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Chapter 10

A Patron of the Arts


8 AM: Turning  over in his bed, Brendan Casey’s naked backside pinned the right foot of his wife, Teresa. They'd been separated for the better part of a month while he was away in  Denmark. In that time Teresa had made an excellent adjustment to  doing without him.       


"Hmmm... Brendan...  could you turn your fucking carcass back facin' the wall?" , she muttered,  “Ye're givin' me a club foot." 


Though still more asleep than  awake, Brendan  was never remiss when  an opportunity for ribaldry appeared: 


" Watch what ye're sayin", he groaned , "or ye might jest  git a'club up yer arse..He,he,he,,".


He emitted the ghost of a sick laugh, unable even in sleep to relinquish  his role on the stage of  life. They'd celebrated  Brendan's return to Dublin  until 5 in the morning  and were thoroughly besotted .      


 " He,he,he", she mimicked. Wrenching her thigh away from the weight of his slack meat, she reached out with both arms and clutched him about the chest. Whispering ever so softly, she said: 
"Cushla, let's make love..."       


" Leave me along, ye bloody female! ", Brendan snarled, " Did ye think I was wastin' me time in Copenhagen?   I've tasted  enough smelly cunt to last me the rest of my  fornicatin' life! ..There's a thought, love ...Methinks, wench, I  seek  the savor of more Middle Eastern defilements.. Perchance  will turn pederast.."       


 Teresa gave him a resounding whack on the rear.      


 " You don't fool me, you fucken fraud! Why there isn't  a  queer in Dublin who'd so much as look at you!  Do you think  I'd stick with the likes of you all these years  if I  wasn't a good Catholic?"     


  " Lady.."  Brendan belched, then  swore " Christ, mum ... if that fabulous sodomite, the lubricious post- Machiavellian Riccardo deGiorgio, shows up with a box of pepperoni pizza in his hands, let him in, will you?...Could use a slice of wog arse.."  after which he turned his face back to the wall and fell into a deep slumber. Sighing, Teresa relinquished her hold on him,  wrapped the sheets  more tightly about her naked form  and joined him in mindless oblivion. 

ffffffffff

  
9:30 AM : Aleister McDonnell,  barely conscious, lay awake in his bed. His limbs  spread apart like the blades of a scissors,  his left hand maneuvered about in the empty bed for the familiar feel of his wife.   Suddenly, with the realization that she wasn't there, he sat bolt upright. It was not, however,  so much her absence that had terrified him, as the sight of a  menacing shadow along the windowsill. It took him some moments to realize that this strange projection was being cast by a chair that had been moved to an unfamiliar position.      


 " Kathy!", he called out, "Kathy!" Kathleen McDonnell was standing in the kitchen, putting up tea. Her slender figure silhouetted against the wall behind the stove, she poked around with a stick  in the belly of a briquette stove from which the top burner had been removed. Her cropped and straggly black hair framed a face furrowed with care.        


 " What is it, Alex?"       


" Did you notice, Kathy? The sun is out today! It's  going to be a good   day , like the ones they have on Mylos, or in Tel Aviv!"       


 " That's wonderful, dear."       


Aleister remained in the bed in a seated position. His body racked with cramps from the binge of the previous night, he gazed perplexedly about the small room which served them  for everything but  bathroom and kitchen. Papers were  strewn everywhere, covering all the bare surfaces of the furniture and the foot of the bed. Another  20 or more  were scattered about the floor. Most  of them held no more than a line or two of poetry;  most of these had been scratched out.        


" Kathy - what time did I go to bed last night?"     


 " I don't know, dear. Perhaps 3 A.M. You stayed up late, working."       



" .... working?..working?" he mumbled, "...do you know? I  don't remember a single word of anything I wrote last night?  Kathy! You've got to keep me from doing that! It's very bad for my health."        


" Yes, dear."       


" The artist and the beast in me are always at war.. yet  if I don't give the beast his due, the artist will kill me!"  Aleister  tumbled out of bed. Walking about the room in confusion, barefooted, dressed only in his underwear,  Aleister scooped up as many of his papers as his hands and arms could carry. Stumbling across  the carpet, he carried his lode into the tiny kitchen. Walking in, he bore the evidences of his creativity aloft, putting one of mind of  the  mirror and razor of Buck Mulligan in the opening pages of Joyce's  Ulysses .       


More sensitive to the  conventions  of decency, Kathy had draped her nightgown  in a bathrobe  tied with a sash.     


"Good morning, dear." The voice with which she greeted her husband was  sugary and a bit simple-minded.        


Aleister nodded curtly. He had other things on his mind: 


 " Kathy!" he  commanded ,  " Burn these! I want you to burn these!"      


 " All of them, darling?" The  horror in her voice did not overshadow her  recognition of the unique predicament of the soul of an artist.     


  " All of them! They came from my Lower Being  !  They are unworthy of me ! "   Kathleen McDonnell used a poker to clear a space between the burning briquettes. Before dropping them into the fire, she regarded him with an earnest look, in which  tenderness mixed uneasily with  pleading:          


 "All  of them  ?" Nodding his head vigorously, Aleister  pointed to the stove in a manner that brooked no compromise. Thereupon   she took the papers  from his hands and thrust them into the coals .       


