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			A NOTE ON THE TEXT

			The following work of fiction is published here, posthumously, for the very first time. X + Y = K was first composed by the author around the turn of the twenty-first century, with a final draft completed in 2002. Though the themes and preoccupations of the work informed much of Carson’s later prose, the novel itself was never published during his lifetime. The work as it is presented here remains true in every sense to that original draft, and the publishers in our careful preparation of the text hope to honour the author’s intentions for this intricate and luminous piece of Irish literature.






			X

			Nobody believes facts merely because they are true.

			E. E. Fournier d’Albe






			CHAPTER ONE

			On Tuesday, 9 April 2002, while in London on business, I set foot in Sir John Soane’s Museum for the first time. Before I saw its name-plate at 13, Lincoln’s Inn Fields, at three o’clock that afternoon, I had no idea that this extraordinary place existed: here was a curious blank in my experience of London, which I had been visiting since the late 1960s, and thought I knew. But, when stringently examined, a person’s grasp of any city – even one’s own – turns out to be a flimsy cognitive map, consisting of some thoroughfares and public monuments, a smattering of side streets, and little mazes of well-trodden alleyways. Sometimes, entering a district by an unfamiliar portal, I would think myself to be pleasantly lost, until a persistent feeling of déjà vu would make me realize that I had indeed been here many times before. Still, I had seen things in another light; my knowledge had been modified; the city, in any case, had itself changed since I had last been there. And there was always the possibility that I had not looked properly at the scene in the first place, and so had failed to recognize it. We are poor witnesses even of encounters that affect us deeply. My memory of Piero della Francesca’s The Nativity, in the National Gallery, is a case in point. The painting is a fraction more than four feet square, but it looks much bigger: it glows with a presence that spills out into the room, seeming to hold the viewer bodily in its gaze. When I first came face to face with Piero’s The Nativity in the summer of 1967, I felt so dazzled, so weak and near to tears, I had to sit down. Ever since, I have always made a pilgrimage to The Nativity any time I happen to be in London. Sometimes I look at it for half an hour or so, sometimes for a few minutes. I am always surprised by what I see. Then I try to remember what it was I might have seen; for even when I look at a reproduction, where the scale is diminished to that of a page in a book, I see things I didn’t see before.

			I’m struck by the light and the serenity. In front of a makeshift open stable are ten figures: the Christ Child, the Virgin, Joseph, two shepherds, and a consort of five angels. Although they lack the conventional insignia of wings, we know them to be angels by the hieratic way they occupy the space, their naked feet sturdily planted, yet seeming to float upon the ground. Two with their mouths open are almost audibly vocal; the others, holding a viol and two lutes, appear to hum along with the music. They all disregard the Christ Child: their mission is to celebrate the birth, not to gawk. Two of the musicians’ gazes are internal, half-lidded, as if lost in the melody. One singer looks out directly at the viewer: by this device Piero amplifies the field of vision both ways, so the picture frame becomes a gateway to another world. The fresh, clear air bathes every thing and creature in its atmosphere. The colours consist of blues, whites, reds and ochres, harmonizing with each other in accordance with the principles outlined in Alberti’s Of Painting, published in 1435, some hundred and fifty years before The Nativity was conceived: ‘There is a certain friendship of colours, so that one joined with another gives dignity and grace. Rose near to green and to sky blue gives both honour and life. White, not only near to ash and to crocus yellow but placed beside almost any other colour, gives gladness. Dark colours stand among light with dignity, and the light colours turn about among the dark.’

			I had been dimly aware of the ass and the ox in the background of the ruined stable, but until this moment – looking at a reproduction – I had not noticed how the ass’s head is raised as if braying, irreverently accompanying the angels’ chorus. And I had a strong visual memory of the magpie perched on the roof of the stable, but had forgotten the three little finches in the left foreground, arranged in a triangular formation that suggests Christ crucified between the two thieves, or perhaps the Trinity: this is a painting about ambiguity, the co-existence of two realms, the temporal and the eternal. It reveals a miracle, the Word becoming flesh.

			It is about paint becoming that miracle. Even though some areas of the surface appear scraped, or scrubbed bare – the result, it is thought, of botched restorations – so complete is Piero’s rendering of the illusion of another world that we enter into it unhesitatingly. Our eyes begin to take in the distance: to the left of the stable, a detailed river landscape with bluffs and hills, under a sky that reflects the pale lavenders, violets and lilacs of the angels’ garments; to the right, a townscape, with a campanile, and the surveillance towers cherished by the warring clans of medieval Italy. Since this is a Nativity, the town must be Bethlehem; it has also been identified as Borgo San Sepolcro, the birthplace of Piero della Francesca. So we are presented with a double irony: the birthplace of Christ is Piero’s birthplace (miracles can happen anywhere; all life is a miracle) and it is, by implication, Christ’s burial place, for San Sepolcro is apparently named after the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. The story goes that two pilgrims, Arcano and Egidio, returning from the Holy Land with fragments of the Sepulchre, were ‘miraculously admonished’ to halt at this spot and build a shrine. An alternative legend claims that a pre-existing Roman camp – Biturgia – was renamed San Sepolcro when it was devastated by an earthquake and its inhabitants ensepulchred in the ruins. It is certainly true that San Sepolcro lies at the centre of a region well-known for seismic activity; and one particularly violent earthquake, though 130 years in the past, might still have existed as a tremor in Piero’s mind when he painted The Nativity, for it took place on Christmas Day, 1352.

