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Chapter 9

An Artist’s Studio


By Saturday morning the tempestuous weather had leveled off.  The torrents descending upon Dublin that seemed to never have had a beginning faded away shortly before the break of dawn.  A foretaste of the fabled Temperate Climate advertised in all the travel brochures was tumbling through the air, fusing  an alloy with the  nipping sleet that continued to  hover, both as precursor and afterthought. 


 As was to be expected Bill Devlin had been working at his drawing board since 6 A.M. He was not so conditioned to the rigors of an Irish winter as to be ungrateful for a rare interlude of decent weather. He'd been up since 5. Beatrice had gotten up with him but, after lighting the fire under the tea kettle, had gone back to bed. Now Bill sat alone in a side alcove off from the living-room, his drawing illuminated by the dazzling light of a small Tensor lamp (one of his few concessions to modern technology) clamped to his work table.   


 Why am I doing this?    A routine question, banal, perhaps pointless, yet one which he posed to himself every morning before sitting down to work, a question particularly appropriate to Dublin, as opposed to several other places around the world where he might have chosen to live: London for example. He spent several weeks of each year over there, doing unpaid or minimally paid work in a foundry in exchange for casting his own pieces and everything he could learn of the caster’s craft. 

    
 He'd last been there had been in September. Bill knew hardly a soul in London. Having nothing else to do he'd stayed up, alone in his bed-sitter,  until late in the night, making sketches,  keeping a journal, and reading. 


Would you believe it!  Just from those 3 hours or so each night , I  got more  work  done  in a mere two week,  than  I  can do in a month in Dublin!   
 



What a shame it was, really, one might even call it a disgrace, that he didn't like London. An unfriendly city -"Unreal City" , T.S. Eliot calls it; they’ve got no sociability; discourteous people bumping into you and expecting you to apologize; no eye contact, no plain speaking, no frankness. What he remembered of its streets were streams of zombies going from nowhere to nowhere. 

    
And the pubs! Filled to burst their seams with the "British workingman", a species he loathed, yabbos talking about little else than the football scores and the Jamaicans and other colonials taking their jobs from them. A nation full of lumps as far as he was concerned.        



On the other hand, you take your Irish worker. Sure, he also drinks his Guinness and draws his pay-check once a month. But it doesn't stop there: he can, and will, talk about Biafra, Vietnam, the laws against contraception, James Joyce, the American moon-landing...


The British prole wouldn't have the least idea of what you're talking about!  Biafra, where dat!  Joyce, who dat?   That's the Britisher for you. 


Nor did he have the impression that he might be "missing something", either, through being unable to "participate" in the  

remarkable avant-garde art scene they crow about in the newspapers! He'd actually gone to an opening while he was there in September. From the moment he walked through the door he couldn't stop laughing.  Some young “discovery", bursting with talent, all the critics rage! The budding genius had nailed an apple peel onto an empty canvas.  The peel had   been coated with varnish to hinder the rotting process, (a shame, really). Swirling a wide brush dripping with green paint he'd drawn an elongated question mark, and below it the words:  "Is this an apple peel?" Nail. question mark and title were all integral to the total concept. No color sense, no notion of composition, nothing at all. Visual jokes; sight gags! A whole exhibition filled with nothing but sight gags! It was enough to make you sick.  

     Why if I moved to London I’d probably have to paint like that!      

    
  Still, that one gallery is all there is to London; and London is all there was to England. 


But who in bloody hell wants to live in England! 


He reflected that he had few complaints against the people he had to live with.  Aleister McConnell and his wife, Kathy? They're all right.  Brendan Casey? Live and let live: at least he tells a great story. The Gleason's poetasters? Well, some are less phony than the others. Once in awhile one of them writes an interesting poem.       
Peter Maloney?  Now that's one person I 'm not too fond of. Hell: I 'm not leaving Ireland because of Peter Maloney!  