Standing together, with,  like the couple in Yeat's ballad of the Sally Gardens,  her snow white hand placed upon his leaning shoulder, they watching the foolscap smoulder and crackle, flaring  up briefly a few instants prior to giving  over its cargo of wisdom to the flames .       


As the ashes settled into the bottom of the stove and the garish points of light flickered and died, Aleister grabbed her by  the shoulders, turned her face to his, and cried: " Kiss me Kathy! Kiss me ....before I begin today's torment!!"

ffffffffffffffff

 
10:00 AM:  Padraic Parsons sat after breakfast,  in the dining-room of his house, teaching himself Russian. Peggy McGuire, keeping an eye on  her six brothers and 3 sisters,  was reading aloud from the  holy sonnets  of John Donne. For refusing to make up his bed or clean up after himself, Seamus McGrath was being  ejected from the Dublin Men's Shelter. Mike Mulligan was  asking himself whether it was time to end  this drunk, and when to  begin another one. Jerry O'Brien was planning  his next painting. 


With nothing to do until 2 , the bartenders of  the Bedlam lay bets on the horses. The editor of the Irish  Independent asked  himself how much longer the Finn Gael Party was going to remain in power. 

     At the stroke of 11 PM,  Peter Maloney put his key into  the door of the Open Studio and honorably entered his place  of business. The sun sailed  in the heavens like a  unwinding top, or like a paintbrush  swirling  the much vaunted Temperate Climate about covering the fronts of the Georgian residences as if it were a  coat of  whitewash. Peter Maloney, like most of the rest of the population of Dublin, found this rare interlude of good weather both bracing and stimulating. That was all to the good, for  he had serious work to do. 


He was waiting for Sean Harris and Reginald Jamison to  come  into the gallery. They were expected some time between 11:30 and noon. These two  members of the Board of Directors had promised to take  a break  from their professional duties to help Maloney  remove Riccardo deGiorgio's daubings from the walls.      


 Proud as  a ship's captain  before the wheel, Peter Maloney  took up his station behind  his desk . His wispy beard quivered. One could  almost read, in the snarl of satisfaction which curled about  his lips, the naked malevolence  of his thoughts. With tie in  place, cuff-links protruding just below the edges of his  jacket sleeves, not a trace of lint on his proper grey  suit, creases straight along the thigh-bones, parallel part  across the middle of his scalp,  little modification  would have been need to turn  sharp pleats of his body into a perfect rectangle.       



With  half an hour or more  of idle time stretching before him he opened the  ledger on the desk before him,  and began totaling up the receipts of the previous day. With  a felt pen  he drew a line down the middle of a clean  page.  On the left side, at the top, he wrote SALES in block letters. Below this he placed a  zero . On the right  below the word  "EXPENDITURES", he wrote "Office Supplies £ 5"   In the margin to the far right, he wrote the date of the previous Friday.


With a sigh of relief he started a new page, placing the  current date a Monday, at the top. Then he opened the desk drawers to  tabulate the remaining  petty  cash. At the top of the  left column he entered the sum of 4 pounds, 6 shillings and 3 pence.       


It occurred to him that this might be  a good time to make a draft of a  letter to the editors of the Irish Times  . Laying flat a sheet of  letter-head stationary he began:  Dear Sirs :    


He paused; that wouldn't be appropriate. Perhaps  in a  business letter, not in a letter intended for the whole population of Ireland . He crumpled the page into a ball, dropped it into the trash basket, pulled out another paper and began anew: 


To the readership of the Irish Times:



The Open Studio wishes to extend its humble apologies for the exhibition, so offensive to morality which, contrary to its wishes, it was constrained to accept, owing to irresponsible commitments made by ..."


 At  11:30 AM , give or take several minutes, Riccardo deGiorgio walked onto the premises of the Open Studio! Not one to waste time on greetings, words being otherwise superfluous , he pulled up a chair in front of the desk . Tipping  forward on the edge of its seat he  fixed Peter Maloney with an unflinching stare. Maloney wilted under the brutality of this visual attack.       


" Well, fellow!” he exclaimed with false exuberance, relying  on the innocuous to  come to his rescue:  " Bright and early today, isn't it?"      


diGiogio said nothing,  the damnation in  his eyes being more than adequate as a substitute for the expected reply. To his mind, if anyone needed to do the explaining, it was Peter.      


 "Okay, Riccardo.. speak up! What's the matter?   Something's obviously wrong, isn't it? I can see it in your eyes. Don't you want to talk about it? " 


deGiorgio was waiting for the right moment to speak. Apparently it hadn't come yet. 


"Cat got your tongue, eh?"       


Heaving  an enormous sigh , as if saying in effect that,  although he was experiencing the sufferings of Christ, he had  no intention of taking his attitude towards them, Riccardo permitted himself a few words. His voice  resonated with a barely constrained pessimism:       


" What is this that I hear about you gonna close my show?"      


