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			INTRODUCTION

			From Deeds to Seeds and Back Again


			WHAT BETTER place to start than with a repetition—with a double repetition, one whose innate non-originality pulls the rug out from underneath all claims of “starting” or originating? I’m thinking of the hapless Otto, one of this novel’s many would-be writers. While his contemporaries sign other authors’ books, or slip their DIY dust jackets over these, or delude themselves into believing that they’ve penned the first lines of the Duino Elegies, Otto at least gathers enough snippets of overheard wisdom to patch together into his own play. The problem is that his potential publisher-producers, on reading the manuscript, find it so familiar that they’re certain they’ve read it before, that it’s plagiarized, although none of them can put their finger on the source. 

			The situation’s emblematic: William Gaddis’s work forces every writer into this uncomfortable position; it makes Ottos of us all. When the first novel I wrote was eventually (after two of its successors) published, a New York Times reviewer praised it as a tribute to The Recognitions—which I hadn’t read but, when I subsequently did, discovered had the same core plot. Thomas Pynchon hadn’t read The Recognitions when he wrote V., yet aren’t his Whole Sick Crew, yo-yoing back and forth between New World and Old in search of some elusive grail, chips off the block of Gaddis’s degenerate yet driven New York demimonde? And what must the Pynchon of Vineland have thought when he came across Ellery’s throwaway mention of a man who jumps through windows as a TV stunt? Or the Vladimir Nabokov of Ada, with its quick-change alternation of originals and duplications, real flowers posing as fake ones in a Francophone copy shop’s clutter, when he stumbled on the Bosch-topped table Reverend Gwyon passes as a copy so as to sneak it out of Spain, which his son, Wyatt, copies and exchanges with a dealer before heading off to Paris’s carnival of replay in which, everything already having been done, there remains “no bud of possibility which had not opened in the permanent bloom of artificial flowers”? 

			It’s not just literature either. Isn’t Andy Warhol’s painterly output reprised in advance by Gaddis’s vision of modulating repetition in lined-up canvases, “the same picture from different angles, the same painting varying from easel to easel as different versions of a misunderstood truth,” of studios “more an assembly line than a manufactory” turning out “mass-produced artifacts” of the world we live in—or, indeed, his filmic output by the looping, overlapping monologues of Gaddis’s drugged-up art-world partygoers? Nor does it stop there: it reaches well into the future. Picture, if you will, Flavor Flav thumbing his copy of The Recognitions backstage at a 1990s Public Enemy gig, dipping into the same 1950s party scenes, gasping and double-taking at the entrance of Mr. Feddle, a luminary who goes about with an alarm clock strung around his neck . . . 

			Then again, the preemptive doubling, the originary non-originality, works two ways: like Otto’s name, it runs backward as well as forward. The name of the novel’s fraud-orchestrating lynchpin, Basil Valentine, appears in “Social Error,” a Damon Runyon story published two full decades earlier: it belongs to a character who, in a move that will seem familiar to Gaddis’s readers, in order to pass himself off as a legendary New York gangster when he’s nothing of the sort, agrees to shoot a “rival” gangster with blank cartridges, only to have the blanks switched for real ones by a scheming actual rival of the “rival.” The art-forgery career of Wyatt, the novel’s protagonist, whose first drawing, “a picture, he said, of a robin, which looked like the letter E tipped to one side,” not to mention that of Jim the Penman and many other counterfeiters in The Recognitions, is anticipated by that of Shem the Penman, James Joyce’s own embedded writer-avatar who copies other writers’ signatures “so as one day to utter an epical forged cheque on the public for his own private profit” in Finnegans Wake—a 1939 work whose hero is represented by, that’s right, the letter E tipped to one side. But Gaddis hadn’t read Finnegans Wake when he wrote his book. Nor, despite his novel’s affirmation of experience relived or regained, had he read Proust. Had he, when he sketched his panning urban sweeps, visual-verbal collages of newspaper headlines, faces of subway passengers, and snatches of dialogue, read Alfred Döblin’s 1929 groundbreaker Berlin Alexanderplatz? Had he read Jules Laforgue? Or H.D.? Who knows.

			It strikes me that, while academically interesting, these questions are, at base, fausses pistes, red herrings. You don’t need to have read Sophocles, or even Freud, to have an Oedipus complex, after all. If Gaddis’s work both sends out and is racked by shock waves moving fore and aft and on all sides around it, this is because it’s engaging—rigorously, unreservedly—with structures, processes, and patterns that are, have been, and always will be central to Western art and thought; not least, those that turn around the perennial fetish of authenticity and its flip side, the fraught issue of the copy.

			•

For Plato, only eidos—abstract, ideal “form”—is real. Everything else, including the entire physical, embodied world around us, is a mere reflection of that ideality, recast in the mold of hyle (corrupt matter). As for literature and art, they’re even worse, a copy of a copy. Christianity imbibes and divinizes that thought: only God is real or “true”; the highest, truest form of knowledge is of God—and since humans, descended into bodies, fallen flesh, are de facto carnal, sinful, and in every way corrupted, it would be thoroughly hubristic to presume we could attain, much less originate, that knowledge. 

			The Recognitions forcefully restates this philosophical and theological schema, most notably through the figure of Aunt May. To young Wyatt’s earliest artistic efforts (that tipped-E robin) she retorts by warning him not to usurp God’s place: “Our Lord is the only true creator, and only sinful people try to emulate Him.” She attempts to scare him with the cautionary Mother Goose rhyme about a “man of double deed, who sows his field without a seed,” which Gaddis skillfully proceeds to interweave with the story of Origen, “that most extraordinary Father of the Church, whose third-century enthusiasm led him to castrate himself so that he might repeat the hoc est corpus meum, Dominus, without the distracting interference of the rearing shadow of the flesh . . . sowing his field without a seed” (although when we revisit the rhyme, some seventy pages and twenty-odd years after its recital by Aunt May, the opening has been amended to “There was a man of double deed / Sowed his garden full of seed”). Thus a complex set of concerns, around fathering, reproducing, doubling, and conjuring up ex nihilo—acting as origi/en—are brought into alignment, all around the dual stars of some kind of sleight-of-hand-induced overabundance (on the one hand) and (on the other) barrenness, castration.