			On New Year’s Day, 1353, there was an almost equally severe aftershock. Those blank and ruined areas of The Nativity were once thought to be left unfinished by Piero; and one can imagine that they were indeed deliberately abandoned, respecting those Divine cataclysms which make an end of all beginnings and remember Sodom and Gomorrah, precursors of all blasted cities. In this light the folds of the Virgin’s mantle, seeming to float on a disturbing void – the right foreground of the painting is a bare swathe – become even more protective and voluminous. The material emanates from her like blue ectoplasm which extends beyond her body to provide a life-raft for her Son. The angels’ instruments have no strings: it does not matter, for they play ethereal music. Now the shepherds’ faces are magnificently ravaged; their eyes have no pupils, but they gleam all the more powerfully with inner conviction. And the stable is all the more certainly improvised from the ruins of a former building: a surveillance tower, perhaps. Perched on the makeshift boards of its roof is a magpie, the only bird which did not go into the Ark with Noah; it liked better to sit outside, jabbering over the drowned world. According to the masters of the medieval bestiaries, magpies are like poets – pice quasi poetice – because they articulate words, like men; even if they cannot enter into discourse – si nequent in sermone explicare – they nevertheless imitate human speech. The Latin for magpie, pica, is in English a size of type (about 12 point), possibly because of its black and white appearance on the page; it also means a craving for stuff such as chalk, or paper, because of the magpie’s indiscriminate appetite – Shakespeare, in Macbeth, calls it the ‘maggotpie’. So we are reminded that gazzetta, the diminutive of Italian gazza, a magpie, has come to mean a newspaper. We cannot tell whether Piero identified with this bird; but it looks like a reporter, giving out the news of a birth, or a death.

			The nib of its beak points irrevocably towards San Sepolcro, and I am drawn to a memory of the Basilica of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, which I visited some years ago. I cannot give an adequate account of this monumental warren, which contains not only the reputed tomb of Jesus, but Golgotha, the place of His crucifixion. It is impossible to form any opinion as to the outer dimensions of the church, for, engulfed by Jerusalem, it lies within a labyrinth of other buildings, and there is no clear standpoint from which to judge it as a whole; even a bird’s-eye view would not allow one to resolve its boundaries. As for the interior, once you step from the relentless heat of Jerusalem into its stony cool, you get a palpable shiver of immeasurable volume, of cells, galleries, atriums, aisles, arcades, shrines, cloisters, chapels, all on several levels, connected by intricate stairways: for it seems in retrospect that though most of these internal spaces are not even dimly visible until you venture into them, still they exert pressure on your third eye, registering their subliminal presences. I feel them now drilling into my forehead.

			To the right of the entrance is a flight of steps ascending into a little chapel, where you can see, behind a pane of bullet-proof glass as solid as the observation port of a diving-bell, the rock in which the Cross was set, and the cleft in the rock which was caused by the earthquake at the moment of Christ’s death. Some believe this fissure to extend to the centre of the earth. I descend again by another stair, and find myself plunged into darkness. As I advance, faces materialize from the gloom. Some of them have golden halos. Cowled figures brush against me. Here is a side-chapel, lit by glimmering tapers; then a passage-way so dark I have to fumble my way along the damp walls, which smell of mould and frankincense. I emerge into a gallery which leads to a vaulted crypt. A door takes me into yet another chapel. There are frames of gold and silver everywhere, hundreds of ikons, crosses of crystal and precious stones. The Greek deacons swing their censers towards the blaze of candle-light and the blue smoke of their incense unfurls about their richly embroidered garments. I do not know if I am above or below ground level, whatever ground level means. Somewhere in the midst of this enigmatic topography I take yet another staircase and find myself in St Helen’s chapel, where I am ushered by an Armenian monk to stand in the recess where the saint is said to have watched the bringing to light of the True Cross. Another thirteen steps down, I am in the Roman cistern where the Cross was discovered, now the Chapel of the Invention of the Cross. Below me I can hear water. The chambers reverberate with the murmuring of prayers and the chinking of beads, a whispering of tassels as I ascend, and find myself before the little Chapel of the Mocking, from which a passageway leads to Christ’s Prison. An old man wearing sackcloth leans his head against a stone embrasure, sobbing noiselessly. Another kisses the head of a rusted nail in the wall. I turn a corner. There is a queue of pilgrims at the entrance to the mausoleum which contains the Sepulchre itself, and, suddenly feeling like an impostor, I am reluctant to join them; but I catch a glimpse through the parlour-sized antechamber – the Angel’s Chapel – of a custodian monk poised resplendently in a blaze of candle-light, magnified by the importance of his station. The Sepulchre radiates power.