    Then there's Joe, and the McGuires, Tom, Pat, Maria, Siobhan O'Neill, weird ducks like O'Higgins and O'Donoghue, tragic cases like Jackson McVay. 


I really have very objections to my life here: Dublin's fine with me.

Only why doesn't anyone understand that there are just times when a man needs to get a bit of work done! 

  
Bill reviewed once again the arguments that, time and again, made him toy with the advantages of leaving Ireland. The experience of spending 3 months in Sweden a few years before had been a valuable one. Stockholm is full of galleries, plenty of shows. He met some interesting people, saw some good work there. Stockholm was very cold; much colder that Ireland.  But one gets used to the weather.  


Bill Devlin did not have sufficient experience in traveling abroad to recognize the superficiality of his observations. It’s all too tempting to judge places like London or Stockholm by a single visit. To the unseasoned traveler, events within the first 10 minutes of arrival at a new place can frequently determine how he judges an entire city, even an entire nation. 


In point of fact, he went on, in terms of the readings on the thermometer, Ireland doesn’t have what one might call a cold climate.  It's just so damn dreary!   Between alcohol, the English, climate, politics and the Church, not falling into manic-depression   on the Emerald Isle is a full-time job!  It's little wonder the land is crawling with psychotics. That big mental hospital out in Cork is one of the great tourist attractions of our benighted nation. It’s a quarter of a mile long, the longest building in the city, perhaps the longest in Ireland!     


Sweden?  Bill sighed:  he just wouldn’t feel comfortable living in Sweden. There was the language problem, to begin with: he couldn’t learn another language to save his life! Not that he’d ever tried. Most of the people you met in the streets spoke an acceptable English, some of them spoke excellent English, better than his own.  


But there was something in the way of life that didn't agree with him. Like the fact that all those incredibly beautiful women were, from what he could see, cold as icebergs. Just like us, they’re a screwed up bunch. Just read Strindberg. Why go to another Ireland. He's seen one Strindberg play, at the Abbey. That was enough for him.  


Why? What's wrong with us: apart from bloody Mother Church over us, under us, inside and outside of us! There's nothing wrong with our family life. When it comes to their sex life,  

Sweden’s like a concentration camp! Those pornographic films

 they dish out; you have to laugh. They're the biggest farce since Duchamp put a moustache on the Mona Lisa! 


They hate sex there, he assured himself: I think they only do it to have something to boast about to their friends. On the other hand are the cars, television, central heating, highways, automation, modernistic furniture, electronic gadgets, SAAB’s. 

For some reason, the allure of a technologically advanced nation didn't work for him. Bill recalled how he'd nearly been busted in the face by a door in Stockholm when he walked into it the wrong way. Worse than the U.S., he thought, though of course he’d never been there.  In the U.S. they respect your individuality; that's the propaganda.   


Aw, he admitted to himself, with some chagrin, I'm just a bloody Paddy …..  He'd always lived in Ireland. Apart   from small trips, little more than vacations, he probably always would: that was the lump in him.  

Brendan Casey's been to more places in this year alone than I've visited in my entire life! And Riccardo deGiorgio! There's a man for you. He's ruined more careers in more places than any artist in living history! I admire him, though I don't envy him. Fighting your whole life just for the right to be you.... But I suppose that's what it’s all about ...”  

   
That's what it's all about, he repeated as a kind of monotonous refrain: pursuing a career in the arts is just a projected egotism, basically. Look at what I was doing, a minute ago: pure selfishness! Were he to be the husband he ought to be, give Beatrice what she wanted, they'd have cars, vacations on the Riviera, a "ranch house" in County Cork, a new dress each month. Yet here he is, going on with his work, his own notion of what he ought to be doing, not giving a damn about anybody else. 


His own family, both his mother's and father's side, made no apologies for hating him, not him really, but what he'd done with his life.  Bill admitted that, although he'd not done anything to injure any of them, he hadn’t exactly given them what they expected from him either.