			This is pretty much the orbit in which Wyatt’s, and the novel’s, transits and returns will move. His early-adult bid to gestate his own art career is cut off by the corrupt critic Crémer, who makes his way by cultivating gardens not of his own planting (demanding a percentage of all future sales in exchange for good write-ups). Even as a child, though, Wyatt has found that, paradoxically, while original artworks of his making are “vulgar” and tainted by “blemish,” his copied ones near “that perfection to which only counterfeit can attain.” His Munich tutor Koppel provides a more formal framework for this intuition, decrying “That romantic disease, originality, all around we see originality of incompetent idiots, they could draw nothing, paint nothing, just so the mess they make is original. . . . When you paint you do not try to be original . . . you do not invent shapes, you know them, auswendig wissen Sie, by heart . . .” The statement is half Marxist critique of bourgeois subjectivity, laying the ground logic for brazenly appropriative later artists and writers such as Sherrie Levine and Kathy Acker (both of whom, being female, stand ab ovo in a different relation to seeds and fatherhood), half sacred affirmation of devotional submission: for religious-icon painters, the “event” of a work was not its newness but the opposite, its plugging into an ongoing and staggered series of pulsing reiterations. Through Wyatt’s pilgrim progress from aspiring artist to art forger, Gaddis effects an inversion, or implosion, of the entire rationale separating paternity or authorship from derivation or redoubling. As Valentine notes: “Most original people are forced to devote all their time to plagiarizing.”

			As I suggested earlier, these concerns are both classical and foundational. You can see them playing out in Shakespeare, for example, whose oeuvre (with its many lines copied straight from Ovid, Plutarch, or the authors of the previous Leirs and Henrys he reworked) demonstrates a near-obsession with questions of paternity versus illegitimacy or “bastardliness.” Deploying a strikingly similar register to Gaddis’s, Shakespeare writes, in Venus and Adonis:


			Seeds spring from seeds, and beauty breedeth beauty;

			Thou wast begot; to get, it is thy duty.



			Urging the mystery male addressee of his Sonnets to start making babies, he argues that Nature


			 . . . carved thee for her seal, and meant thereby

			Thou shouldst print more, not let that copy die.



			Later in the sonnet sequence, though, he has decided that his own craft as a poet can regenerate his loved one’s beauty better than Nature herself:


			All in war with Time for love of you,

			As he takes from you, I engraft you new.



			Engraft: the term neatly combines the world of horticulture with that of image-carving and printing or writing. Through the brilliance of his pen, Shakespeare guarantees that “in eternal lines to time thou growest.” Wyatt, though, finds no such neat artistic synthesis or resolution through his work. Rather, it fills him with a dissonance that drives him first to drink and then to near-psychotic fugue states in which all artistic and subjective coherence slips away, “Like when a clay reproduction is made of an original statue, and then they take the copy and cut it behind the head with fine wire, and behind the arms and the legs, and those are all moved and it’s cast again.” It’s at the moment of signing, of attaching a name to a piece Wyatt genuinely experienced, while (re)making, as his “own,” that everything unravels: “I attach the signature,” he tells Valentine, “and . . . lose it.” Accordingly, Gaddis sees to it that, after two and a half chapters, neither he the author nor any of his characters will “sign” for Wyatt, write or speak his name. From here on (as though the text weren’t hard enough to parse already—although if you’re after a quick, easy read you probably won’t have picked up The Recognitions in the first place), Wyatt’s presence will merely be implied through mirroring and reverse POV, his very lodging indicated by “the bell with no name.”

			As for Wyatt, so for all the others. Names, acts, whole identities are switched, misappropriated, doubled, or simply lost. By the end, the secondary cast has spawned two extra sets of people with their titles, though in some cases lost the use of these titles for themselves (that’s when they haven’t already swapped them out for liquor brand names earlier). It’s not just nomenclatural; it’s a general condition. Everyone repeats everyone else’s quips, rethinks their thoughts. Even their problems are “plagiarisms” of each other’s. The text itself, right at the level of the sentence, turns at times into a kind of pastiche in which all actions and words are secondhand: Janet watches the unnamed Wyatt’s home­coming “with a look of familiar wonder,” recycling lines of scripture, while the Town Carpenter regurgitates snatches of poetry, the entire scene playing out as replay, as a form of ritualized reenactment. Experience thus cut loose from any innate (rather than imitative) moorings, we see not only characters but also existence tout court flailing about for some kind of coagulant, anchor, or compass: something to hold them together, to hold on to or just recognize . . . 

			•

This vertigo, this casting loose into inauthenticity, is opened or precipitated through the realm of art. But it plays out, too, through another prime arena, one that Gaddis would go on to explore further in his next novel, J R: money. Not only does The Recognitions contain multiple digressions on the history of counterfeit coinage, it uses all currency, both fake and “real” (all coins and banknotes, being symbols stamped on matter, multiply redoubled signs exchangeable for something else, or just for one another, are by their nature artificial), as another fault line along which the Platonic-Christian category of the ideal or divine is shaken and brought crashing down. As a child in church at collection time, Wyatt tries to “circumvent surrender of the coin in the wet palm of his hand” while “a voice singing, he believed, from Heaven” (but which turns out to belong to a boardinghouse keeper) describes what he understands as God’s credit-and-debit scam, His issue and recall of everything, and wonders “what use that covetous heavenly host could have for a nickel.” Canonization is assessed in terms of its cost (three million lire for the hire of St. Peter’s alone!). Metaphysics, as a nameless girl lying on a bed in Paris quips, is at base simply economics, “heaven . . . paying for . . . hell.” 

			On a more phenomenological scale, too, within the metric and dimension of being situated in the space-time of a city, Being reveals itself, through Gaddis’s extraordinary prose, to be both generated and sustained by processes of coining, spending, and, of course, counterfeiting. Thus we see Mr. Pivner, in one of the book’s most brilliant passages, hurrying through New York streets in which


			No fragment of time nor space anywhere was wasted, every instant and every cubic centimeter crowded crushing outward upon the next with the concentrated activity of a continent spending itself upon a rock island, made a world to itself where no present existed. Each minute and each cubic inch was hurled against that which would follow, measured in terms of it, dictating a future as inevitable as the past, coined upon eight million counterfeits who moved with the plumbing weight of lead coated with the frenzied hope of quicksilver, protecting at every pass the cherished falsity of their milled edges against the threat of hardness in their neighbors as they were rung together, fallen from the Hand they feared but could no longer name, upon the pitiless table stretching all about them, tumbling there in all the desperate variety of which counterfeit is capable, from the perfect alloy recast under weight to the thudding heaviness of lead, and the thinly coated brittle terror of glass.



			One of Gaddis’s more telling anecdotes from the well-researched history of economics narrates how, “like so many of the mystic contrivances devised by priesthoods which slip, slide, and perish in lay hands,” the early establishment of sovereign credit turned into an American cottage industry as tradesmen, barbers, and barkeeps issued money, while inspectors traveling from bank to bank to verify their currency’s securitizing were thwarted by banks shifting the same pile of bullion from one on to the next a step ahead of them. The tale is allegorical: in this novel in which sovereignty of all types—artistic, personal, ontological—is slipping, sliding, perishing at every moment, it’s not so much that there is no gold standard (although there isn’t) as that the very notion of one, let alone attempts to exercise or ratify it, is continually thwarted by its substrate of misprision, by its grounding in sleight of hand, in double-deeded seed capital that’s at once excessive and unguaranteed: a stock bubble or Ponzi scheme. Of course, we get our crashes; even when the system’s working, though, it’s operating through an endless set of slippages, exchanges unfixed by any index other than that of exchange itself . . . 