			I slipped by into the shadows. The decay everywhere of stone, of wood and iron was fantastic. I saw pictures that were rotting on their canvases, and canvases, still framed, from which the last vestiges of paint had peeled, and were bleached white. I touched one and it felt wet, like a skein of fresh whey. Other images were defaced by cataracts of candle-wax. Ominous cracks and fissures zigzagged the walls and the marble columns: relics, no doubt, of the earthquakes and bombardments which have affected Jerusalem throughout its history. Sporadic attempts are made to halt the deterioration, but the restoration of any item, or of any part of the structure, is a conundrum capable of indefinite postponement, for ownership of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre is as complex as its architecture, being divided among six Christian dispensations. Every inch of the labyrinth is marked out by a protocol understood fully only by its protagonists, and sometimes not even then. The Greek Orthodox Church owns the Katholikon, the northern part of Golgotha, Adam’s Chapel below it and Christ’s Prison. The Roman Catholics – known in Jerusalem as the Latins – control the southern part of Golgotha, the choir between the Rotunda and the Katholikon, the Chapel of the Apparition with the adjoining Franciscan friary, the Altar of Mary Magdalene and the Chapel of the Invention of the Cross. The Armenians have the Place of the Three Marys, the eastern chapel in the ambulatory and St Helen’s Chapel. The Copts own the chapel on the west side of the Holy Sepulchre, the Syrians the western chapel in the Rotunda and the Abyssinians the Tomb of Joseph of Arimathea, which is entered from that chapel. The Stone of Unction and the Holy Sepulchre itself are owned in common; but the Syrians and the Abyssinians are not permitted to burn lamps in the antechamber of the tomb. The number of these is limited to forty-three, of which the Latins, the Greeks and the Armenians have thirteen each, and the Copts four. Individual columns in the Rotunda surrounding the Sepulchre are owned by several sects at once, divided by lines that only they can see.

			In 1847, a silver star belonging to the Latins, which had been placed by them in the Greek-controlled sanctuary of the Church of the Nativity at Bethlehem, precisely to mark the reputed birthplace of Christ, mysteriously vanished. Accusing the Greeks of its theft, the Latins demanded not only restitution, but entitlement to a set of keys to the Great Door of the church, for a previous decree had relegated them to a side entrance. Then, at the shrine of the Blessed Mary in the Church of Gethsemane, the Latins asserted their right to maintain ‘a cupboard and a lamp in the tomb of the Virgin’. At the Church of the Holy Sepulchre there were violent altercations as to who should effect the long overdue and increasingly urgent repairs to the Rotunda, for those charged with the task would naturally embody their theology in the restorative artwork that would accompany it. The rival factions engaged in bouts of fisticuffs beneath the magnificent, cracked cupola; as the hostilities intensified, the monks deployed candlesticks and crucifixes as weapons. Here, too, the keys to the church became an issue. In 1852, the newly crowned Napoleon III of France, confirming himself protector of the One, Holy, Catholic, Apostolic and Roman Church – the silver star in Bethlehem had been engraved not only with Latin words, but with the arms of France – petitioned the Sultan of the Ottoman Empire, commonly referred to as Turkey, under whose jurisdiction the Holy Places lay, to transfer the keys to the Latins. His request was met; immediately, the Russian Czar undertook to represent the Orthodox population, and moved his forces into the Principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia, north of Bulgaria. Turkey, perceiving this as a threat, declared war on 5 October 1853, and was soon joined by France and Britain in an alliance against Russia. Such, in brief, were the origins of the Crimean War.

			I was born in Raglan Street, Belfast, Northern Ireland, in 1944, exactly ninety years after the Charge of the Light Brigade on 25 October 1854. My birthplace is named for Lord Raglan, commander of the British forces in the Crimea until his death by cholera on 18 June 1855. Other streets in this ‘Crimea’ district of the Falls Road, which in the late 1960s was the venue of gun battles between the British Army and the IRA, include Sultan, Inkerman, Sevastopol, Alma and Balaclava, named for the battle in which the Light Brigade was decimated by the Russian artillery. The district was razed in the 1970s. It is perhaps a mile or two – a good few hops as the magpie flies – to London Street, off the Ravenhill Road in East Belfast, where Kathleen Goligher, the focus of the Spiritualist gathering known as the Goligher Circle, was born, on 27 June 1898.






			CHAPTER TWO

			The case of Kathleen Goligher was first brought to the attention of the public by William Jackson Crawford. Born in Dunedin, New Zealand, on 28 February 1881, Crawford emigrated to London at the age of eighteen. From there he moved to Glasgow, where he studied engineering, and in 1907 he was appointed a lecturer in that subject at the Technical Institute in Belfast; in 1911, he gained his doctorate from Glasgow University; and in 1912 – in which year the Titanic sank, and the typereading optophone was invented by Fournier d’Albe – he became Extra-Mural Lecturer in Mechanical Engineering at Queen’s University, Belfast. He had published some papers in the field – Elementary Graphic Statics and Calculations on the Entropy-Temperature Chart – before he found the work for which he is now remembered. On 28 June 1914, the day after Kathleen Goligher’s sixteenth birthday, Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria was shot dead by Gavrilo Princip, a Slav nationalist. Austria declared war on Serbia on 28 July; Germany on Russia, on 1 August; and Britain on Germany, on 4 August. It is thought that W.J. Crawford first encountered the Goligher Circle shortly afterwards.