Peter Maloney's stoic posture  crumpled like a line of bad verse. With his trembling right hand over his face he sat  huddled over his  desk.  The crisis passing, he  lifted his hand away again, it being needed for a new function, that of banging the top of the desk, softly to be  sure, though  decisively. He may have mumbled something like  "Christ, why do I stay in Ireland?" Then he turned to confront deGiorgio:    


 " Who told you that?" he asked, letting him know from his tone of voice that whoever had done so was a very bad person indeed:       


Riccardo examined the soles of his shoes, noting  that he might have to buy a new pair fairly soon:

" I meet Brendan Casey last night at Gleason's. He tell me that everything that happen to me is your fault."       


Maloney's face flushed crimson with rage: " Oh he did, did he!?" He was tempted to bang the table once again, with greater force, but thought better of it:      


"Perhaps it true, perhaps not. I do not know. What should I believe. Because he tell me, I not making any mistake, he tell me that he try to do everything he makes promises to do, but that you ruin everything."     


" That bastard!", Maloney swore, "That dirty bastard!"       


" And then he tell me this:  I better hurry, he say, over  to  the Open Studio gallery today, right away in the morning, because you no like what the critics are writing,  and you gonna close down  my show. Is  that true?"       


" Now, now....take it easy, Riccardo", Maloney’s smooth, unhappy face supported a wide grimace, a mannerism notable for its incongruity in the cozy haven of the Open Studio gallery. His  arms languished in their sockets like the wings of a rain-soaked butterfly,  as his right hand rose up once more to cover his face:  


"You show know by now, Riccardo, not to believe anything  that Brendan Casey says. There's been a terrible  misunderstanding! "       


" I no longer believe what anybody is telling me,  including you." DeGiorgio stood up and strode, somewhat pompously,  back and forth before the desk:    


"That includes you!" he swore again.  He strode right up to Maloney, pointing a finger close to his face, stopping just short of intentional violence:


 "But it true, no , that you gonna close my show?"      


 " That was a silly thing for Brendan to say, Riccardo!  Just don't get excited!" His heart was pounding and his body shook with tremors of fear . He knew that he had to get out of the gallery right away, if only for a few minutes. He also needed to alert Sean and Reginald as to what they ought to expect to find  :       


" Riccardo, what I need more than anything right now  is a cup  of coffee. Look, can I get you one? What do you want in it? Cream? Sugar?"       


Riccardo sat down once more in the comfortable easy chair situated in front of the desk. Heaving a melodramatic sigh, his gaze floated around the room as he critically assessed the effect of the rows of canvases hanging about the room. For the first  time, he acknowledged that Bill Devlin and his co-workers  had done an  excellent job in framing and hanging his work.


 " So... Brendan Casey is wrong, then?"      


 " Absolutely, Riccardo.. Look. Your show's scheduled for another week, isn't it?"        


" I think .. No ... another five days."      


 " Let's make it a week, all right? We owe you an apology  anyway, Look, Riccardo, I've just got to get that cup of coffee. What do you want in yours?"      


 " Black... expresso, if they got it." Like a child running home from school,  Peter Maloney sped out the  door onto the stone steps of the terrace of the building and down the staircase onto the street. There he reduced his pace to a sedate trot. Halting before the traffic light at the first intersection,  he saw Sean Harris and Reginald Jamison coming towards him on the other side of the street. Crossing rapidly, he gripped his jacket lapels in both hands and boldly set forth to face them.  


 "Morning, Peter." Sean Harris was a man in his  middle forties, stout about the middle, prosperous in  appearance, an obvious asset to any community,  father of a college graduate and other children.      


 " Morning, Peter." Reginald Jamison, shorter, not so  heavy, exuded an aroma of smug self-satisfaction. A shock of bright red hair casually groomed, presided above black-rimmed  glasses and a wide mustache. Both walked with ambling strides, as befits men who  make their own way in the world, provided they stay on schedule.      


 " Morning Sean; morning Reg. Look: you'd both better come with me. Something's come up. Where can we get breakfast? "  Grabbing both of  them by the arms, he steered them to a small, restaurant, almost empty in anticipation of the luncheon crowds.. 

ffffffffffff    


Riccardo deGiorgio paced the floor space of the Open  Studio.  As his thoughts wandered aimlessly from one  painting to another,  he wondered what could have led him to imagine that anyone in  Ireland would want to buy  them? He recalled the circumstances under which each of them had been conceived and painted, some as long ago as 4 or 5 years. This activity of reassessment was, with him, as it is with all serious artists, a continually renewed obligation. 


When he was able to get beyond the thick carapace of his personal vanity, Riccardo was capable of realism about himself and his work. He halted before an earlier  canvas, painted in Zurich in the days when he first met Brendan Casey and his crowd.  In spite of himself, he chuckled:  a  nun is depicted nailed to a cross, heavily clothed save for a grossly  exaggerated bare breast. A leper clings to her body, squeezing the  breast to catch the oozing drops of milk. One might consider it an amalgam of Enlightenment anti-clericalism with Counter-Reformation piety.     


 Even for a non-Catholic it was disgusting. It was meant to be. Indeed, it could even be defended on the grounds of  Catholic orthodoxy. Wasn't  this  what these pious sisters of mercy really want, hadn't  he captured the secret  fantasy of most  nuns? Who could deny that the essence of a certain vision of the  religious life had been captured in this striking image? Who could deny it?       