			If this seems abstract, let’s dive into a specific audit by looking more closely at a section in which Gaddis’s dexterity—the deftness and inventiveness with which he shifts his signs and stocks and markers from depository to depository, shuttles them around his novel’s trading floor—is on full, glorious display. Chapter 5 of part 2 begins with a quotation from President Lincoln’s Treasurer, addressed to the director of the Mint, urging that “The trust of our people in God should be declared on our national coins”—an act he calls a “national recognition.” (Ezra Pound’s father, interestingly, was also the director of the Mint; Pound, describing visiting his workplace as a child, likens the testing of silver to “an aesthetic perception, like the critical sense . . . the habit of testing verbal manifestations.” His later anti-Semitism would be tied up, like that of Shakespeare’s Antonio in The Merchant of Venice, with his revulsion for usury, the practice of making money breed more money out of nothing.) We then see Frank Sinisterra, the self-same counterfeiter who, posing as a doctor earlier, caused the death of Wyatt’s mother. He’s prepping, donning wig and makeup, for a meeting at which he’ll hand over a supply of counterfeit twenty-dollar bills to an underground (and previously unencountered) contact in a hotel lobby; having already forged the money, he’s now busily forging himself. As he does so, amidst back-and-forth with his long-suffering wife about Judaism versus Christianity, he bemoans the arrest of Jim the Penman, “the greatest artist that there ever was,” and boasts of his own artisanal skill, claiming that no more than a half dozen men “can pick up engraving tools and do what I can do.”

			We then cut to Mr. Pivner, setting out to meet, for the first time in decades, his estranged son, Otto, in the same hotel lobby. Pivner, too, is on a path of self-creation, with the help of Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People, with its credo of virtue, faith, and other values “oriented toward the market place,” of constructed authenticity (“I am talking about a real smile,” we read over Pivner’s shoulder). Then we see Otto, waiting for Pivner as arranged, mistaking Sinisterra for his father, preparing to “receive from that hand the clasp of recognition, pledge fealty, inherit the signet and the kingdom its seal perpetuated.” Sinisterra, mistaking Otto for his contact, hands him the fake twenties, which Otto interprets as a paternal gift. Thus fatherhood and sovereignty (the kingdom) embark on a dance of comical misrecognition over the lit-up disco floor of artifice, the whole thing paid for, underwritten by fake currency. (The next day, Otto and his actual father will stand side by side in the same hotel’s urinal, their generative members out, each completely unaware of who the other is; later still, Pivner will “adopt” the office boy Eddie Zefnic, before being accused of being a counterfeiter himself.) Otto, suddenly flush, goes about town flashing his (unbeknown to him, fake) cash, pretending to have sold his (unattributably “plagiarized”) play, while Sinisterra and his actual intended contact (whom he belatedly connects with) follow him around in an attempt to get their money back, only to see him picked up for soliciting yet another made-up or “counterfeit” figure, an undercover policewoman. Realizing how awry his plans have gone, Sinisterra ends up hurrying off to church to confess to the sin of pride and light a candle for the recently deceased master forger Johnny the Gent, who “had humility.”

			•

This last sequence is exemplary of how The Recognitions works: through an endless out-of-joint-ness, people and stories wander from their posts, encroach and interlope on situations not their own, scale up from low-lying levels (that of anecdotal aside, say) to momentous (grand-symbolic or plot-central) ones, or tumble down the other way, to turn into a background detail in another plot: slip, slide, and perish indeed. In Gaddis’s galaxy, celestial objects heave into misalignment, not alignment, with each other—and then, even that is only temporary; any reading we take at one point of transit will be out of date ten pages later. Navigating this book, then, involves a kind of sidereal tracking of the paths of moving bodies, of signs being transported from one context to another, fading, bursting, re-amalgamating elsewhere. 

			I would invite you to see this stellar ballet and its machinations as a kind of mise-en-scène of a process and mechanism central to the book, to literature itself—that is, to view it as a large-scale enactment of the very essence and machinery of metaphor (a term that, literally, means transporting or transposing, carrying across: ΜΕΤΑΦΟΡΑΙ is written on the side of every truck in Greece). Itself a category, or more accurately another fault line, in the history of philosophy, metaphor’s consideration prompts Nietzsche to assert that truth itself is no more than (and note, once more, the Gaddis-like language here) “a mobile army of metaphors, metonymics, anthropomorphisms . . . a sum of human relations . . . poetically and rhetorically intensified . . . illusions of which one has forgotten that they are illusions . . . coins which have their obverse effaced and now are no longer of account as coins.” Jacques Derrida, in “White Mythology: Metaphor in the Text of Philosophy,” weighs Nietzsche’s passage against Aristotle’s earlier (equally Gaddis-like) assessment of metaphor, specifically the example of it proffered by Plato’s student in his Poetics: the sun casting forth light like a sower casting forth seeds—a construct that (as Derrida points out), relies on “a long and hardly visible chain” of associations. All metaphors, claims Derrida, are “heliotropic,” since like sunflowers they turn toward what is supposedly “true,” present, and visible, the superior, extra-linguistic, sun-like origin and source of visibility. Yet, conversely (he continues), it’s from inside language itself, its tropes and transpositions, that the illusion of absolute, transcendent presence is projected in the first place. Metaphor, properly understood, is doubly heliotropic; it involves a double transport: both the movement of sunflowers as they turn after a sun that slips from the horizon and the turning of the (always metaphorical) “sun” itself within language. While sub- or post-Platonic metaphysics keeps on turning and returning in its bid to point toward a true, absolute, or (as it were) “gold-standard” sun, a radical, poetic version of philosophy would instead attempt to collapse the sun down into a sunflower and disgorge it, letting its seeds gush out without limit. This image, in turn, leads Derrida to consider the remarkable philosopher (and keeper of the Bibliothèque Nationale’s coin collection) Georges Bataille, who describes, in his short 1930 essay “Sacrificial Mutilation and the Severed Ear of Vincent van Gogh,” the Dutch artist’s “solar obsession,” the “overwhelming relations he maintained with the sun.” The Arles sower paintings, which depict sunsets so vivid that they’re virtually unbearable, or the sunflower series, whose subjects seem to writhe and wrench themselves apart, lead Bataille to suggest that the essence of van Gogh’s auto-mutilation, and the truth of sacrifice in general, lies in the desire “to resemble perfectly an ideal term, generally described in mythology as a solar god who rips and tears out his own organs.”