			Crawford’s four books on the subject, The Reality of Psychic Phenomena (1916), Hints and Observations for Those Investigating the Phenomena of Spiritualism (1918), Experiments in Psychical Science (1919) and The Psychic Structures at the Goligher Circle (1921) constitute most of the available evidence for the paranormal phenomena attributed to the mediumship of Kathleen Goligher. I first became aware of the Goligher Circle when I bought a copy of The Reality of Psychic Phenomena in the old Excelsior Bookstore at 143 Smithfield Market, in Belfast. It would have been sometime in the early 1970s; Smithfield was destroyed by firebombs on 6 May 1974. At the time I was interested not so much in Crawford’s book as in its neighbour on the shelf, Dr Rocine’s Mind-Training: A Practical System for Developing Self-Confidence, Memory, Mental Concentration and Character, by Victor G. Rocine – published in 1905 by the Human Science School at 130 Dearborn Street, Chicago, Illinois. Turning its pages, I imagined Rocine as a character in ‘that sombre city’ of Saul Bellow’s fictions, confidently grappling with the world of opportunity that is America, wherein, says Rocine, it is man’s principal aim to unfold his soul, and to witness the sublimity of the universe. For the physical world is full of objects, says Rocine: such as casts, drugs, paints, busts, facial expressions, carvings, food, drinks, symbols, letters, marks, numbers, signs, merchandise, frames, designs, copies, pictures, circles, angles, words, metals, houses, grain, snow, flowers, animals, coins, statuary, etc. Regard these things well; examine them with strength of mind.

			To develop physical, vital and mental strength, says Rocine, you should eat foods that contain the principle of vitality. These include whole wheat bread, whole wheat crackers, corn bread, vegetables, especially tomatoes, lettuce, lentils, spinach, sprouts, asparagus, cucumbers, parsnips, artichokes, raw Spanish onions, green peas, celery, baked potatoes, mashed potatoes, ripe olives; brown beans, navy beans, lima beans. Fruits and fruit juices, especially orange juice, baked apples, apples, raisins, cherries, Bartlett pears, grapes, apricots, blackberries, currants, lemons, nectarines, persimmons, plums, dates, berries, rhubarb, raspberries, prune juice, figs. Pecans, baked apples, filberts, Turkish pulled figs with cream and lettuce make a vital meal. Persian prunes, egg nog, celery salad, crackers, baked apples, persimmons, chestnuts and a glass of rich grape juice is good.

			I bury my face in the book. Its pages smell of America: wood-lined rooms, castiron central heating grilles, the darkness of an elevator shaft. ‘I know,’ says Helen Keller, ‘the kind of house we enter. I have recognized an old-fashioned country house because it has several layers of odours, left by a succession of families, of plants, perfumes and draperies.’ And of course there are other odours implicated in Rocine’s book, the physical volume that is: some molecules of Smithfield, certainly, a glint of wet cobblestones, old furniture, the taste of brass. Then I remember standing in the ruins. Ash and charcoal, books still smouldering beneath the rubble. Books are difficult to burn: many that I pick out retain an intact core of print within their devastated covers and scorched margins. I try to picture the titles of these books, but fail. Memory is not a faculty, according to Rocine, it is a compound quality of the mind, and there exist as many different memories as there are mental faculties, and even more, for faculties when they combine give rise to special compound memory powers. One person remembers faces, numbers, accidents, danger, evil, associates, social pleasure, etc., but forgets words, names, business transactions, dates, kind acts shown to them, sermons, deductions, inductions and the like. Another remembers battles, strifes, conquests, blame, praise, scenery, the faults of people, etc., but forgets the names of foods and drinks. A third person has an excellent memory for melody, sound, song and music, but forgets duties, promises and debts. A fourth remembers births and deaths of people, places where they live or used to live, street numbers, restaurant menus, but forgets law, truth and duty. And so on, each remembering this, forgetting that. Pay attention to the quality of objects, says Rocine, figure their connections and their structural combinations. Notice buildings. Look at machines and determine how they are made, and how they function. Inspect houses. Build sentences and connect them according to grammatical rules. Look closely at alphabetic characters, and at footprints. Fix your eyes on things in such a way that your mind takes a mental photograph of their parts. Memorize time for the purpose of remembering time. Remember how old people are, and how they age. Read history, and memorize when wars took place. Ask yourself what time of day it is; answer the question first, then look at your watch. In all things, pay attention to the hour, the day, the week, the month, the year. Know the era, as it unfolds.

			For a while I thought that Rocine could provide a model for a character in a novel I had in mind, set in Belfast in the years preceding and including the First World War. It would be called White Star Street, after the street that lies in the shadow of Harland & Wolff’s great shipyard, where the Titanic was built for the White Star Line. This is a Belfast of immense tobacco factories, spinning mills and ropeworks, countless chimneys spewing energetic smoke. Armies of dark-jacketed workers surge through the powerful industrial gloom. Rocine is a working man – a damask weaver – self-educated, abrupt, charismatic, bold. He calls a strike. His words are vehement and logical. Through them the world is seen fresh and new. Men feel themselves fulfilled by the intensity of his gaze. He looks at them unflinchingly. He sees their hands and their shape, and notices their clothes, the stripes in their clothes, the threads and seams, the woof of the serge. He knows that in these pliant materials the beauty is actually increased through wear; the fibres give, and the movements of the figure induce their own subtle folds. He loves the puckers in the crooks of the sleeves and the knees. Everything is textile. A banner floating in the sun is the beautiful movement of air made visible. A strip of cloth in running water will show you the moving and the waving of the ripples. The less substance in the cloth itself, the more easily will it take its life from other things: the strong support the weak. Of Huguenot stock, Rocine embodies the ideals of the French Enlightenment. He briefly unites Protestant and Catholic in the common cause of labour until baffled by the atavistic force of Orangeism. He looks into a troubled mirror – violence upon the roads: violence of horses – and sees the course that history must take. He encounters Roger Casement some years before Casement is hanged in Pentonville on 3 August 1916. Their talk is of the Maxim gun.