Look at this drawing in front of me, (which is going fairly well for a change):  It's just ME!   All the pictures hanging on the walls are ME. ! Everything I see around me is ME, ME, ME!! Makes you ashamed of yourself... If you're stuck in VietNam or Biafra you don't have any spare time to just sit around and paint... When you’ve got your back against the wall, it’s different..  I persist in believing that something higher's involved, else I wouldn't be doing it...


“Bill Devlin, the artist!   “he muttered in a mocking tone, imitating Beatrice's manner of speaking  ... " yet I know damn well I couldn't do anything else if I were to be given….. a million pounds and a palace in California. I'm a complete reactionary, really. Making scratches on a piece of rice paper in Dublin, that's my perspective..." 


  Bill yawned, stood up, stretched his limbs; then he stood up and walked into the living-room. Going into the kitchen he poured himself a cup of tea and picked up a piece of soda bread. Walking idly about the room he gazed mechanically through the windows into the yard. 


...In most respects Dublin is possibly the worst place in the developed world for anyone to try for a career as an artist...


Damn it!   , he swore, that god-damned lady!  

He'd suddenly recalled the upper class lady, Old Ascendancy written all over her, who'd come by his studio a few days ago. She was being driven in a big American car, Chrysler or Pontiac; it barely slithered on its belly through the alleyway.

      She'd been directed to his home by a staffer in the Open Studio. The woman claimed to have been transported into raptures by a bronze bull standing on the table in the living-room.  She asked him to bring it with him to a fashionable restaurant on O'Connell Street that afternoon, where she and her husband would be having lunch. She wanted him to see it first before buying it.  


So, idiot that he was, he'd lugged the bronze bull statuette half way across the city. It cost him the better part of a day's work, just sitting around and talking with them. Apparently she'd changed her mind just after leaving his place and hadn't considered it worth her trouble to come back and tell him as much. No offer even of lunch, of course. 


Man, but an artist's really no better than a beggar!   he swore, his right fist striking the back of an armchair.  THAT'S IRELAND FOR YOU!


With obsessive morbidity his mind worked and reworked the time he'd lost through this misadventure... almost an hour getting to the restaurant.. another hour in vapid chit-chat.. an hour back..  it wasn't possible to get down to work until after dinner. And that was ruined when Brendan Casey knocked at the door!   


 Funny; he didn't say much. That in itself is strange.... Totally unlike him; told us a few stories from his visit to Denmark. Then,

well, he just sat there for what seemed the longest time. You just knew there was something he wanted to get off his chest. Simpering like a silly ape, he was.


Whatever it was, it couldn't have been very important, since he never did get around to saying it. All the same, I still wonder why he paid us a visit. Alone, that is, without the usual crowd of friends. Which is just as well; don't want to have Bea squawking like a bitch. 


He ever brought along a six-pack of Harp. Drank up two bottles and left the rest for us. He must have talked around a dozen topics before he got up and left. Don't know, really; I had the  impression he'd just come from doing some heavy drinking and was getting ready to go out and do some more. Brendan Casey isn't really an alcoholic, relative to the national character that is.


Come to think of it, he did say he'd decided to visit me after a talk he'd had with Peter Maloney. Both of us avoided talking about Riccardo.  That's simple common sense: best thing is to let it all blow over. It's a total waste of time to try to call a person like Brendan to account for anything he does.


 .All the same; it really was very peculiar. All the same; the   way he finally got up and left, I could scarcely keep from laughing!  Brendan must have turned around three times as he was going out the door.  Opened his mouth once or twice, as if he were about to spit something out. 

     Finally he said goodbye. "I'll be stopping around again. There's something I want to talk to you about/" The way he fled you'd think he was trying to escape the cops!  Really very strange ..." 


 Bill carried his empty teacup back to the kitchen for a refill.  Then he returned to the alcove and seated himself once again before its table of completed and unfinished sketches. 
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