			These are complex, sexy thoughts—but what concerns us most about them here is the way they intersect so vividly with Gaddis’s own concerns. The Recognitions is, of course (as we have seen), constructed around an elaborate set of metaphors (sowing, “counterfeit” of all types, etc.), of metonymic chains (those series of associations and substitutions); of sums, whole networks, of human relations, poetically intensified. It’s also awash with solar obsession: with the Mithraism that erupts through the weak skin of Gwyon’s Christianity (“to teach them to observe Sunday, and keep sacred the twenty-fifth of December as the birthday of the sun. Natalis invicti, the Unconquered Sun . . . to worship the sun. . . . Herakles star-adorned, king of fire, ruler of the universe, thou sun, who with thy far-flung rays art the guardian of mortal life, with thy gleaming car revolving the wide circuit of thy course . . .”); or the mysticism of old alchemists who “had seen in gold the image of the sun, spun in the earth by its countless revolutions, then, when the sun might yet be taken for the image of God.” The sun, too, is interwoven with the history of Origen (“under the cauterizing brilliance of the summer sun, reared up now as the winter sun struck from the south . . . short memories reached back, struggling toward Origen”), and thus with (church) fathering and its de-seeded flip-side non-progeniture. When “Dick,” Gwyon’s replacement as minister, visits him in the psychiatric institution to which he’s been confined, the doctor mistakes him for “the son,” repeating to Nurse Inch “The son . . . the son”—to which she, noting the sunshine outside, replies, “It’s a beautiful day, doctor . . .” 

			This solar obsession, these overwhelmingly maintained sun relations, go hand in hand—as for Bataille’s van Gogh—with sacrifice and (striking, cauterizing) mutilation: it starts with the slaughtering of Heracles, the ape who shares the sun-god’s name, a ritualized exchange or payoff made by Gwyon to ransom his sick child back from the clutches of death; then, in similarly Mithraic fashion, there’s the killing of the sun-god bull who’s just coupled with Janet in her reenacted role as Helios’s daughter Pasiphäe. Soon after, Anselm will replay Origen’s automutilation, cutting his own genitals off with Gwyon’s razor in a subway bathroom. In performing this last act, Anselm literalizes or becomes the end point of a metaphor chain that not only has run through the whole book but which was itself already and inherently, at least in its Mother Goose version, about chains of metaphor:


			When the seed began to grow,

			’Twas like a garden full of snow;

			When the snow began to melt,

			’Twas like a ship without a belt;

			When that ship began to sail,

			’Twas like a bird without a tail . . .  



			Etc. The procession of ’Twas likes goes on and on until “a penknife in my heart” and the literality of “death and death and death indeed” put a stop to the poetic transpositions. Gwyon’s Mithraic substitutions and transubstantiations, too, are ended when he finds himself sacrificed by his institutional cellmate who decides to replay the crucifixion with, or on, him. Thus metaphor flips over, via the desire for perfect resemblance of an ideal term, into its opposite, literality, fed back in an implosion, a collapse of metaphysics into matter, bodies, acts. Pivner may eat meat “that had got its succulent redness from sodium sulphite rubbed into it when it had turned toxic gray the day before,” but there’s nothing fake about the “fine gray texture . . . practically turning red” of the bread Wyatt and the others in the Spanish monastery chew on at the end: it’s Gwyon’s conflagrated, packaged, and postmarked flesh and blood, unwittingly consumed in a Sadean Eucharist.

			•

For a novel that is so relentlessly profane, The Recognitions is (as we have also seen) exceedingly steeped in religion. Or, rather, in religions: Calvinism, Catholicism, their pre-Christian feeds; Judaism; Buddhism, Jainism, Hinduism. . . . In the melting pot of the mid-1950s, with the emergence of the patchwork or pick-and-mix belief systems so prevalent today, these blur together and with other categories such as lifestyle and aesthetics: “Do you know this new word, Caprew . . . ? It’s made up of the first two letters of Catholic, Protestant, and . . .” one tourist “pilgrim” in Spain asks another, to which the second replies: “Christ no, I just came over to see the art here.” 

			It may be from early Christianity that Gaddis takes his title—from Saint Clement of Rome’s third-century “theological romance” of the same name—but the term, in typical Gaddis fashion, far transcends its source context to wander, encroach, and interlope on scores of other situations. Art, even when earnestly copied, involves (as the devout Stanley understands) “that sudden familiarity, a sort of . . . recognition”; Wyatt, in his own inchoate artistic manifesto, claims that “the recognitions go much deeper, much further back, and I . . . this . . . the X-ray tests, and ultra-violet and infra-red, the experts with their photomicrography and . . . macrophotography, do you think that’s all there is to it? Some of them aren’t fools, they don’t just look for a hat or a beard, or a style they can recognize, they look with memories that . . . go beyond themselves, that go back to . . . where mine goes.” Pivner, reading the newspaper, scans his memory “for recognition” of its stories; Gwyon, after his wife’s death, accepts “funerary offers of drink” as “recognitions . . .” As Steven Moore’s invaluable (and online—use them!) annotations point out, variants on the word appear no fewer than eighty-one times in the text. Overall, it forms the book’s core concept—or, to revert to theological diction, dogma. In the intellectual framework of the Jewish mystical tradition, “recognition” might approximate to Walter Benjamin’s notion of “constellation,” that revelatory (and revolutionary) moment at which all things coalesce into a legible assemblage; in that of Puritanism, to a vision of the prewritten (by God) “script” at work behind the world, a sensibility that runs from Marvell all the way to Burroughs and Pynchon (who renames it “paranoia”); in that of Catholicism, to a Joycean metempsychosis in which word becomes flesh and both can be assimilated through ingestion (as the artist Margarita Gluzberg puts it, “Catholics eat death for breakfast”). In a “pure” literary framework, it’s not far off what Proust is trying to chart: not memory itself but rather the whole network of patterns, and the process of patterning, for which, poetically tapped, memory serves as the portal. 

			In his own working notes, Gaddis, too, explicitly links his title term with the word “pattern”—a coupling that, as a prompt for how to think this novel through, is spot-on. In virtually every setting, and at every scale (individual, institutional, technological, commentarial), the fundamental tendency or drive is toward pattern recognition, toward an apperception of the many patterns, macro and micro, that surround and shape us. What is Bicknall’s Counterfeit Detector, the tome used by Sinisterra as a professional measuring stick or handbook, if not a pattern-recognition manual? What is Bernie the tourist’s light meter, that he adjusts to correlate with “the bleak even color of the day,” if not (like Wyatt’s experts’ gizmos) a pattern-recognition device? Or day itself, “laid out, shreds of its first reluctance to appear still blown across its face . . . exposed passive and foolish at the lifting of chaos,” challenging its human occupants “to blunder upon its familiar features, its ribs and hollows . . . like the blind man identifying with a memory-sensitized hand the body of a familiar in what they had both called life”? Consciousness, at the base cognitive level, is (according to neuroscience’s “fool theory about recognition” that Wyatt recaps to his father) nothing more than the forepart of the brain receiving an impression an instant before the other half. “When it reaches the second half the brain recognizes it!” 

