
Dearsley

December
2023

 


 


 


 


 Panteknikon
14

 


It was my fault. When she walked
into the gallery I should have kept quiet, said nothing for once. I
suppose it was the shock of finding someone who needed no words to
see beauty. I keep hearing snatches of that music, in the rise and
fall of an overheard sentence, a rhythm in the footsteps on
polished boards. I listen eagerly–this time I will be able to
recapture it–the silent tune she danced to, and then it is gone.
But I am babbling. My ability to talk, to make of straight lines
and blocks of colour a coherent story, has made me rich, has robbed
me of the only thing I have ever found truly beautiful. Let me
explain.

Like most critics, I once wanted to
be an artist, but as my tutor put it: "John, my boy, you should go
far–your women look like outhouses and your landscapes like
swimming pools. No one will ever know what they are meant to be
without an explanation–excellent!"

Since I was evidently no
Michelangelo, but my manifestos were works of genius, I decided to
become an art adviser and buyer instead, working for galleries
initially. When the press accused my employers of spending
thousands for a piece of scrap metal or lump of offal, I would be
the one to convince them of its artistic worth. Believe me, I am
good at it–sometimes I even convince myself. That was how I first
came to the attention of Dalton Griffin. The baby-faced business
mogul had a reputation as a ruthless Philistine. I was to help him
change it and help him make some good investments at the same
time.

A phone call summoned me to his
office, my protests that I did not make house calls neatly ignored.
I rose in a silent lift that left my stubbornly fluttery stomach
some floors below, and was shown into an office with a carpet as
luxuriant and as big as a bowling green. I noted bare walls and
bare furniture–the sort that offered more style than comfort, with
a desk like an altar at one end. The grandeur created the illusion
that this was the antechamber of some cosmopolitan princeling. It
was as deceptive as the cherubic looks of Dalton Griffin as he
entered and motioned me into a chair. The chubby rosy cheeks and
flowing grey locks made him look like Father Christmas's younger
brother, and had tempted many into believing that this was a
jovial, simple man–before they felt the stiletto between the
shoulder-blades.

He looked me over as frankly as I
viewed him. For once my neatly trimmed moustache and the red
spotted silk handkerchief ostentatiously tucked in my top pocket
felt uncomfortable.

"I won't beat about the bush," he
began "I want 'in' to the top rank of society. Show the patrician
snobs I've as much class as they have. Make them think I'm one of
them. You can do that for me."

I raised my eyebrows.

"Constable's always been good
enough for me, pictures that look like something, but I hear these
days that's called 'greetings card' art. You're going to buy me a
collection of the new stuff; show those toffee-nosed bastards I
know what's what."

I mentally rubbed my palms together
at the thought of all those pound signs. It overwhelmed any
scruples I might have about working for one whom the press had
nicknamed 'the baby-faced butcher' for his habit of taking over
smaller companies and slicing them up. It was soon arranged: I was
to be given a free hand and an open budget as long as what I bought
would be the envy of the connoisseurs. Here I should mention the
difference between collectors and connoisseurs. The latter do not
necessarily buy, but they do appreciate, whereas the former buy
indiscriminately as long as the object fits their theme. Griffin
was a collector, but he wanted to be thought a connoisseur. If I
had realised he was a collector, I would have known that sooner or
later he would cause trouble.

At first all went well. I chose
carefully from the newly established masters, specialising in the
kind of spare sculptures where the form consists of hints and
suggestions. Griffin accepted them all with the same nod and "Save
the spiel for the press, just tell me where it should
go."

I even managed to introduce the
occasional piece into that mausoleum of an office. Then I came
across the first piece by Angel. I never have been able to describe
Angel's work accurately, not that that made any difference to
Griffin, but it did bother me. Maybe disturbing, no, unsettling is
the word that describes it best. This first piece was a huge
painting, as all the subsequent ones turned out to be. Full of
colour, but controlled, no splashing on the paint and seeing what
happened. Looking at it was like falling into a stained-glass
window or a kaleidoscope, for the experience was never quite the
same twice running. You found yourself enveloped in colour, on a
spiritual journey, one on which no other work, medieval, or modern
had ever sent me.

This was not what I told Griffin,
of course. No one seemed to know anything about the artist, so I
gave my creativity full rein. Spirituality would have earned his
mockery, but I told him the artist was from a Hispanic family of
construction workers in LA who had worked his way through art
school and who claimed his art was about the anger of the working
man. His work was already hot and was going to get hotter. If
Griffin was seen to be in at the start of his career, then no one
would doubt that he had a discerning eye. No further persuasion was
needed for Dalton Griffin to become the possessor of Panteknikon 1.
The price was rather inflated but Griffin never haggled, and before
long he was having to outbid some determined competition for its
successors. After the first work though, something strange
happened.

"The juxtaposition of the triangles
and other geometric forms with the swirls and wavy lines shows the
spirit of the working man trapped by industry," I
offered.

