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Chapter 12

The Aporiae of Art


Following a decade  of solitary labor with little  encouragement or recognition, Bill Devlin's career had begun to blossom. Hard -earned and, although  little enough in its own right, it indicated a trend that was irreversible. Bill was not immune to the myth that identified  success with merit, in addition to which he had a family to raise. More immediate concerns included the purchase of a  station wagon for transporting his sculpture, and long range plans for  sending his daughter to a private non-religious school , in England or America if necessary. On the periphery of his ambitions hovered a studio in the country and journeys to distant places.


Make no mistake about it: Bill Devlin hankered after status, a human failing so universal that it would indeed be wrong to single him out for censure . If his immediate objectives appear somewhat  bit middle-class,  they had the saving grace of being, for the most part,  essentially intellectual.  Everything he'd learned about  the lives of the great artists confirmed the legitimacy of his aspirations. No matter that Riccardo deGiorgio and others let him known by indirect hints and slights that they considered him essentially bourgeois; the banality of Riccardo’s own grandiose aspirations was even greater. 


At one end of the spectrum, Bill thought of Michelangelo and his life of voluntary poverty. Even at the pinnacle of his fame he had lived meanly , like a peasant. He didn't marry, didn't have a family to consider, and was lucky enough to have generous  patrons who put their  gigantic fortunes at his disposal for the realization of his conceptions. 


DaVinci wasn't married either: sex apparently didn't interest him, although there are various schools of thought on this matter. He also maintained a large studio which did double duty as a laboratory for his scientific experiments and factory for his inventions. He paid for the support of all of his students and adopted a series of waifs and derelicts.  All this required money.


At the other extreme there was Picasso. The marketability of his genius turned out to be his greatest personal tragedy. It came as no  surprise that Picasso had produced nothing of interest to artists for  30 years. 


Van Gogh? Bill admired the man immensely, without  the least desire to live the way he did. Go be a bohemian and a  lunatic if that's what turns you on, as long as  you didn't have people depending on you. The world's biggest talent doesn't relieve one of basic responsibilities!  Bill was in the habit of telling himself that he could always return to arc-welding if his family's security was ever in jeopardy. Once in awhile he really believed it himself. Certainly  he was in no hurry to put his commitment to the test!  


Yet it was not here that the real conflict of conscience lay. If ever he did find himself forced to abandon sculpture  to support his family, he knew he would do it. Yet  he would always be hounded by the feeling that he'd done so from a  sense of duty, rather than  because he really loved his wife and daughter more than he prized his talent.


He'd married Beatrice because he loved her. He'd always wanted three things: to paint,  to raise  a family, and to live at an acceptable standard. As opportunities arose  to fulfill  each of these ambitions he took them,  as we all do. In that sense we are all adulterers: we grasp at opportunities as they appear to us, debating the  moral and philosophical consequences afterwards.


With some relief, Bill Devlin noted that the need to make such decisions would not be clouding the immediate future. The series of exhibitions he'd held at the Open Studio over the last five years  had been good to him,  while incidentally making  more for the Open Studio,  than anyone else. Were he not about to invest almost all of it into the of casting new bronzes, the  £800 in the bank would have been enough to cover the mortgage  on the house for the coming year. 


His latest exhibition had produced positive reviews in the local newspapers and even some commentary in the British press. Through this he’d acquired a new clientele from abroad, enough to stabilize his finances and stoke his illusions of a secure future. 


And there were promises of bigger things to come on the horizon. It appears that the luxury Victoria Hotel, a snobbish, pulchritudinous  and  otherwise revolting establishment, temporary residence of the class exemplifying all that was most hateful to the Irish conscience, had suddenly  become aware of the need to restore its pitifully tarnished image in the public eye.


Announcements had been placed in all major Irish newspapers, stating that the Victoria  was looking for an  Irish sculptor to decorate its terrace-restaurant with depictions of  scenes from the Mabinongian, a relic  of Irish history  sufficiently ancient, sufficiently distant from memories Wolfe Tone and Padraic Pearse to avoid giving offence to the  descendants of the English landlord class who socialized in  its lobby.