			Mr. Feddle, fixing the book a critic acquaintance is reviewing (but not reading) “with a look of myopic recognition,” notes its “pattern of bold elegance,” the “stark configurations” of its cover’s letterings which “intimate the origin of design.” Bernie the tourist, too, has a book’s cover, or title, forced upon his consciousness: he’s made to write it out, letter by letter, on a train by a gun-toting Wyatt whom Bernie’s wife (but not he, busy fiddling with that light meter and trying, Rorschach-like, to decipher the contours of his necktie) will later recognize. It’s Transcendental Speculations on Apparent Design in the Fate of the Individual, Schopenhauer’s great tome on pattern and agency, in which Schopenhauer makes the claim “that the systematic connectedness which we believe to have apprehended in the events of our lives is no more than an unconscious effect of our regulative and schematizing fantasy.” Wyatt, here, could be Gaddis, holding us all to ransom, shoving his book, and all the other books it has ingested, transubstantiated, in our faces, confronting us with its impassioned central claim: that everyone is a reader, moving at confusing speed across a landscape it behooves us to get some kind of traction on; that pattern recognition is the task, the stake, and the goal of all existence—on top of which, it also presents (through our propensity to over-recognize) a lure, a danger, one of many will-o’-the-wisps along the pilgrim path.

			•

That these exhortations and admonitions written (constellated, scripted, offered sacrificially to us who have for the most part, like Bernie or the critic, stubbornly resisted reading them) so brilliantly more than fifty years ago should (in their turn) find such powerful traction on our present moment shouldn’t, given their transhistorical nature, surprise us. All the same . . . wow. In an age of diagnostic and predictive algorithms, QR codes, and facial recognition software, pattern recognition has become both nomos and agon of contemporary existence. And counterfeit, fraudulence, has become (or remains) its currency. It would be too easy to point out that at the time of this essay’s writing, the most powerful office in the world is occupied by a grotesquely made-up con man who makes Sinisterra look decidedly sincere. More nuanced, perhaps, is the story of the strategist behind his rise, the double-shirted speculator who made his millions by buying out a World of Warcraft gold-farming company (that is, a platform that hires low-paid workers to amass in-game currency and sell it onward for real money to wealthier gamers), then reselling that to Goldman Sachs for $60 million (as Issie Lapowsky, the Wired journalist who reported on this story, commented: “Surely there’s a metaphor in there somewhere”). This, in turn, might point us backward, via Pound, and prompt us to recall that his beloved fascism, in its first, Italian version, derived its imagery and title from a Roman symbol—the fasces or bound wooden rods—that was also to be found on the reverse side of the US Mercury dime. But maybe that would just be connectedness projection, false speculation.

			More urgent, perhaps—and more in the spirit of Gaddis—would be to think our way through and out of this moment, to navigate it. One knee-jerk strategy, when faced with overwhelming and oppressive fraudulence in every walk of life, might be to call for a “return to authenticity.” Yet as Theodor Adorno cautioned, authenticity, as ideological construct, is itself a core part of the problem. In a seminal 1964 essay of the same name, Adorno warns against “the jargon of authenticity” that “extends from philosophy and theology . . . to pedagogy, evening schools, and youth organizations, even to the elevated diction of the representatives of business and administration. . . .  Whoever is versed in this jargon does not have to say what he thinks, does not even have to think it properly. The jargon takes over this task and devaluates thought” (note, yet again, the economic metaphor). More sinisterly, Adorno suggests that authenticity, as Weltanschauung, has intimate ties to fascism, furnishing the language that in turn “provides it [fascism] with a refuge.” This last insight is vital to an understanding of our present political quandary: every single far-right power seizure of the last few years, from that of Trumpists in America to Brexiters in Britain to the Law and Justicers in Poland, has (just like those of the 1930s) been initiated and driven through by a sustained invocation of authenticity—“real Americans,” the “true voice” of the “authentic British/Polish people”—and by demands for a supposedly lost “sovereignty.” A political, intellectual, and aesthetic—or, indeed, ethical—strategy of opposition to these tendencies, I’d suggest, should consist of a turn away from sovereignty and its associated credos (uniqueness, “purity” of national and cultural mettle, etc.), and an embrace of the very type of commingled interdependence that the sovereignty fetishists abhor. As Giorgio Agamben, one of our more astute contemporary philosophers, puts it: “Ethics begins only when . . . the authentic and the proper have no other content than the inauthentic and the improper.”

			Gaddis, of course, knows all this in advance. He is at pains to point out that “recognition” is not the same as authenticity; nor is it the same as any other type of resolution or transcendence; nor as the negation, on any scale or level, individual or collective, of a basic fallenness; nor rescue from a given state of errancy. At the climax of the novel, as the deluded tourist pilgrims fawn over miracles of “rigorously authentic origin” and the assassin Inononu discusses the “authenticity” of Sinisterra’s mummified Egyptian, Wyatt’s trajectory is brought—briefly and strategically—into conjunction with that of yet another novelist, the “distinguished” middlebrow author Ludy, whose success lies in “explaining, not man to himself, but men to each other.” Ludy, who picks up none of Wyatt’s literary or theological allusions, longs for just this type of transcendent resolution, for this rescue, spending his time in the monastery waiting for “a religious experience” that he might then package in digestible paragraphs for his many readers, answering his key market demand—as he puts it to Wyatt, using a register that combines Platonism, Christianity, and nascent New Age vagueness, “A need for spiritual . . . something more spiritual than typewriters . . .” 

			Ludy may be “just” a literary figure, and a rather one-dimensional one at that, but he stands in for the doctrines of authenticity and self-redemption as they play out in all areas of life. If Gaddis steers his protagonist right up against these doctrines, it’s in order to forcefully and pointedly veer him away from them again. In his new inauthentic guise as the fugitive art restorer “Stephen,” Wyatt finishes off Ludy’s attempt to describe the way one might encounter beautiful things without “shouting” about them with the words (theologically overtoned but also profanely accepting of an endless, pained worldly experience from which there’s no release): “You suffer them.” A few pages later, Stephen/Wyatt literally brings Ludy crashing down as, ejected from the monastery’s inner haven, he (Wyatt) delivers his own counterdoctrine, claiming that the ultimate pilgrim trajectory, rather than beating open the doors of the sovereign kingdom and being gathered up into some kind of personal, artistic, and metaphysical salvation, follows instead another path: that of “going back and living it through.” The path, in other words, of being cast out once more into lived (relived, doubled, slipping, sliding, perishing) existence—which, being precisely that sphere which is not redeemed into divinely sanctioned unity, belongs de facto to the realm of the irresolubly inauthentic. The path of being cast, through art and consciousness (or, pace Proust, through consciousness of consciousness), back out into the world, compelled to navigate and recognize its multiples and replications all over again, even when we who navigate and recognize are ourselves made up of nothing other than these very multiples and replications. This impossible situation is the basis of all possibility. To requote Agamben, who here seems to be speaking as one with Wyatt: 


			We can have hope only in what is without remedy. That things are thus and thus—this is still in the world. But that this is irreparable, that this thus is without remedy, that we can contemplate it as such—this is the only passage outside the world. (The innermost character of salvation is that we are saved only at the point when we no longer want to be. At this point, there is salvation—but not for us.)