Turn to Luis Bunuel for cruel satire at the expense of the Catholic church! The Milky Way, Viridiana, Los Olvidados. Look at the surrealism of Leonora Fini, from  whom these barbarians had probably never seen a single drawing. And Georg Grosz. Goya for that matter!   In fact, the  scandalous DeGiorgio hadn’t  invented anything ; it's  all  been done before him. Max Beckmann! Edvard Munch!  Even  Picasso for that matter!   


No question about it: Max Beckmann wouldn't have lasted a day  in Ireland! He peered at another canvas, closely  examining it to uncover  Beckmann-like allegorical effects in it. There was something to be learned from such a  man. His  ferocity; his sense of the grandiose; his powerful  conscience.  


Despite an aesthetic so profoundly different from his own, there was something both challenging and irrestible in the paintings of Max Beckmann, which gripped him, held him fast. Riccardo sometimes doubted that he'd ever progressed beyond the stage of  merely imitating his influences. Was there anything he'd done which hadn't been borrowed from  others? From Picasso, Modigliani, Czontvary, Chagall, DiChirico, Beckmann, Munch,  Fini, Ernst?


While still a student the works of all of these artists had been  intensively studied . Like a mechanic dismantling a machine to learn how it functions, he'd analyzed hundreds of paintings, ancient and modern, sometimes inch by inch, to uncover the secrets of their effects, how and why they worked upon intellect and imagination, their unique magic. Since then, over the years,  he'd continued to incorporate what he’d discovered  into his own work.      


Things had changed greatly for him in the space of a mere decade. Back in the late 50’s he'd been able to dependably produce  a far more concentrated energy to bring to his work, a quality of energy he'd never recovered, probably never would. His recollections amazed him: there was a time when hard work, 12 to 15 hours a day before a single canvas, was not considered unusual, whole days going by in which he neglected himself, his  friends, cafe life, social gatherings, books, museums. The recollection of such- single-minded dedication to art filled him with immeasurable  sadness, for now it seemed to him  that he was dedicated to little more than getting  through life one  day at a time. 


What did he need to do to rekindle that enthusiasm, to re-invent a more restrained version of that old dedication, bringing to his craft enough experience and maturity to make up for the vanishing of the old fire? One thing he knew: he needed to get away from people, from the expectations of patrons, from financial want. Perhaps he should avoid the big cities foe awhile, go out to the countryside, force himself into a situation in which there was nothing  else for him to do, where he would be required to paint from sunrise to sunset merely to cope with monotony and boredom!  How long was it  that he'd been getting nowhere, changing without developing, dragging his feet: 3 years? 5 years? Struggling to live,  wasting  time, chasing after clients and commissions  as a fish jumps to the bait? 


In theory the craft of the artist was the most useful of all activities. The creative person sets himself up in  the place of God, acting as the burning glass  through which the  scattered  energies of the universe are brought  a  focus. He is the pathfinder determining the course of evolution for all mankind. All this  had always been self-evident to him. Such a belief did not imply conceit. Surprisingly, they reflected a kind of humility, not arrogance, in the face of the task set before him.  All activities have their legitimate domain of operation, the artist's being only one  among many, not even the most indispensable, only  the highest.       


Yet: there was theory and there was practice. As he reflected upon his life over the past decade, Riccardo could not help but feel that his efforts and energies  had been largely wasted. In pragmatic terms, he knew of no-one whose life was more usesless to himself and others.
 Only a negligible  fraction of his work in this period now hung on the walls  of the despicable class that had  the money to buy it. 

That  brief moment of success he'd known   in London had been nothing more than a distraction,  already swept away into a  past that was, in the larger  picture, dismal. He had lived  off friends, abused the confidence of doting women, stolen  whatever  he needed: books, art supplies, even money.


For what? For every constructive hour he wrested from the grasp of a philistine culture  he'd wasted as many  days: sleeping in train stations, homeless shelters or out on the streets;  standing in  lines for stupid jobs,  or waiting in offices for money  owed to him;  beggary in a thousand disguises; dealing with police or border guards or landlords; even time in jail, waiting to be deported...        


Even something as simple as cashing a check could use up an entire day, if one were a foreigner without a real bank  account, without even the bus fare to travel across town to the bank that would accept it! An endless litany of frustration,  grievances, misery, hostility. What did he have to show for it?  Huge investments in time and energy in exchange for slops from  the tables of the rich!  A smile and a handshake from a major Belgian painter who had  seen his work and understood it. A week's rent and a meal in  a good restaurant for a drawing into which he had poured  three days of fierce effort. A trunk of  drawings and  watercolors ruined by rain after being impounded by the  German police. A friend in Paris who'd given him 300 francs  to save him from being kicked out of a filthy, evil-smelling hotel.       


Were these the rewards appropriate to a vocation  which  deGiorgio believed to be more exalted than any other? Was it not rather the case that, instead of rewarding him, society sets out to   destroy the very culture it hypocritically claims to admire, taking credit for  a tri-millennial heritage  of intellectual achievement?       


" Hello, Riccardo". Sean Harris, closely followed by Peter Maloney and Reginald Jamison, had just entered the Open  Studio.   