Bill had submitted his application right away. His  chances of  receiving the commission were excellent. Without waiting for the committee’s decision he'd begun making sketches for the giant figures he envisaged for the locale. Months after the closing of his exhibition at the Open Studio, he was still the most talked-about young sculptor in Ireland. Even Telefis Eirann had wasted two weeks of his life making a documentary about him. Society artists  like Jake Josephs and Stan O'Glass, whose essays in mediocrity stood outside every bank and church,  had  so offended the Dublin public by now, that there was every  chance that this time the Victoria would pass them by.


Bill knew very well that  the Josephs’  and and the O'Glasses would forgo their usual haunts at the Bedlam for a crack at this commission, and were even now hard at work at their desks, scratching out their visions  with hands palsied by mental atrophy, worn clichés long since dead even in the minds and hearts of the bank presidents and civic officials who pontificated over public art in Dublin, as they do everywhere.


Initially Beatrice was opposed to the idea. Creating the statuary for Victoria commission would entail, conservatively,  six months' work,  with hardly a day off.  She'd never really gotten used to being neglected, though she had learned to live with it. Still, it really was asking too much of her, that she should  to accept living with a  husband with whom she could expect to relate perhaps a few hours in the evening for half a year. Their social life would be cut to the bone. Her role as the ideal wife would oblige her to sit indoors changing Moira's diapers all day long while he stood  in the yard working.


" And what'm I   supposed to be doin' , while youer makin' yourself famous  ? , she snapped, "Carryin' on with some other man , I suppose. " 


They finally reached an agreement whereby Bill would build a shed in the front yard where he  could work unnoticed and uninterrupted, leaving Beatrice free to conduct the permanent Open House without which life would be unendurable.


In line with the old adage that fortune comes to those who already have it, other opportunities and possibilities were opening up to him now , some of them better than the Victoria commission. A job as instructor  in an art school in Cork would be his for the price of a telephone call.


In a world which is everything that is the case, it  was unfortunately the case,  that the mere contemplation of school teaching  filled him with repugnance. Beatrice, whose father was a school teacher,  had no sympathy for Bill's elitist aversions. If she weren't tied to the house with Moira,  she'd be  teaching herself. 


She did make a small concession, at least with regard to  the teachers among their personal friends, such as the Duggans, who lived in Rathgar and visited them on the weekends. They were terribly burjwah  , which was not  how she imagined Bill and herself. Education  in Ireland, as with so many other professional domains, was in in a permanent state of chaos. The stranglehold of the Christian Brothers on elementary education was being contested for the first time in centuries, with the goverment giving a lukewarm support to so-called 'technical schools' that were being permitted to offer a non-religious curriculum. These schools had no textbooks and little funding. In addition, teachers in them never knew when they were going to be paid. Some of them had to wait as much as a year before receiving their salaries, or even a percentage of them. It was  claimed that the recently installed computers in the offices of the government bureaucracies were constantly  breaking down. Whatever the reasons, it seemed that everything possible that little was being done to help along the establishment of a non-Christian, even a non-Catholic, school system at the elementary level. And one could not imagine  Beatrice teaching catechism!  


Yet, given that Bill had other possibilities, Beatrice  she didn't understand why he wasn't following up on them. A  theater was opening up in Athlone, of all places. A friend of Bill's father had contacted him to ask him if he wanted the job of decorating the lobby and stage with murals. It wasn't a question of money: career-wise the commission was a dead end, and he was tired of being tied down with small commissions. That was precisely why the Victoria commission was so important. It would be a turning  point in the road. 


It was much harder to know how to respond to the offer of  an exhibition in  a major gallery in Belfast. After lengthy debate with himself  and discussion with his wife and friends, Bill had turned it down. In August!  He wasn't going  to  get himself blown up for nothing! Furthermore since , as per local custom, August is riot season,  who would find  time to look at his paintings?


Beatrice thought differently: she'd  love the  chance to head up to Belfast and clobber a few Protestant fascists. Relatives on both sides of her family had been murdered by the Black and Tans. An uncle's  leg had been shot off in a riot twenty  years ago. When Beatrice learned that an  exhibition of her husband’s work  in Belfast was in the offing , her first reaction was to scout around in the yard for easily held and throwable rocks. Bill would have none of it: Belfast in August was out.