			—Tom McCarthy


			THE RECOGNITIONS


			




Nihil cavum neque sine signo apud Deum.

			—Irenaeus, Adversus haereses


			For Sarah
The awakened, lips parted, the hope, the new ships


			PART I


		
			I

			THE FIRST TURN OF THE SCREW

		

		
			MEPHISTOPHELES (leiser): Was gibt es denn?

			WAGNER (leiser): Es wird ein Mensch gemacht.

			—GOETHE, Faust II

			Even Camilla had enjoyed masquerades, of the safe sort where the mask may be dropped at that critical moment it presumes itself as reality. But the procession up the foreign hill, bounded by cypress trees, impelled by the monotone chanting of the priest and retarded by hesitations at the fourteen stations of the Cross (not to speak of the funeral carriage in which she was riding, a white horse-drawn vehicle which resembled a baroque confectionery stand), might have ruffled the shy countenance of her soul, if it had been discernible.

			The Spanish affair was the way Reverend Gwyon referred to it afterwards: not casually, but with an air of reserved preoccupation. He had had a fondness for traveling, earlier in his life; and it was this impulse to extend his boundaries which had finally given chance the field necessary to its operation (in this case, a boat bound out for Spain), and cost the life of the woman he had married six years before.

			—Buried over there with a lot of dead Catholics, was Aunt May’s imprecation. Aunt May was his father’s sister, a barren steadfast woman, Calvinistically faithful to the man who had been Reverend Gwyon before him. She saw her duty in any opportunity at true Christian umbrage. For the two families had more to resent than the widower’s seemingly whimsical acceptance of his wife’s death. They refused to forgive his not bringing Camilla’s body home, for deposit in the clean Protestant soil of New England. It was their Cross, and they bore it away toward a bleak exclusive Calvary with admirable Puritan indignance.

			This is what had happened.

			In the early fall, the couple had sailed for Spain.

			—Heaven only knows what they want to do over there, among all those . . . those foreigners, was one comment.

			—A whole country full of them, too.

			—And Catholic, growled Aunt May, refusing even to repeat the name of the ship they sailed on, as though she could sense the immediate disaster it portended, and the strife that would litter the seas with broken victories everywhere, which it anticipated by twenty years.

			Nevertheless, they boarded the Purdue Victory and sailed out of Boston harbor, provided for against all inclemencies but these they were leaving behind, and those disasters of such scope and fortuitous originality which Christian courts of law and insurance companies, humbly arguing ad hominem, define as acts of God.

			On All Saints’ Day, seven days out and half the journey accomplished, God boarded the Purdue Victory and acted: Camilla was stricken with acute appendicitis.

			The ship’s surgeon was a spotty unshaven little man whose clothes, arrayed with smudges, drippings, and cigarette burns, were held about him by an extensive network of knotted string. The buttons down the front of those duck trousers had originally been made, with all of false economy’s ingenious drear deception, of coated cardboard. After many launderings they persisted as a row of gray stumps posted along the gaping portals of his fly. Though a boutonnière sometimes appeared through some vacancy in his shirt-front, its petals, too, proved to be of paper, and he looked like the kind of man who scrapes foam from the top of a glass of beer with the spine of a dirty pocket comb, and cleans his nails at table with the tines of his salad fork, which things, indeed, he did. He diagnosed Camilla’s difficulty as indigestion, and locked himself in his cabin. That was the morning.

			In the afternoon the Captain came to fetch him, and was greeted by a scream so drawn with terror that even his doughty blood stopped. Leaving the surgeon in what was apparently an epileptic seizure, the Captain decided to attend the chore of Camilla himself; but as he strode toward the smoking saloon with the ship’s operating kit under his arm, he glanced in again at the surgeon’s porthole. There he saw the surgeon cross himself, and raise a glass of spirits in a cool and steady hand.

			That settled it.

			The eve of All Souls’ lowered upon that sea in desolate disregard for sunset, and the surgeon appeared prodded from behind down the rolling parti-lit deck. Newly shaven, in a clean mess-boy’s apron, he poised himself above the still woman to describe a phantasmagoria of crosses over his own chest, mouth, and forehead; conjured, kissed, and dismissed a cross at his calloused fingertips, and set to work. Before the mass supplications for souls in Purgatory had done rising from the lands now equidistant before and behind, he had managed to put an end to Camilla’s suffering and to her life.

			The subsequent inquiry discovered that the wretch (who had spent the rest of the voyage curled in a coil of rope reading alternatively the Book of Job and the Siamese National Railway’s Guide to Bangkok) was no surgeon at all. Mr. Sinisterra was a fugitive, traveling under what, at the time of his departure, had seemed the most logical of desperate expedients: a set of false papers he had printed himself. (He had done this work with the same artistic attention to detail that he gave to banknotes, even to using Rembrandt’s formula for the wax ground on his copper plate.) He was as distressed about the whole thing as anyone. Chance had played against him, cheated him of the unobtrusive retirement he had planned from his chronic profession, into the historical asylum of Iberia.

			—The first turn of the screw pays all debts, he had muttered (crossing himself) in the stern of the Purdue Victory, where the deck shuddered underfoot as the blades of the single screw churned Boston’s water beneath him; and the harbor itself, loath to let them depart, retained the sound of the ship’s whistle after it had blown, to yield it only in reluctant particles after them until they moved in silence.

			Now he found himself rescued from oblivion by agents of that country not Christian enough to rest assured in the faith that he would pay fully for his sins in the next world (Dante’s eye-witness account of the dropsical torments being suffered even now in Malebolge by that pioneer Adamo da Brescia, who falsified the florin, notwithstanding), bent on seeing that he pay in this one. In the United States of America Mr. Sinisterra had been a counterfeiter. During the investigation, he tried a brief defense of his medical practice on the grounds that he had once assisted a vivisectionist in Tampa, Florida; and when this failed, he settled down to sullen grumbling about the Jews, earthly vanity, and quoted bits from Ecclesiastes, Alfonso Liguori, and Pope Pius IX, in answer to any accusatory question. Since it was not true that he had, as a distant tabloid reported, been trapped by alert Federal agents who found him substituting his own likeness for the gross features of Andrew Jackson on the American twenty-dollar note, Mr. Sinisterra paid this gratuitous slander little attention. But, like any sensitive artist caught in the toils of unsympathetic critics, he still smarted severely from the review given his work on page one of The National Counterfeit Detector Monthly (“Nose in Jackson portrait appears bulbous due to heavy line from bridge . . .”); and soon enough thereafter, his passion for anonymity feeding upon his innate modesty amid walls of Malebolgian acclivity, he resolved upon a standard of such future excellence for his work, that jealous critics should never dare attack him as its author again. His contrition for the death which had occurred under his hand was genuine, and his penances sincere; still, he made no connection between that accident in the hands of God, and the career which lay in his own. He was soon at work on a hand-engraved steel plate, in the prison shop where license number tags were turned out.