His tone of voice that which a  school principal might use to a recalcitrant truant: 


"Riccardo", Peter Maloney  made the introductions, " This is Sean Harris;  I think you've met before. And this is Reginald Jamison."


Sean  Harris didn't believe in wasting time:  " Riccardo, " he   broke in before the ceremonial shaking of hands was finished , 

" We've got something to tell you."


" Yes .... and I think I know what it is, too."


" We're closing your show. as of right now. If you're a decent sort of person, you'll help us take down your work."


" Decent? So that's what you call it? The way you use the word sounds very funny. It may be that we do not understand this  word , 'decent'. Maybe you tell me what you mean by 'decent' . 


"I'm sorry, Riccardo", Peter interposed,  " but that's the way it has to be."


deGiorgio remained calm. His suspicions confirmed,  he was able to deal with the situation:


" You cannot do this to me. You remember that we have an agreement?"


" That agreement is off! Riccardo; off!" Peter Maloney waved his hands in wide arcs,  as if physically wiping out all agreements, present and future. Reginald Jamison contributed some professional advice:


" Legally, Riccardo, the Open Studio is under no obligation to keep your paintings a day beyond its own legitimate interests. The only agreement you have from us ( which, I remind you, was forced on us very much against our will and, you've forced me  to say it, our artistic judgment)  is a kind of 'gentleman's agreement'. We were hoping, in fact, that you hadn't forgotten this and would accept the situation -  as  a gentleman."


Riccardo’s  frozen smile served as a disturbingly fragile seal set upon his  mounting anger: "I'm not a gentleman, my good friends. I will tell you a little secret: I am really a dog. My feeling is we make a "dog's agreement". Speaking with  you as from one dog to another, I not let you take down my paintings! "


" Now, now, Riccardo!"  Peter Maloney was frantic, "Take it easy, for God's sake!!" Nervously, he  paced the floor in quick strides, 


" How can I make you understand that it's not our fault? We've got nothing against your paintings, Riccardo. This is Ireland, man! We've got our reputation to consider!  You must realize that we've got nothing against you personally. Why can't we still be friends? Look Riccardo, you help us take down your paintings, and I'll buy you dinner. How's that?"


It was the worst thing he could possibly say. Riccardo's fist was itching to reach out and break his jaw:


" I not hungry, thank you very much. You give that dinner to some bum on the Green!  Nobody take down my paintings!!"


It was around this time that Sean Harris discovered that his fists were also closing automatically in a clench: 


"So, Riccardo- you're not going to help us?" He snarled,  something between a laugh and a sneer.


"You just try to take down my paintings, you see what happens."


Sean flushed : "Is that a threat?"


" No;  perhaps  a promise."


"Reggie!" Harris yelled in a choked voice "Let me hold this degenerate dego  at bay while you and Peter pull his crap off our walls!!"


Like a long-delayed erection, Riccardo's fist rose to connect with Sean Harris's left cheek. Harris staggered backwards, put up his guard and jockeyed about, aiming for the stomach. Maloney and Jamison  sprang back with  a shared reflex. Stepping behind Riccardo , Jamison  tried to reach out and pin back his shoulders. With a savage kick Riccardo sent him sprawling against one of his canvases, notably the one supporting the copulating images of Pope and bear. Fortuitously. there was no  damage done either to trustee, bear or pontiff. While Sean Harris and Riccardo deGiorgio  tussled, Peter Maloney raced hopelessly up and down, horribly upset, wringing his hands and shouting for them both to stop.


In a moment, Riccardo and Harris were sprawled on the floor, the former raining heavy blows on the latter. The whites of  Riccardo's eyes gleamed with manic savagery , with all the veins in his face inflamed to bursting. 


 Coming up from behind him , Jamison yanked on Riccardo's jacket while kicking him with the pointed of his patent leather shoes, 20 quid apiece from Brown-Thomas. Harris and deGiorgio struggled to their feet assaulting one another in shameless fury. Peter Maloney, courageous enough but no fighter, persistently interposed himself between the two of them, begging them to behave. 


Riccardo seized him by the throat and pushed him into Harris, who pushed him back into Riccardo, who thereupon set to throttling poor Peter Maloney, becoming so engrossed in the performance of his chores that he didn't notice Reginald Jamison  coming up from behind again with a broom raised over his head. The motion of its shadow caught Riccardo's eye, who turned away just in time to parry the threat. Grabbing Peter by the underarms he spinned him around like a battering ram, catching Jamison squarely in the midriff and knocking him down, sending Peter sprawling on top of him. Riccardo used his new found freedom to return to Sean Harris, wh ole-heartedly  committed to  beating the daylights out of him.


He knocked Harris to the ground, planting  his left foot against his  groin. In his left hand he gripped his shirt collar, using his right to pound  Harris's bloodied face. It appeared to be a matter of indifference to him,  whether he killed him or merely disfigured him for life. Peter Maloney picked himself off the floor and dashed out the door to summon the police. 



One will never know how many years in prison Riccardo might  have accumulated had he been allowed to continue, or how few the number of days he would have had to wait before being deported, had not both he and Harris  been  saved by the serendipitous entrance of Ferdinand Claremont O'Higgins,  in the company of Judy Wilcox, his young and beautiful wife !!