			The Provisional IRA’s campaign of bombing the city centre of Belfast was at its height. I worked in a down-town office at the time, and my dreams were occupied by tall, wavering buildings and avalanches of broken glass. I would find myself on the wrong side of a police cordon; sometimes I would be wrongfully imprisoned, and would pass the time writing notes for the putative novel. I had struggled with the plot for some months – indeed, I was losing it – when, in one of these dreams, Roger Casement appeared to me. I knew him by his bearded, handsome, rather sombre features, as portrayed in his photographs, and by the way he emerged from the dark at the end of the long corridor with his handcuffed hands held out before him, his head thrown proudly back as he walked with the step of a sentenced man. His three-piece Irish tweed suit was covered in a fine dust of quicklime, but I knew the material was good – hand-woven in Donegal, a charcoal grey with localized heathery flecks in it, little nubs of bluebell blue and rush green. He passed through the bars of my cell effortlessly and touched the cold manacles of his hands to my cheeks. They burned, and I woke. 

			I abandoned the novel, and began to delve into the history of Spiritualism, which I thought might be a parable for Ireland. The visible world, says Æ, is like a tapestry blown and stirred by winds behind it; if it would but raise for an instant we would see Paradise. What is luxury and what necessity, says Yeats, when a fragment of gold braid or a flower in the wallpaper may be an originating impulse to revolution or to philosophy?

			The Goligher Circle were no aesthetes. They would not have thought of themselves as revolutionaries, or philosophers; but if the extraordinary claims that Crawford advances for them are true, our perception of the physical world, in which revolutions and philosophies are made, must be entirely revised. In The Reality of Psychic Phenomena, Crawford describes the members of the circle as upright religious-minded people, who kept to a high moral standard in their daily lives. Levity and ornament were frowned upon. ‘They are simple and harmonious in their daily home life, and in every way fit recipients of the extraordinary phenomena obtained through their instrumentality.’ The circle was essentially a family affair. Mr Morrison, in the attic of whose home the circle met, was a hard-working committee member of the Spiritualist Society. Mrs Morrison was a sister of the principal medium, Kathleen Goligher. The other participants were Mr Goligher, Kathleen’s father; Kathleen’s older sisters, Lily and Anna; and her younger brother Samuel, who was thought to have some mediumistic gifts. There is no mention of a Mrs Goligher.

			I look at the frontispiece photograph of Kathleen Goligher – one of those studio portraits where the subject has seemingly materialized from a void background, the lower part of her torso fading softly into nothingness. Her long hair, parted on the right, is tied at the back with a ribbon and draped in three ringlets to the left of the V of her open-necked blouse. She is an attractive young girl of about seventeen. With her long nose, her rather full, almost pouted lips, and the rimless glasses magnifying her myopic gaze, she bears more than a passing resemblance to the young W.B. Yeats. In his Autobiographies, Yeats recalls an incident in his childhood, when his girl cousin was sitting under an old-fashioned mirror reading, and Yeats was reading in another part of the room. Suddenly he heard a sound as if someone was throwing a shower of peas at the mirror. He got her to go into the next room and rap with her knuckles on the other side of the wall to see if the sound could come from there, and while Yeats was alone a great thump came close to his head upon the wainscot and on a different wall of the room.

			‘There came a tremendous bang which shook the room and resembled the blow of a sledge hammer on an anvil,’ observed Sir William Barrett, Professor of Physics at the Royal College of Science, Dublin, after sitting in the Goligher Circle. Before that he heard a series of knocks which rapped out messages in response to a recital of the alphabet. These spirit raps, understood by him to be communications from another world – the world beyond the grave perhaps – were a standard feature of the phenomena produced by the Goligher Circle.

			The members constituting the circle enter the room, and each sits down on their customary chair. They sit in the form of a circle about five feet in diameter, and the table is placed in the centre. The ordinary illuminant is turned off and the red light – a gas jet enclosed in a lantern having a red glass sliding front – turned on. Why normal white light should prove destructive to physical phenomena is not fully understood, but an analogy with wireless helps to make it admissible. Light is the fastest vibration of the ether. Broadcasting practice demonstrates that the fast vibrations tend to nullify the slower vibrations of the radio waves as they are picked up by the wireless receiver. When the days are long and the sunlight intense, wireless reception drops down: this explains why broadcasts of cricket matches sometimes carry an accompanying charge of static, or fade from the air. With the oncoming of night reception improves again. It is probable that psychic vibrations are in the same position. The slowest light vibration is red, and its destructive effect far less. Sir William Crookes, testing the action of various light sources, found moonlight the least injurious to phenomena.

			The sitters, now in red light, clasp each other’s hands in chain order, and the séance begins. One of the members of the circle begins the proceedings with a prayer, and then a hymn is sung. Within a few minutes, sounds – tap, tap, tap – are heard on the floor close to the medium. They soon become louder and stronger, and occur right out in the circle space, on the table, and on the chairs of the sitters. Their magnitude varies in intensity from barely audible ticks to blows which might well be produced by a sledgehammer, the latter being really aweinspiring and easily heard two storeys below, and even outside the house. The loud blows perceptibly shake the floor and chairs. Sometimes the raps keep time to hymns sung by the members of the circle; sometimes they tap out of themselves complicated tunes and popular dances on the top of the table or on the floor. Other extraordinary effects include imitations of a bouncing ball – one would really think there was a ball in the room – the sawing of the table leg, the striking of a match, the walking of a man and the trotting of a horse. Sometimes the raps sound perfect fusillades, for all the world like gunshots. 