•

For the absence of a single constellation, the night sky might have been empty to the anxious eye of a Greek navigator, seeking the Pleiades, whose fall disappearance signaled the close of the seafaring season. The Pleiades had set while the Purdue Victory was still at sea, but no one sought them now, that galaxy of suns so far away that our own would rise and set unseen at such a distance: a constellation whose setting has inaugurated celebrations for those lying in graves from Aztec America to Japan, encouraging the Druids to their most solemn mystery of the reconstruction of the world, bringing to Persia the month of Mordad, and the angel of death.

			Below, like a constellation whose configured stars only hazard to describe the figure imposed upon them by the tyranny of ancient imagination, where Argo in the southern sky is seen only with an inner eye of memory not one’s own, so the ship against the horizonless sea of night left the lines which articulated its perfection to that same eye, where the most decayed and misused hulk assumed clean lines of grace beyond the disposition of its lights. “Obscure in parts and starless, as from prow / To mast, but other portions blaze with light,” the Purdue Victory lay in the waters off Algeciras, and like Argo, who now can tell prow from stern? Vela, the sails? Carina, the keel? where she lies moored to the south celestial pole, and the end of the journey for the Golden Fleece.

			The widower debarked in a lighter that cool clear November night, with one more piece of luggage than he had had when he set out. Gwyon had refused to permit burial at sea. He faced strenuous difficulties entering the port of Spain, most of which hung about an item listed as “Importación ilegal de carnes dañadas,” difficulties surmounted only by payment of a huge fee covering the fine, duties, excises, imposts, tributes, and archiepiscopal dispensation, since the cadaver was obviously heretical in origin. The cumbrous bundle was finally sealed in a box of mahogany, which he carted about the country seeking a place suitable to its interment.

			Eventually, on the rise behind the village of San Zwingli overlooking the rock-strewn plain of New Castile, Camilla Gwyon was sheltered in a walled space occupied by other rent-paying tenants, with a ceremony which would have shocked her progenitors out of their Calvinist composure, and might have startled her own Protestant self, if there had been any breath left to protest. But nothing untoward happened. The box slid into its high cove in the bóveda unrestrained by such churnings of the faithful as may have been going on around it, harassed by the introduction of this heretic guest in a land where even lepers had been burned or buried separately, for fear they communicate their disease to the dead around them. By evening her presence there was indigenous, unchallenged, among decayed floral tributes and wreaths made of beads, or of metal, among broken glass façades and rickety icons, names more ornate than her own, photographs under glass, among numerous children, and empty compartments waiting, for the moment receptacles of broken vases or a broken broom. Next to the photograph of a little cross-eyed girl in long white stockings, Camilla was left with Castile laid out at her feet, the harsh surface of its plain as indifferent to memory of what has passed upon it as the sea.

			The Reverend Gwyon was then forty-four years old. He was a man above the middle height with thin and graying hair, a full face and flushed complexion. His clothing, although of the prescribed moribund color, had a subtle bit of dash to it which had troubled his superiors from the start. His breath, as he grew older, was scented more and more freshly with caraway, those seeds often used in flavoring schnapps, and his eyes would glow one moment with intense interest in the matter at hand, and the next be staring far beyond temporal bounds. He had, by now, the look of a man who was waiting for something which had happened long before.

			As a youth in a New England college he had studied the Romance languages, mathematics, and majored in classical poetry and anthropology, a series of courses his family thought safely dismal since language was a student’s proper concern, and nothing could offer a less carnal picture of the world than solid geometry. Anthropology they believed to be simply the inspection of old bones and measurement of heathen heads; and as for the classics, few suspected the liberties of Menander (“perfumed and in flowing robe, with languid step and slow . . .”). Evenings Gwyon spent closeted with Thomas Aquinas, or constructing, with Roger Bacon, formidable geometrical proofs of God. Months and then years passed, in Divinity School, and the Seminary. Then he traveled among primitive cultures in America. He was doing missionary work. But from the outset he had little success in convincing his charges of their responsibility for a sin committed at the beginning of creation, one which, as they understood it, they were ready and capable (indeed, they carried charms to assure it) of duplicating themselves. He did no better convincing them that a man had died on a tree to save them all: an act which one old Indian, if Gwyon had translated correctly, regarded as “rank presumption.” He recorded few conversions, and those were usually among women, the feeble, and heathen sick and in transit between this world and another, who accepted the Paradise he offered like children enlisted on an outing to an unfamiliar amusement park. Though one battered old warrior said he would be converted only on the certainty that he would end up in the lively Hell which Gwyon described: it sounded more the place for a man; and on hearing the bloody qualifications of this zealous candidate (who offered to add his mentor’s scalp to his collection as guaranty), the missionary assured him that he would. But the tall men around him would have none of his ephemeral, guilt-ridden prospects, and continued to beatify trees, tempests, and other natural prodigies. In solemn convocation, called in alarm, his superiors decided that Gwyon was too young. He was certainly too interested in what he saw about him. He was called back to the Seminary for a refresher course, and it was at that time that he developed a taste for schnapps, and started the course of mithridatism which was to serve him so well in his later years.

			As a youth in college he had also got interested in the worldly indulgence of the theater (though it was not true, as some had it years later when he was locked up, defenseless, that he had made pocket money while in Divinity School playing the anonymous end of a horse in a bawdy Scollay Square playhouse). As he observed, no theater can prosper without popular subscription; which may well have been why the sincere theatricals of religions more histrionic than his own appealed to him. It was why he donated a resplendent chasuble, black with gold-embroidered skulls-and-bones rampant down the back, to the priest at San Zwingli in Spain (whom he would have costumed like an archbishop had the poor fellow dared let him). It was why he had given money for a new plaster representation of the canonized wraith (though, as the priest said, what they dearly needed was a legitimate locally spawned patron saint) who watched over the interests of the multitude: to them he gave Camilla’s clothes, and an assortment of tambourines. And that was why, in Christian turn, they reciprocated with the festival which committed the body he had shared to rest on earth, and cajoled the only soul he had ever sought toward heaven.

			In the next few months, various reports were received at home concerning the pastor’s sabbatical: rococo tales, adorned with every element but truth. It was not true that, to exercise the humility struck through him by this act of God (in later years he was heard to refer to the “unswerving punctuality of chance”), he had dressed himself in rags, rented three pitiful children, and was to be encountered daily by footloose tourists in a state of mendicant collapse before the Ritz hotel in Madrid; it was not true that he had stood the entire population of Málaga to drinks for three days and then conducted them on an experimental hike across the sea toward Africa, intending that the One he sought should manage it dry-shod; it was not true that he had married a hoary crone with bangles in her ears, proclaimed himself rightful heir to the throne of Abd-er-Rahman, and led an insurrection of the Moors on Córdoba. It was not even true that he had entered a Carthusian monastery as a novice.