Then there was that lawyer, one  might call him an  erotomaniac, who'd bought 3 of Bill's paintings and wanted to commission him to do a set of drawings based on deSade's "Justine". Bill sent him to deGiorgio. There was also talk of  

commissions, of an exhibition in Cork, in Chester, even in London 

Through persistent work on the sketches for the Victoria Bill was able to post them in late January , two weeks before the deadline. Then he went over to England for two months to cast some bronzes. Beatrice remained alone with Moira in Dublin. 


During  the time he was away I passed by the house almost daily.  Beatrice welcomed a bit of help: Moira's cold, complicated by teething problems, had lingered through the winter. Even by Dublin’s standards the winter had been abnormally severe. Warm days began appearing in  March, yet there were still periods, even whole days of bitter, persistent rain. Dublin, someone in the physics department at Trinity College remarked, was sweltering under a heat wave at 256 degrees Kelvin! 


When I stopped  over to visit Beatrice one evening around the middle of March, it was with some good news: the Irish Times had just paid me 10 pounds for a small article about the influence of  W. B. Yeats on the Theater of the Absurd,  a well-woven exercise in trite conjecture. Beatrice had just gotten Moira off to bed after a trying day and was cleaning up the remains of dinner.


With a shopping list and a bit of money I was out the door again down the road in a flash  to do some emergency shopping. Returning I was sent back out  immediately to pick up a bag of turf briquettes. When I came back this time  there was a pot of tea waiting for me on the table,  a dish of stew left over from dinner and a heel  of brown soda bread baked the night before.


At night the Devlin's front room was, if not  the warmest, then certainly the coziest spot in Dublin; by which I mean my Dublin, naturally . Whether it was the manner in which the shadows gathered together in the corners like friendly messages from familiar ghosts, darting spectral fingers along the walls; or it may have been the kaleidoscope of paintings displayed on the walls;  or the clutter of toys, household effects and materials distributed over about the room and over the work tables;  or perhaps the way in which the night invaded the room through the windows with its comforting smile and broad face, and kept at bay by the glow from the briquette stove and the two weak, poorly situated  light bulbs which scarcely illuminated their surroundings,  and were of no help in reading or doing anything. 


None of these by themselves would have meant anything to me in the absence of Beatrice's pure and disinterested hospitality; Beatrice who, merely by speaking  could put anyone at his  ease; who could be out of the room for hours yet give the impression  that she was everywhere present; who could prattle on about the barest nothing,  her whole conversation often enough little more than a long string of irrelevancies , while yet communicating  such glowing delight and warmth; Beatrice whose primary fault, and that a severe one, one which she shared with virtually all of Ireland, was irresponsible gossip; which, in her defense, she had fashioned into a fine art, in which there was no viciousness or spite; Beatrice, a woman who, above all, remained faithful to her beliefs. This was the woman Bill Devlin had married, and of whom he was slow to appreciate the treasure.


She and I  moved to the only warm spot in the room, that created by the  briquette fire in the stove,  bearing our teacups and slices of buttered soda bread.  Beatrice worked for awhile cutting lines into  a  linoleum print block; but she soon found it difficult to concentrate and abandoned the task. After depositing it on Bill’s desk she came back and began speaking to me about Moira's health. Her illness  had lingered for months; deceptive remissions  that had lasted perhaps a few days were followed by  the inevitable relapse. Now she’d  not gotten out of her bed for 3 days. 


Bill wasn't expected back for another two weeks. I suggested that she write to him: if the situation was that serious he could always cut short his trip.


" I wouldn't hear  of it! Bill's been working almost two years  to cast some of that work  he's got  with him!  If he came back now  ,  for some  little thing like Moira's cough , I'm sure  he'd never  forgive me ! "  She laughed,


" It's beginning to look as if I'm gettin' you  to be twice as worried as me  , just from hearin'   me talk about it   so much! I'm all   day in the house alone   with her." 