			After a quarter of an hour or so the rapping stops, and another type of phenomenon takes place. Remember, says Crawford, that the members of the circle are simply sitting in their chairs holding each other’s hands in chain order. The little table is standing on the floor within the circle, and is not in contact with any of them, or any portion of their clothing. Suddenly the table gives a lurch, or it moves along the floor. It lifts two of its legs  into the air. Then all four. The table rises completely into the air of itself, where it remains suspended for several minutes without support.

			As I read this, I wonder what it would be like to be in the séance room, looking over Crawford’s shoulder as the table tilts and lifts, reading the expression on the circle’s faces in the dim red light. I could be a ghost from the future. Then I think of being Crawford, trying to figure out exactly what is going on.






			CHAPTER THREE

			The main purpose for my visit to London was to discuss with my editor a fictional treatment of the Goligher story. The meeting was scheduled for 5.30 in the afternoon; I planned to arrive earlier that morning. I would go to the National Gallery to see Piero’s Nativity, as usual; I also had a mind to look again at the work of some of the Flemish masters, whose influence on Piero seems undeniable. They share the same concern with painting the effects of light, and how it falls differently on different materials, emphasizing their specific gravities and textures. Piero’s St Michael, which faces the Nativity in Room 61 of the National Gallery, is a case in point. The blue cuirass of the angel’s armour is modelled precisely like a steel torso, its muscular quality thrown into relief by the filmy gauze of his undershirt, visible at the neck below the choker-tight collar of pearl-encrusted filigree gold. The exposed sleeves have matching wristbands, and Piero has taken a great joy in noticing how they glint in contrast to the sheer, clingy folds of light in the crooks of the arms, emphasizing the taut sinews of the powerful angelic grip, one hand holding the bloodied sword, the other the serpent’s head with its mouth gaping open as if in midsentence. St Michael’s elegant red leather boot is delicately and firmly planted on the still writhing coils of the body. Compared to these realistic details, the angel’s wings are mere formal appendages; but even then, their strong, gleamingly feathered structures stand firmly opposed to the devil’s mottled green snakeskin. This is a painting about balance, power, grace and judgement.

			It would have looked even better in its original setting. The St Michael was part of an altarpiece commissioned by the convent church of Sant’Agostino in San Sepolcro. Piero signed the contract on 4 October 1454, for an agreed price of 320 florins, to be paid in instalments. He was allowed a generous time scale of eight years for the work, but it seems to have taken even longer, since a receipt for its completion is dated 14 November 1469, and Piero didn’t receive his final payment until October 1473. Several reasons have been advanced for the long delay, among them damage suffered by the convent in an earthquake of 1458, which might have suggested to Piero that its resources would be devoted to repairs for some time. The convent’s financial difficulties were to persist, for the altarpiece was sold at an unknown date, and broken up. The four side panels, which survived, are as follows: St Augustine (now in Lisbon); St Michael (now in London); St John the Evangelist (now in New York); and St Nicholas of Tolentino (now in Milan). As for the centrepiece, thought to have been a Madonna and Child, its whereabouts – if any – are unknown.

			I pondered its absence as I made my way to London. My plans to go to the National Gallery had been changed by unforeseen circumstances. On 30 March, a few days after I had arranged the meeting with my editor, the English Queen Mother died, aged 101. Her funeral would be held on 9 April, the day of my arrival. The streets around Westminster, Buckingham Palace and The Mall would be closed to traffic. Travellers using the Underground were advised to choose stations away from the ceremonial routes. Scotland Yard announced that, although there was no specific terrorist threat, the occasion would make visible on the London streets an unprecedented number of potential targets, among them King Carlos of Spain, King Michael of Romania, President Chirac of France, the Sultan of Brunei, King Constantine of the Hellenes and Laura Bush, the First Lady of the United States. Levels of security – which already had been high since September 11th and attacks by the Real IRA – would be increased for the day: armed teams of uniformed and plainclothes police officers would be on duty along the route; an air exclusion zone, standard for any ceremonial occasion in Central London, would be in place; and every marksman available to the authorities would be deployed on rooftops overlooking the area, while the labyrinth of sewers below would be patrolled by special units. The codename given to the funeral arrangements was Operation Tay Bridge. I understood that the Queen Mother herself, from her eightieth year on, had actively participated in the advance planning for this eventuality. Given her reputed wit, and her vaunted attachment to her ancestral home of Glamis Castle, an hour’s drive north of the Tay, there could be little doubt that behind the codename lay a reference to the Scottish poetaster William McGonagall’s most famous piece of doggerel, ‘The Tay Bridge Disaster’:

			Beautiful Railway Bridge o’er the Silv’ry Tay! 

			Alas! I am very sorry to say

			That ninety lives here have been taken away 

			On the last Sabbath day of 1879

			Which will be remembered for a very long time …

			What came next?

			’Twas about seven o’clock at night

			And the wind it blew with all its might 

			And the rain came pouring down

			And the dark clouds seem’d to frown …

			Then, a good few verses I could not remember, until

			The central girders with a crash gave way

			And down went the train and the passengers into the Tay!