O'Higgins took in the situation at a glance. The blood of generations of Irish patriots and American pioneers flooded his blood vessels like the pounding of the surf on Aran Island's cliffs. This was a man never known to back out of a fight, or lose control before any situation requiring his personal intervention or exhibition of courage. Holding his cane in a tight grasp he sidled his balloon stomach across the room on his semi-crippled legs. Dispassionate as the most idle curiosity-seeker he tapped Riccardo's shoulder with his cane.  


" Young man? ... Harrumph!!.. What is this I see here?"


Riccardo turned around with horror to discover whom he had to deal with now. He recognized O'Higgins face from the bar of the Bedlam, and froze with shame. Letting go of Harris's body he sat back from a squatting position and stood up:


" It's all over now ... I've ruined everything ." 


Out in the street Peter Maloney had noticed  O'Higgins and his wife walking into the gallery. He reversed his steps and returned to the gallery. 


" Mr. O'Higgins!!" he rushed to his side, " What can I say  to apologize for this dreadful scandal? What a terrible thing for you and your wife! Don't worry: we'll have this brute behind bars in no time!!"


"Disgraceful!"  O'Higgins stormed , "Disgraceful!  Can not all of you, as true gentlemen, resolve your differences without resorting to the barbarism of fisticuffs? Why, the use of physical force is ever the resort of the moral coward!!" 


O'Higgins stooped over his paunch and extended the hand of succor to Sean Harris. 


" May I, sir, your injuries notwithstanding, humbly assist you to rise?"


Reginald Jamison took the other hand and together they pulled Harris back up on his feet. His condition looked much worse than it actually was. No broken bones, no sprains; apart from a bloody nose, raw face and bruised shins, no serious injuries. Assisted by Jamison he staggered off  to the washroom at the back of the gallery.


" Now, gentlemen", O'Higgins, using his cane like a pogo-stick and  twirling about almost facetiously, like some high dignitary:


" If no more such unseemly disturbances are to be anticipated, I am here to buy a painting!   " 


The celebrated man of letters,  Ferdinand O'Higgins has indeed come into the Open Studio to buy a painting!


Ferdinand Claremont O'Higgins, Ireland's most distinguished immigrant, ( after Erwin Schrödinger) , internationally acclaimed American author, whose novels have  often, ( no one knows how often), graced the best seller lists of the New York Times Book Review, recipient of  numerous write-ups in the New York Review of Books!


The  Ferdinand Claremont O'Higgins, one time toast of  the British literary establishment! 

Veritably a Joyce returned to Dublin!  Lord of the Bedlam! Virtual monopolist  abd dictator   of the literary page  of the Irish Times! 


Has just walked  through the doors of the Open Studio


With his young, beautiful and talented wife, Judy née Wilcox


To buy ... buy ... Buy!!! A painting 


by 

the 


Scandalous Renaissance  Genius


Riccardo deGiorgio!!


Judy took deGiorgio aside, leaving Peter Maloney free to initiate negotiations with  her husband: 


" Mr. O'Higgins!" Maloney gushed, "You've saved the day! We were just about to close down his show. Look, if you think we should have him arrested, we can still do that."


" Arrested? Close the show? Don't even think of it, my good man! Why, apart from my wife, he's the only painter in Ireland who's not churning out rubbish!  He's much better than Hodges, you know : one can see that at a glance."


It should perhaps be  explained that O'Higgins knew absolutely nothing about painting. In addition, he'd not seen a scrap of deGiorgio's work before coming into the Open Studio. He was merely parroting the opinions of his wife. 


"Oh, do you think so? There is something to it, I must admit. It takes people who know something about art to  point up the merit of deGiorgio's craft. I gather he's  quite highly thought of on the Continent. An international reputation I've been told."


O'Higgins glared at him, straining eyes and neck as if he were staring down some disobedient dog. Maloney turned to jelly. Without a word  O'Higgins swiveled around and hobbled about the gallery with a mock-military gait. 


Judy Wilcox had walked with Riccardo to a quiet corner of the gallery. As a peace-maker she'd always been supremely gifted: the consoling  of fractured egos was a skill she’d  acquired with long practice. She sat him down in a wooden chair,  placing her firm hands on the shoulders of his grey suit jacket, worn through although not yet in tatters. Though he squirmed about a bit, Riccardo deGiorgio did not try to stand up. He stared fixedly at the floor, his face crimson with shame, his heart still consumed with anger. Heaving like the great bear he resembled, he collapsed into helplessness under the soothing  hands of the slender woman who coddled him like a indulgent mother.


" What's possessed  you, Riccardo? Didn't I tell you I was bringing my husband here today to buy a painting? One show more or less won't affect your career. You're still a young man, you've still got plenty of good work ahead of you. Do you realize how lucky you are? If we'd come half an hour later you would now be in jail, facing deportation. As it is, we may need all of my husband's influence with the Irish government to  keep you here." 