She stiffled a giggle :" Just the other day  Padraic Parsons! , of all people, looking weirder   than ever, stopped by in the  mornin'  and brought me a sack of potatoes! He's trying to be nice, but what use do I  have for a sack of potatoes! I think he was sent by those poets at Gleason’s  dreaming up  some worthy cause like helping their fellow artists in need! 


" I wouldn't worry, Tom; it's perfectly normal    that Moira's on my mind, if you know what I mean . I'm still continuing to learn what a terrible thing  it is to have a child, Tom. So, my advice to you is that younever   get married and just go on doin'   what you're doin'!  Writin' and all that.  To tell you the truth,  if I didn't have Moira here to look after, I just don't know what  I’d do with myself.  Write some silly lady's column for the Irish Times. Or I could try to be a great painter  like Bill  !"  


"Well", I confessed, " Like anything else, working at art involves lots of dull routine. Besides, it  doesn't pay very much."


" You talk just like Bill", she replied, gaily contemptuous, 

" Always complainin'   about doin' what you enjoy most  ."


" Well I guess you're right. If I didn't have my writing to keep me business, I'd probably be running after girls. Do you know?  I've been in Ireland almost a year now, and  have yet to  meet an unattached single girl."


" Aha!" she scowled, " That's   serious. Tom, let me tell you something:  its a sheer  waste of time  for you to be goin' after girls, they're such silly   people I assure you, and you're such a terribly serious   young man ! " She dodged skillfully away as I lunged at her:


" Anyway , Tom, I know lots   of  nice girls to recommend to you . Why don't you ask  Peggy McGuire out on a date ? She likes poetry",  now I was seriously  afraid I might hit her , "though I've  heard it said that she's already engaged to a classics  professor at Trinity  ."


I gave a sigh of relief, glad to be spared the task of explaining why I didn't want to go out with Peggy McGuire.


" Its a shame, really", she went on, " If you were a Catholic , Tom,  I'd suggest that you become a Jesuit  . You look  just  like one."


I stood up and began walking impatiently around the room. I'd met some admirable  Jesuits in my time, but there was a certain  displeasing insinuation in Beatrice's  tone of voice. 


" Come and sit down!" she motioned, bursting into  laughter , "Can't you tell when I'm  jokin’  !" I sat down again, stared at the fire  and rocked indolently back and forth,


" Though I don't see why anyone   should want  to go on a date with a person  who hasn't got any hair  on his head!"


" Have you heard from Bill?" I interposed, in a desperate attempt  to change the subject.


" Oh, Bill?" she chuckled, " Bill's all right. The only problem he  has is that  the girls  fall all over him  !" 


I gazed at her, speechless. Once again she burst out laughing : "But ... I know just the thing for you..." Moira's crying echoed from  through the ceiling.  Beatrice’s  merriment died on her lips


"Excuse me a moment. I'll be right down.." Beatrice  stood up and walked quickly through the door and up the stairs. While she was away I used the time re-reading my notes from a  journal I'd kept in a trip out to Galway the previous September. 


She was back in twenty minutes. In the way in which  she walked back into the room one  could see that her worries had assumed a more definite shape:


" She's got some trouble breathing. I'd better call Dr. Gottlieb."


" I'll go down the street and do it for you."


" No, that's all right. I need to talk to him myself. I've gotten her back to sleep again, but I want him to come here and take another look at her. Do you think you could stay here while I go next door to the McDonnells and call him from there?"


"Shall I go to her room and watch her? "


" It's better if you stay right here. She's just gone off to sleep again. She shouldn't be disturbed. Pour yourself some more tea. You don't mind staying, do you?"


I stared at her as one does when asked a silly question.


" Where's my coat? Why bother, it's  only next door."


She was back in a quarter of an hour,  happy to learn that Moira hadn't stirred. She hurried up to her  room and came back down again. The crisis had passed.


" We'd better keep our voices down", Beatruc sat down again by the stove, " Dr. Gottlieb will be coming over in half an hour. Aleister McDonnell wanted to come back with me. It's not a good  idea, there being  too many people in the livingroom , all talkin' at the same time. "


I suggested once again that she write Bill and explain the situation.