			It was not difficult to read into these lines a metaphor for the end of the extraordinarily long life of the Queen Mother. Last Empress of India, she had witnessed the complete dissolution of British imperial power. She had indeed been a bridge to another era. The Queen Mother-to-be was born a Victorian in 1900; Victoria had died in 1901, McGonagall in 1902; McGonagall had written a Jubilee ode to Queen Victoria (Sound, trumpets, far and near/ And let all Queen Victoria’s subjects loudly cheer); and Elizabeth the Queen Mother had died in 2002, the year of her daughter Elizabeth’s Golden Jubilee. It was a pattern of convincing symmetry, reinforced by the last lines of McGonagall’s elegy, which seemed an admonition to the present House of Windsor:

			The stronger we our houses do build 

			The less chance we have of being killed

			My upbringing in a Catholic enclave of Belfast had not encouraged in me any great affection for the British Royal Family, but I had to acknowledge the depth of emotion that accompanied the Queen Mother’s obsequies. I read that, on 7 April, as the gun carriage bearing her body made its way from St James’s Gate to Westminster Hall, a ripple of astonished gasps ran through the crowds at the sight of the 105-carat Koh-i-noor diamond in the ceremonial crown which sat on a purple cushion on the lid of the coffin. It had last been seen at her coronation in 1937, nearly a hundred years after the coronation of Victoria. Within hours, a representative of the Indian government would protest at the inappropriateness of displaying such a symbol of imperial domination, and demand the return of the Koh-i-noor – ‘the Mountain of Light’ – claiming that it had been ‘stolen’ when the British annexed the Punjab in 1849; but the crown was soon locked away again in the Tower of London. For now, the great jewel glittered like a heliograph in the clear spring air. As the cortege passed the Cenotaph, the thirteen male members of the Royal Family who led the procession saluted, in acknowledgement of the countless war dead represented by that empty tomb.

			According to the British media, the common people responded magnificently, with none of the hysteria and cheap sentiment that had accompanied the funeral of Diana Princess of Wales. For four days, two thousand five hundred mourners per hour filed past the purple-draped catafalque as the body lay in state in Westminster Hall. The orderly, good-humoured queue, which stretched across the Thames and as far back as Southwark Bridge, had come from all walks of British life. Fleeces mingled with tweeds, baseball caps with country hats, trainers with bespoke shoes. An elderly man from Yorkshire in a dark three-piece suit and black tie was seen deep in conversation with two Pearly Queens from the East End of London, their clothes adorned with thousands of buttons. In these reports, and others, I was constantly informed of the Queen Mother’s excursions onto the streets of London during the years of the Blitz. Repeatedly, I read of her relief when an annex of Buckingham Palace was bombed on 11 September 1940: ‘I’m glad. Now I can look the East End in the face.’ One of the obituary photographs (‘Her Life in Pictures’) showed her with King George VI, standing in the rubble. Behind them, a section of wall looked like the back of a stage set. Posing for the camera, she seemed entirely comfortable with these unfamiliar surroundings, the king, regally ill-at-ease. His unsmiling countenance made me think I was looking at eyes that had looked at Queen Victoria, and I felt a vertiginous sense of the long, dark portrait gallery of history, in which accession to the throne is necessarily governed by death, and a coronation follows on the heels of a funeral. It was 2002. George was dead fifty years, in this, the year of his daughter’s Jubilee. I felt I was looking at his ghost.

			When I examined it more closely, I realized I had imagined the eyes, which were, in fact, two hollow shadows under the gleaming peak of the cap. The light had registered differently on the different materials. Though absorbed by the dark navy serge of the Royal Navy uniform, it glinted on the braid and the buttons, and lay silted as white dust on the broken masonry and plasterwork. I could feel it in my mouth and nose. I must have been only three or four when the ceiling of my bedroom in 100 Raglan Street collapsed on top of me as I lay sleeping. I woke up covered in lath and plaster. For a good few seconds I was too stunned to cry out. I was looking up into the void between the joists and rafters, where a slate must have worked loose and the light of a star shone through. It glittered in my mind’s eye like a migraine pinpoint as I stared at the photograph. The scene was familiar to me from bomb damage in Belfast, and, remembering the security cordons that accompanied the explosions, I was brought back to my present circumstances. Clearly, given the elaborate security surrounding the Queen Mother’s funeral, it would be impractical to try to visit the National Gallery, which bordered the ceremonial routes; ironically, I had just read that Elizabeth the Queen Consort, as she was then, had often attended the free concerts given in the gallery during the years of the Second World War. However, she would have been denied the opportunity of exposure to the serene light that emanates from Piero’s The Nativity, or the martial serenity of his St Michael. On 23 August 1939, in anticipation of war with Germany, the gallery ceased to function as an art gallery, and staff packed its collection away for safe keeping. By 2 September, the day before war was declared, the paintings had been successfully evacuated to public buildings and private houses in Wales and Gloucestershire. With the onset of the Blitz, greater security was thought necessary. Once again the paintings were crated, and brought from their scattered locations to Manod Quarry, a slate mine three hundred feet under a mountaintop above Blaenau Ffestiniog in North Wales. Six immense galleries were quarried out from the catacomb-like spaces of the existing mine and equipped with air conditioning and humidity controls; the entrance, a 6 ft-square hole through which generations of miners had passed, was enlarged to 13 ft by 10 ft, just enough to admit the gallery’s biggest painting, Sebastian del Piombo’s The Raising of Lazarus; and by 18 September 1940, exactly a week after the bombing of Buckingham Palace, the collection was safely housed under a roof of slate three hundred feet thick. Welsh slates, reputedly the best in the world, once roofed the buildings of the British Empire, including the houses of Raglan Street. The slate sizes, in ascending order, from 13×10 in. to 26×13 in., are known as Small Header, Narrow Lady, Small Lady, Header, Wide Header, Lady, Broad Lady, Wide Lady, Viscountess, Wide Viscountess, Countess, Marchioness, Small Duchess, Duchess, Princess and Empress.