With Peter Maloney close at his heels, O'Higgins briefly scanned half a dozen paintings, humming, coughing, pointing to certain features with an expression both quizzical and knowing. Finally he  paused before the painting of the leper and the nun:


"Aha!" he blared, "That's unorthodox! What say you, fellow?" Peter was up to the mark  in a flash: 


"Well ... a bit cynical perhaps. But we do live in the age of the New Morality ..uh ... so-called. Everything's called  into question, isn't it?... At least for the time being. "


For a second time, Ferdinand  O'Higgins glared at him:  


" Don't talk rubbish, man!" He continued on the next painting:


"That's a good one there. That's splendid! Not for the living-room I'm afraid.. just wouldn't fit in with the decor. There's another one I like ...hmmm. Hmmm."


Riccardo turned aside to allow a limping, sour Irishman named Sean Harris, steadfastly ignoring his gaze and  little inclined to forgive him for anything, to walk past them. After a brief interchange and a handshake with Peter Maloney he continued out the door. 


Judy pulled over another chair and sat down beside him:

"  "Riccardo? Riccardo,  listen to me! Higgley-Piggley  and I know lots of people in Ireland and England who can help you. We've got good contacts in America too; you ought to go there." 


She took out a handkerchief and started wiping the blood streaking away from his cut lip and down his chin. He winced and pushed her away;  she gave him the handkerchief so he could apply it to himself.


" What's wrong with you, Riccardo? Don't you want anybody to help you?" He  trembled,  helpless as a baby.  deGiorgio felt something give way inside him. In the presence of certain kinds of women he felt as if he were being depleted  of some essential source of energy. Judy re-arranged his hair back in place. He turned his face to look at her, then,  as a deep sense of shame surged through him,  turned away again. There was a place in his soul that was rarely visited, from which he felt the stirrings of a new emotion, one normally repugnant to the  deep roots of his vanity: gratitude. 


" Thank you!" he whispered hoarsely.


" That's all right, Riccardo. Surviving as an artist is next to impossible.  I know.  You're not going to make it any easier for yourself by killing some gallery director. What you really need is a place to work, somewhere out in the country, away from the distractions of the city. Since you’ve come  to Dublin you've allowed everything to go  downhill. Dublin may be a city but it has the mind-set of a small town. The whole world knows how you spend your days wandering up and down Grafton Street like a lost soul!  When's the last time you remember doing any work in your studio? You see? I've made my point. "


deGiorgio nodded his head mechanically, indicating a mute if conspicuously  annoyed assent to all that she way saying. 


Resting his paunch comfortably against his pelvic cradle, Ferdinand O'Higgins folded his hands over his tweed jacket. He pushed his glasses against the socket of his left eye, the better to squint, appropriately mystified, at a truly astonishing montage.


It was something of a stylistic breakthrough for deGiorgio, a tour-de-force. The canvas,  smaller than its neighbors, held few discernible features, and seemed to be connected by no single theme. Evidences of serious workmanship suggested that it had been revisited many times. One could not call it realism, nor surrealism, nor in any reasonable sense abstraction, its unfolding taking the form of waves of suggestive forms, an ocean of voluptuous shapes, sinister and mocking, streaming within and around a wealth of pulchritudinous and gorgeous tapestries. 


To the right of the  the painting, standing on the wall at eye level, the typefaces on the  surface of a sheet of white paper explained that it either depicted, or somehow derived its inspiration from an orgy in the palace of  Sigismondi Malatesta, one of the more  barbarous 15th century Italian despots. No action was depicted, no object or objective, no theme or attempted representation . One was left only with an over-reaching impression of brooding tyranny, of debauchery, gluttony and lust and suffering , a vision of Hell pushed to the outer limits, at the very center of the full flowering of the Renaissance. 



Altogether  a striking, morbid,  powerful little masterpiece. Among those features by which it was highly recommended was its total absence of any  subject matter on which one might pin a label or enrage the literal-minded : communist, blasphemous, anti-clerical,  homosexual, pornographic. O'Higgins swiveled about once more to  scan the room:


"Judith: come here for a minute, dear."


" Look: don't you see?" she whispered in deGiorgio's  ear, 

"  Higgy's found a painting he likes, and we're going to talk him into spending as much money as we possibly can for it." 

Taking Riccardo  by the hand she  led him across the room.


Ferdinand O'Higgins cane was poised at the perpendicular, in such a manner that it seemed that, left to its own devices, it would have already plunged into the depths of deGiorgio's masterwork. It would appear that even the eminent O'Higgins was having some trouble controlling the cane's boundless ambition to be free: his  entire body was jerking about  in his effort to keep it upright.


As Judy came up to him, he said; " Darling;  I'm  convinced we've got something remarkable here." Judy passed in front of her spouse  to examine the painting  while he continued his peroration:


" Notice that blotch of .. well ... 'argentine'  in the upper right corner. That sums up the whole thing, don't you think? What did you say? Hmmmm."


Judy made a careful study of the work. Then she stepped back as far as the wall on the other side and examined it some more:


" Why ... it's simply marvellous! .. Though it's not the one I had in mind."


" I worked very hard on it." Riccardo interjected, thereby adding to its aesthetic qualities the additional one of virtue. Peter Maloney,  judging that the time had come to let nature take its course,  beat a humble retreat back to his desk. As soon as he got there  he destroyed the incriminating preamble of a letter to the Irish Times that no longer needed to be written. It was more  important now  that the newspaper’s  art critics who hung out at the Bedlam should learn that O'Higgins was buying deGiorgio's work. Hopefully time, self-interest and the herd instinct would do the rest.