			He had entered a Franciscan monastery as a guest, in a cathartic measure which almost purged him of his life.

			The Real Monasterio de Nuestra Señora de la Otra Vez had been finished in the fourteenth century by an order since extinguished. Its sense of guilt was so great, and measures of atonement so stringent, that those who came through alive were a source of embarrassment to lax groups of religious who coddled themselves with occasional food and sleep. When the great monastery was finished, with turreted walls, parapets, crenelations, machicolations, bartizans, a harrowing variety of domes and spires in staggering Romanesque, Byzantine effulgence, and Gothic run riot in mullioned windows, window tracings, and an immense rose window whose foliations were so elaborate that it was never furnished with glass, the brothers were brought forth and tried for heresy. Homoiousian, or Homoousian, that was the question. It had been settled one thousand years before when, at Nicæa, the fate of the Christian church hung on a diphthong: Homoousian, meaning of one substance. The brothers in faraway Estremadura had missed the Nicæan Creed, busy out of doors as they were, or up to their eyes in cold water, and they had never heard of Arius. They chose Homoiousian, of like substance, as a happier word than its tubular alternative (no one gave them a chance at Heteroousian), and were forthwith put into quiet dungeons which proved such havens of self-indulgence, unfurnished with any means of vexing the natural processes, that they died of very shame, unable even to summon such pornographic phantasms as had kept Saint Anthony rattling in the desert (for to tell the truth none of these excellent fellows knew for certain what a woman looked like, and each could, without divinely inspired effort, banish that image enhanced by centuries of currency among them, in which She watched All with inflamed eyes fixed in the substantial antennae on Her chest). Their citadel passed from one group to another, until accommodating Franciscans accepted it to store their humble accumulation of generations of charity. These moved in, encumbered by pearl-encrusted robes, crowns too heavy for the human brow with the weight of precious stones, and white linen for the table service.

			They had used the place well. Here, Brother Ambrosio had been put under an iron pot (he was still there) for refusing to go out and beg for his brethren. There was the spot where Abbot Shekinah (a convert) had set up his remarkable still. There was the cell where Fr. Eulalio, a thriving lunatic of eighty-six who was castigating himself for unchristian pride at having all the vowels in his name, and greatly revered for his continuous weeping, went blind in an ecstasy of such howling proportions that his canonization was assured. He was surnamed Epiclautos, ‘weeping so much,’ and the quicklime he had been rubbing into his eyes was put back into the garden where it belonged. And there, in the granary, was the place where an abbot, a bishop, and a bumblebee . . . but there are miracles of such wondrous proportions that they must be kept, guarded from ears so wanting in grace that disbelief blooms into ridicule.

			They got on well enough, even with the Holy See, the slight difficulties which arose in the seventeenth century being quite understandable, for who could foresee what homely practice would next be denounced as a vice by the triple-tiered Italian in the Vatican. The Brothers were severely censured for encouraging geophagous inclinations among the local nobility, whose ladies they had inspirited with a craving for the taste of the local earth, as seasoning, or a dish in itself: it was, after all, Spanish earth. But the commotion died. The ladies were seduced by salt (it was Spanish salt, from Cádiz), and peace settled for two more centuries, broken only by occasional dousings of the church altar with flying milk by peasants who chose this fashion of delivering their tithes, or monks knocked senseless by flying stones when they were noticed beyond the walls.

			No one had ever got round to installing central heating, or any other kind. In summer, no one thought of it; in winter the good Brothers were immobilized, stagnating round heavily clothed tables with braziers underneath which toasted their sandaled feet, warmed them as far as the privities, and left them, a good part of the time, little better than paraplegics. The winter Reverend Gwyon appeared was a particularly harsh one in Estremadura. He was admitted as a curiosity, for few had ever seen a living Protestante, let alone one of their caudillos. But for Fr. Manomuerta, the organist, their guest might have been invited elsewhere: had not the confessor to the young king recently declared that to eat with a Protestante was to nominate one’s self for excommunication? not vitando, perhaps, but at the least implying the consequence of working for a living. Curiosity prevailed. And at Christmas, Fr. Manomuerta reported to his fraternity that he had witnessed (through the large keyhole) their heretic guest administer the Eucharist to himself in his room, a ceremony crude and lonely compared to their own. —⁠⁠He is a good man, Fr. Manomuerta told the others, —⁠⁠there is some of Christ in him . . . But a few of those others wanted Gwyon castigated for defiling their rite, and even those who did not credit him with an actual Black Mass felt there was no telling how much damage might have been done simply by his tampering. Fr. Manomuerta understood some of the English language and assured them no such thing had happened, but for those whose suspicions were not allayed, reward seemed imminent some days later.

			Gwyon had impressed his hosts with his capacity for their red wine, inclined to sit drinking it down long after they had finished eating, wiped their silver on their linen napkins and hidden it, and padded away. But he finally succumbed to a bronchial condition which threatened to become pneumonia and give him opportunity to pay the highest of Protestant tributes to Holy Church by dying on the good Brothers’ hands. In a small room whose window lay in the countenance of the church façade overlooking the town’s muddy central plaza, he developed a delirium which recalled the legends of the venerated Eulalio Epiclautos to some, to others (better read) the demoniacal persecution of Saint Jean Vianney, the Curé d’Ars, whose presbytery was in a continual state of siege, demons throwing platters and smashing water jugs, drumming on tables, laughing fiendishly and even, one night, setting fire to the curtains round the curé’s bed. Gwyon himself was a big man. It was considered wise to leave him alone during these visitations.

			So he lay alone one evening, perspiring in spite of the cold, almost asleep to be wakened suddenly by the hand of his wife, on his shoulder as she used to wake him. He struggled up from the alcoved bed, across the room to the window where a cold light silently echoed passage. There was the moon, reaching a still arm behind him, to the bed where he had lain. He stood there unsteady in the cold, mumbling syllables which almost resolved into her name, as though he could recall, and summon back, a time before death entered the world, before accident, before magic, and before magic despaired, to become religion.

			Clouds blew low over the town, shreds of dirty gray, threatening, like evil assembled in a hurry, disdained by the moon they could not obliterate.

			Next day the Brothers, in apprehensive charity, loaded Gwyon onto a mule, and after conducting him as far as the floor of the valley, Fr. Manomuerta Godsped him with benediction and the exhortation to return. Following a horrendous journey, Gwyon was delivered to the best hotel in the country, where he was left to recover.

			At night, his was the only opened window in Madrid. Around him less than a million people closed outside shutters, sashes, inside shutters and curtains, hid behind locked and bolted doors themselves in congruent shapes of unconsciousness from the laden night as it passed. Through that open window he was wakened by lightning, and not to the lightning itself but the sudden absence of it, when the flash had wakened him to an eternal instant of half-consciousness and left him fully awake, chilled, alone and astonished at the sudden darkness where all had been light a moment before, chilled so thoroughly that the consciousness of
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