			I arrived at Liverpool Street station on the day of the funeral of the former Empress of India, and wandered aimlessly through the City. For whatever reason, my previous experience of that district had been out of working hours, in the evenings or at weekends, when it was relatively deserted, and my overwhelming memory was of streets forming channels of empty, ponderous gloom between monumental buildings of grey stone, pierced intermittently by shafts of light. Now, I noticed modern office blocks of steel and glass, their upper windows trembling in the April breeze with flashes of blue sky and dazzling cloud. The City seemed more than ever a paradox of weight and void. Entering Threadneedle Street from Leadenhall, I paused by the Bank of England, and peered up at its windowless exterior, remembering the admonition of the Gospels: It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than it is for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. I wondered what lay behind those inscrutable external walls. Later that afternoon, in Sir John Soane’s Museum, I would learn they were about all that remained of the Bank of England designed by John Soane. The interior, demolished in the course of expansion in the 1920s and 1930s, had consisted of a series of beautiful top-lit domes and atriums connected by high-windowed corridors and aisles. There were arches that paid tribute to the Basilica of Constantine in Rome, vaults indebted to the Colosseum.

			In Sir John Soane’s Museum there is a watercolour by J.M. Gandy, a ‘bird’s-eye cut-away perspective’ of the Bank of England, painted in 1830. The better to reveal the geometric puzzle of its inner architecture, Gandy shows the bank as a Pompeian ruin, as it might appear at some period in the future as remote to him as antiquity, excavated from the layers of centuries yet to come. Threadneedle Street runs into a landslip in the left foreground. To the right, an overgrown debris of tumbled pediments and statues seem to be the product of some former upheaval of the earth. Everything is washed in an apocalyptic light: perhaps it is the end of the world.

			Also in the museum is a model of the tomb which Soane erected for his wife in 1816, in the burial ground of St Giles-in-the-Fields, now St Pancras Gardens. The model is inscribed, ‘Chere aimé, je ne peut plus entendre ta voix – apprends moi ce que je dois faire – pour remplir tes souhaits!’ (Dear friend, I can no longer hear your voice – teach me what I must do – to fulfil your wishes).

			In 1837, the year before Queen Victoria’s coronation, the body of Sir John Soane joined that of his wife in the tomb.

			In 1925, the architect Sir Giles Gilbert Scott became a trustee of the Sir John Soane Museum, the same year that he won the competition for the General Post Office’s new castiron telephone kiosk, which soon became ubiquitous throughout Britain. His design, with its elegant shallow saucer dome, was inspired by Sir John Soane’s tomb.






			CHAPTER FOUR

			Did you feel strange when you realised you had passed through the change of death?

			No.

			Did you feel very strange and bewildered?

			No.

			Things were strange yet in a kind of way familiar?

			Yes.

			Would it be correct to say that the degree of strangeness and unfamiliarity is on a par with what one of us would experience on being suddenly transferred to, say, some tropical country?

			Yes.

			W.J. Crawford, Hints and Observations for Those Investigating the Phenomena of Spiritualism.

			In 1847 Jane Eyre, by Charlotte Brontë, and Wuthering Heights, by Emily Brontë, were published; some 200,000 refugees from the potato famine left Ireland for America; Ascanio Sobrero, an Italian chemist, discovered nitroglycerin; and, on 11 December, John Fox took the tenancy of a house in Hydesville, an obscure hamlet near Rochester, New York. The house had a spooky reputation, and Michael Weakman, its former tenant, had left it for that reason. John Fox’s family did not experience anything out of the ordinary until March 1848. It was a month of extraordinary events in Europe, with outbreaks of revolution in Paris, Vienna, Berlin, Milan, Venice and Trieste; hardly a day went by without some old order being challenged, and a new one proclaimed. In the United States of America, as the war with Mexico was brought to a close, there were new discoveries of gold in California, and the Fox household was disturbed by a series of inexplicable nocturnal sounds. Raps, knocks, rattles came from the walls, the ceilings and the windows; there were noises as of furniture being moved about, and footsteps on the stairs when there was no one on the stairs. At one point Mr Fox stationed himself outside a door while Mrs Fox stood inside, and the knocks came on the door between them. Mrs Fox began to think the house might be haunted.

			On Friday night, 31 March, we concluded to go to bed early, said Mrs Fox, and not permit ourselves to be disturbed by the noises, but try and get a night’s rest. My husband was here on all these occasions. It was very early when we went to bed on this night – hardly dark. I had been so broken of my rest I was almost sick. My husband had not gone to bed when we first heard the noise on this evening. I had just lain down. It commenced as usual. I knew it from all the other noises I had ever heard before. 

			The children, who slept in the other bed in the room, heard the rapping noises and tried to make similar sounds by snapping their fingers.

			My youngest child, Cathie, said: Mr Splitfoot, do as I do – clapping her hands.

			The sound instantly followed her with the same number of raps.

			When she stopped, the sound stopped.

			Then Margaretta said, in sport: No, do just as I do. Count one, two, three, four – striking one hand against the other at the same time.

			And the raps came as before. She
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