" This painting is. I think, the  best out of  my recent work", Riccardo went on, neglecting to remark that the best of his recent work had been done four years ago. O'Higgins huffed:


" Well, it's damn good! That's for sure. Judith, my wife, knows more about the visual  arts than I do, but any man of breeding knows a masterpiece when it's thrown in his face. I'll buy it, how's that? I will! I will! ...but. Judith, you did say, didn't you, that you had another one in mind." He reeled about to face her, narrowly avoiding whacking her in the face with his cane.


" Yes, honey... but I wasn't sure you'd like it... This one impressed me when I came by the other day " She led them over to the bold objectification of the nun/leper concatenation.


" Apart from the subject matter", she began, "the formal elements are very powerful. They show Riccardo's mastery of technique at its best. In addition you'll find .." but O'Higgins had made  one  glance in its direction and begun blustering:


" No, Judith! Absolutely not , my dear! Quite out of the question!" He pivoted on his cane and explained himself to deGiorgio, taking a mild tone, anxious to avoid giving offense:

" I've nothing against the painting, mind you. I'm a man of the world and,  I dare say,  as much of a free-thinker as you are! Since my college days I might add. And I'm hardly blind to the powerful classical handling of form and space . and ...er" , he turned back to the canvas with a certain dumbfounded embarrassment,  his hand over his mouth,  "..light and shade.  

But!",  he stamped his cane once again on the floor,  his right hand traveling  to his hip to relieve a cramp, " I've become quite an important man in my adopted land in recent years ... a famous man !  You will understand, I'm sure,  that I simply cannot allow the just rewards of a lifetime of honest toil to slip out of my grasp, merely through the pernicious gossip of ignorant and malicious associates! 


"I continuously entertain at my ranch house in County Cork . Hundreds of people enter the premises every  week, either to  benefit  from my largesse, or to share in the ferment of the artistic revival which I hope to initiate on this island. Obviously it's impossible to expunge from this throng all but those individuals endowed with  high culture and intellectual attainments. 


"I'm afraid to admit that even rather low elements do, from time to time, show up at my gatherings, though they do not stay for very long. So, Mr. DeGiorgio, hear me out: if I were to hang this painting on the wall of my living-room, my standing in Irish society might be irrevocably damaged;  through ignorance you understand. I simply must put the good work I intend to do in  Ireland before all other considerations.


"Whereas your other painting..." he waved his cane once again in the direction of his first choice, ' may carry a message of social polemic every bit as powerful as this one , yet it has the happy circumstance of being virtually non-representational, yet without quite being abstract. The ignorant will neither understand nor misunderstand it. They will merely gawk over it through the eyes of apes and learn nothing. 


" So, Signore deGiorgio: enough said, don't you agree?  If you would do me the honor, I will be happy , nay, I will be very proud, to be the purchaser of this little gem.  Hang it, man! I'm all ready to write out the check! How much is it? Did you say?"


Riccardo simpered, embarrassed in spite of his ill-humor and inner turmoil. The man was simply  too pathetic to inspire animosity. He stared at O'Higgins for a few desperate minutes, unable to formulate a  reply. Surrendering to despair,  he turned to Judy again for reassurance: 


" What's your opinion?"


" Well .. I did rather like the other one, of course. However this painting is very good, and it's the one my husband likes. Let's go with it." 


" You understand", O'Higgins added,  "although I never do anything without first consulting  my wife, it is I and not she who makes the final decisions in all important matters." Thus giving Judy the back of his hand, as he was unable to resist doing at least one in every social encounter, O'Higgins bellowed:


" Well, what do you want. man? What's the price of that thing?"

"1000 pounds!" deGiorgio stammered, overwhelmed by his own audacity. 

Ferdinand Claremont O'Higgins strutted over to the desk. As he  sat down in a swivel chair placed alongside of it, he felt around for a checkbook in an inside pocket of his jacket. 

Standing  behind the desk Peter Maloney hovered closely above, rubbing his hands together even though the day was not particularly cold, and in spite of his manners, which were always impeccable. After  the check was scribbled O'Higgins, with the intention of passing it along to Riccardo deGiorgio, stretched his arm out along a wide arc. The unremarkable trajectory of this  check was, however,  abruptly arrested by the nimble fingers of Peter Maloney, through which agency it quickly disappeared into a metal box kept in his desk drawer for such purposes. No small percentage of that check would have to be invested in mollifying the inflamed ire of Jamison and Harris. 


Ferdinand O'Higgins staggered to his feet. Firmly repoised on his cane, he  robustly slapped his tummy:


" And now, my young man, or, as it can now be said without reservation, fellow artist, I earnestly hope you do not feel yourself obliged to decline my offer that we all repair to the nearest pub, where I will subsidize your inalienable right to drink, even to utter inebriation, for the rest of the afternoon!"


An offer which, to Riccardo at that moment, was like a surgeon's offer of a free operation to excise a 25-pound tumor. 