" No, it's not that serious, not just yet. If Dr. Gottlieb thinks he needs to return,  I'll call Bill and he can get on  a plane. I'd  rather he continue workin'.  Unless Moira is really sick of course." Then as if she would feel more comfortable changing the subject, she started telling me something about the work he was doing in London:  


" There aren't any good bronze casters in Ireland. Stan O'Glass  was advertising  himself   as one: he ruined a dozen  pieces of  work by his friends , before  the idea caught on, that he couldn't  mould a pudding   in a teacup !  Bill knows almost enough to be a caster himself, but he needs to learn more. Even though he's paying them to cast his pieces over in London, he's also puting in 5 hours a day working   for them at base pay. I'm almost beginning to believe that Bill has a mental condition  ! He can't    stop working, not even for one day   ! He doesn't know anyone in London,  so he stays in his flat  at night,  modeling figures in clay. 


" That's what I call gettin' on with the job  !    One thing I can say with certainly, I'm not ashamed I married him. You see, if Bill learns all there is to know   about casting, he can get money  to set up his own  foundry ,  right here in Ireland.  


 "We don't have any good casters here. Bill will have his hands full days  and nights from all the work he'll be gettin'. How will he be able to do his own work, painting and sculpting, that's what I want to know."    


 Beatrice compulsively threw another glance at the ceiling.   Without  a break in the stream of words, she walked over  to the dining-room  table again and returned with a few more slices of soda-bread:       


" So you can see, Tom, why  it's really very important  that he  stay there as long   as he can  . Maybe he should  be coming home, with Moira ill and so on, but I don't know  what he could do here that I can't be doing myself with a  little help. By the way: you've heard about the Victoria commission, haven't you?"

   
" Yes. Is it definite?"       


" Not for certain. We don't yet know, but who else  could they be  giving it to, if not to Bill?  There wasn't a soul in all of Ireland that  wasn't outraged   last year,  when the Arts Council grant was divided between Jake Josephs and that Stan O’Glass , pretenders who didn't need   that money  at all - and , what's  more, don't deserve   to have it! Why, the only talent   people like that  have got is for making the right connections  !  But now  the word is going around, that  Josephs  and Stan O'Glass aren't  even being considered   for the Victoria! commision  You probably don't know, Tom, that Josephs really  blew his credit    around here, when he just  dumped    that pile of figures you just can't avoid   noticing  in front of the Celtic Bank in Sandymount. Josephs couldn't have found a better way   to prove to the  public that he doesn't have an idea in his head that wasn't  out of date  fifty years ago  !  Why, Rodin never existed   for a man like that! What surprises me is that he doesn't work for  Woolworth's,    modelin' plastic midgets   and little bears  and things like that  ! 


So, to get back to what I was sayin' .... who  else  could they be givin' the commission to  if not to Bill ?  The  only other   sculptor in Dublin qualified   to do the job is Jack  Brown, and he'd tell them to fuck off   if they ever try   to walk on his doorstep!"   


" I've heard his name  mentioned him from time to time."


 " You ought to meet him. I'm sure you'll like him, he's like you in a way. He comes around to see us whenever he's going out of his mind   with loneliness.   Jack Brown is the kind of person who sets an example for  Bill, but who will never   get anywhere   on his own."     


" I gather he's something of a misanthrope."      


 " What? A misanthrope, did you say? Well, not exactly. You  can't describe a personality as complicated as Jack Brown's with one word . Bill calls him a fascist;  but he's not exactly  that either. I think he's just an eccentric. 



" But  we  all agree that there isn't a man livin' in  Ireland today who hasn't been given more chances  !  But he's ruined   every one of them !    


" It must be because he was raised in an orphanage    and has had to rely on himself almost from the day he was born; but he's walkin' around in the twentieth   century  with a nineteenth century  idea of the  great artist   in his mind!  He becomes more convinced  of it every time he's turned down for a commission or  antagonizes some important    person just because  his political ideas   don't happen to line up with his own!      


" There isn't an artist in the whole of Ireland   who's been given more    opportunities than  Jack Brown. He's ruined  them all   !  Did you know that  even the  Abbey Theatre  wanted to give him a commission! If Bill were  offered a thing like he he'd be standing outside the theatre at 5 in the morning  ! But you just won't  believe   what Jack did. Right away he starts bargainin'    with  them, settin'  up hundreds of insane  conditions   ! 