Griffin snorted. "Don't give me
that–it's reality–you can't pin it down." He was gazing at it
intently from about a foot away; far too close to get the overall
effect, almost as if he was inspecting it for cracks. The vibrant
colours glowed in his face. The thought that Dalton Griffin,
ruthless executioner of a dozen firms and endless careers, was
moved by a work of art, gave me secret amusement for
weeks.

I longed to challenge him, say:
"Come on then, Griffin, tell me what this one's about." But such a
taunt would be my first and last. His reaction to Panteknikons 1 to
6 revealed a facet of his character that I suspected even he had
not known was there before. His collection was not just designed to
still the mockery of others, but self-mockery too. Could it be that
the heartless one actually rued his lack of sensitivity–at least
where it could do him no damage? Any mention of it was likely to
bring down the guillotine and cut it off forever, and I was not
ready to halt the gravy train yet. Griffin's collection had allowed
me to purchase a few choice exhibits of my own.

The first time I saw her, there was
no warning. It was an unofficial preview of a shared exhibition.
The gallery-owner had invited me along early using the latest
Panteknikon as bait in hopes of interesting me in other works.
Proof that Griffin's reputation for discernment was spreading. If
the owner could persuade me to buy one of the lesser-known artist's
works for Griffin, others were likely to follow. I let him talk on
before a hideous piece of pollution on canvas, nodding and
murmuring in the right places. If he had not droned on so
determinedly, my mind might not have snatched at the appearance of
the hippyish girl who slipped through the door ignoring the closed
sign. For all the notice anyone else took of her she could have
been a ghost, an effect enhanced by the datedness of the long
straight hair, tie-dyed tee-shirt and flared jeans. Her walk was
slow and rather aimless in the way of gazers-at-pictures. She
halted before the latest Panteknikon, the seventh of the series.
The gallery-owner's voice scratched at my ear. Mercifully, one of
his subordinates came to claim him.

I sauntered over to a position
where the girl was framed by Panteknikon 7 before me. She stood
there, swaying her weight from one foot to another with her head on
one side, as if hypnotised, entranced. Then it happened. She began
to dance, flicking music from her fingers, creating undulating
melodies with the sway of her body. She whirled and stepped, her
eyes only leaving the painting for the trace of a moment. It should
have looked tacky, like those 'love children' at rock festivals.
Instead it was beautiful and elusive, like the painting; like some
wild creature reacting to the change of the seasons. A dance
created by the painting, for the painting–or for herself. Certainly
not for any chance watcher. She seemed completely unaware of any
other presence. It ended as unexpectedly as it began. Her arms
dropped to her sides, and the sudden audibility of incidental
sounds once more showed the spell the dance had worked on me. I
barely found any voice in time to try to introduce myself. She
turned her head and gave a sweet yet puzzled smile, but continued
walking from the gallery.

It disturbed, unsettled me. I could
not shake off the sense of unheard music whenever I looked at
Angel's latest creation. My conversation was interspersed with the
memory of her dancing. By the following morning the effect had
faded enough to introduce her with joking cynicism when I reported
back to Griffin.

"Did she damage the painting?" The
sharpness of his voice was something new to me. Usually, ill-temper
made him overly polite and charming–all the better to slip the
knife in undetected. Could it be that one of his business ploys had
fallen foul of the old boy's network or was he really concerned
about the Panteknikon? No money had changed hands yet to make
possible damage of concern, unless the weave of colours and
indistinct shapes had drawn him in, another unknowing addict, a
slave who had fastened the chains about his own ankles. The
bombardment of questions gradually wound down leaving me time to
reassure him, but I made a mental note not to introduce any such
anecdotes into our dealings again. Besides, telling Griffin about
it seemed somehow to cheapen the experience, it dissolved with the
flow of words like one of those dreams that has you waking panting
and in a sweat, but crumbles into laughable impossibilities when
you try to recount it.

Why I was so protective of the
memory I did not know; it was unlikely that I would ever see the
girl again, but when the next Panteknikon went on view I found
myself looking around the throng of critics and collectors hoping
to see her. Consequently, I was still there when the warm champagne
had run out and all but a handful of people had left. I don't know
where she came from, whether she had an invitation or had walked in
off the street. I glanced over, and there she was before Angel's
massive canvas as if she had just stepped out of it. No one paid
any attention until the dance began. There were laughing looks in
her direction from a group of cravatted 'darlings' lingering by the
buffet. I hoped they would choke on their peanuts. The crude
comments might interrupt her. She danced on to the tune only she
could hear. I wanted to hear the music, to see as she saw, feel as
she felt. Who was she? Where did she come from? I wanted to know,
but dreaded the truth would be mundane. What if this was all a
publicity stunt? After all this time working in the art world, I
still wanted to believe in the beautiful and the
spiritual.

My fears that this was a stunt
seemed confirmed by the articles
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