" From what  I've heard, and you've got to remember that what I'm telling  you is nothing but hearsay  ,  he started to tell them  what kinds   of   plays   he wanted them to produce! In their  own   theatre!   So of course he lost out on the commission to one of those Bedlam low-lifes !   



"After that  you had to sit and listen to Jack Brown every night   going on about the dirty capitalist  bosses   who run the Abbey , and about how he's just waitin' to  go into politics   so he can chase the  Abbey  scum  out of  Ireland   !    


" For all we  know, they may be every bit   as corrupt  as he says  !  But that's hardly an excuse for spittin' in the eye   of a world famous theatre like the Abbey, when they're offering you five thousand pounds  ! 



"Nobody denies he's got talent   ! You can talk to some  little  tinker girl living in a tent down by the canal, and she'll  tell you she's heard that Jack Brown has talent   ! And he might  work even harder   than Bill, which you might think was  impossible , but it's not so hard to understand, really, when  you recognize that he lives all by himself in an old building  on Thomas Street, that he never  invites a soul to visit him,  that he won't get married in a thousand years … and that he considers  himself a  great genius   !  


"Last year he insulted Bill so  badly I advised  him  never to have anything to do with  Jack again. But Bill can't hold a grudge for  very long, not against anyone, and poor Jack really hasn't got a single friend in  the world, so it seems  cruel  , you know, just to drop him, even  though Bill had plenty of  good reasons for doing so . This much must be said  for Jack , he's never taken a penny    from anyone he didn't respect. "       


The sound of Moira's coughing  and crying could be heard again coming through the ceiling . Beatrice stood  up quickly  and went  out of the room. When she came back , it was with Moira  in her arms, thickly swaddled in blankets.       


" I'll keep her comfortable here with us  until the doctor comes."      


 She went over to the stove and rocked the child gently  too and fro, singing the Brahms lullaby, evidently  the only song she knew for such occasions.  Moira's face was feverish  and swollen.  The congestion in her sinuses had forced her chubby fists  up against her  face. Her eyelids were  heavy with slumber,  while in her eyes one could  read the anguish that children must feel upon their first  initiation into the prolonged miseries of illness. She cried  intermittently, falling off into a fitful sleep,   only to reawaken in a state of feverish intoxication.       


Gottlieb came by a few minutes later. He knocked at  the fence, and I stepped  outside to let him in. He was  a man in  his sixties, a refugee from Hitler's Germany. Dublin's artists used him because he was willing to  accept paintings in lieu of money. Though a resident of Dublin for  over thirty years, he still spoke with a thick   German accent.       


Beatrice lay Moira onto the couch and let the doctor  examine her. After finishing his diagnosis he told us that  there was as of yet no cause for concern,  but that under no circumstances should Moira  be allowed out of doors. After prescribing  some pills to help her  sleep, he  went upstairs  with Beatrice to help put Moira to bed. Then he sat in the living-room with us and  chatted for another ten minutes. Beatrice's offer of  another cup of tea had to be refused; he had another house call to attend to. 


I saw him to the door. When we reached the fence, he  explained to me that he was worried that Moira might have   developed pneumonia.  I was not to say a word of it to  Beatrice, because he wasn't sure. He would be stopping by  every day from now on  until the situation improved. For the present Beatrice should not   be made to worry needlessly. Beatrice and I chatted on until eleven; then I  left.

I  stopped by their house almost every day after that. A week  later, Beatrice informed me that Bill had won the Victoria  commission, and that Moira was getting better. Dr. Gottlieb  had expressed the hope that she would soon be well enough to  be taken outdoors for limited periods.       


3 days later however Moira's condition took a sudden turn for  the worse. She began to suffer from severe chills; there  was no longer any doubt that pneumonia had set in. She was  rushed  immediately to the hospital.       

When Bill returned from England at the end of the week, carting with him  the best work in sculpture he'd done to date , he learned that his daughter had died in the night.  
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