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Chapter 16

With Nothing Resolved…


In early September, just before returning to France and the Continent after a year in Ireland,  I made an afternoon call on the Devlins. The opportunity to  spend as much time  as possible with the two people I'd known in Ireland from  whom separation would be truly painful, could not be passed up. They welcomed me into their living-room. There we pulled up chairs beside the large floor-to-ceiling window through which a pallid  yet stimulating late summer light streamed onto  the threadbare carpet,  perching on the sparse furnishings and the chaos of objects pouring out from  Bill's studio and spread all over the room.     


The principal subject for conversation was a foregone conclusion. All of cultural Dublin was awash in speculation about the circumstances under which Riccardo deGiorgio would also be leaving Ireland, no doubt permanently this time. His flight to New York was scheduled for the following evening, the ticket already pre-purchased by the Irish-American Maecenas, Ferdinand Claremont O'Higgins.   The reasons for his abrupt departure were common knowledge, and where there was speculation it was over the details.    


And more:  it was conjectured, even by reasonable opinion that, despite his pathological attachment to the cause of the rebirth of the Irish Nation, Mr.  O'Higgins himself would soon be leaving his adopted homeland; and, on a separate itinerary, his wife as well. Apart from her stated intention to take up residence in some country where divorce was relatively uncomplicated, her destination was unknown. 


Oswald O’Higgins would stay behind  in Brighton to  continue his pursuit of a degree in engineering. Given that O’Higgins had shipped Riccardo di Giorgio off to America, it was very likely (though not entirely inconceivable) that he did not intend to return there himself. England was a more natural candidate. 

It was also noted that, within the period under consideration, all sorts of wonderful opportunities appeared to be opening for Deirdre O’Conor!  Play scripts, dropping like manna from heaven, were arriving through the mail with amazing frequency. Already she’d signed onto a role (with many photogenic guarantees) in an international co- production to be filmed on location in Spain.  For these and other blessings she was properly grateful, as befits any civilized human  being, and she is even said to have sent O'Higgins a kiss -  by telegram. 

I learned about these things, and a host of related details that afternoon from Beatrice Devlin. On this occasion she appeared more animated than she had been in months. As she generously unpacked her store of randomly accumulated rumors for my entertainment, Bill continued working alone on a new metal sculpture, a commission for a public square in Galway, in a shed constructed for that purpose on the fenced-in lawn.        


" Judy, you see", Beatrice  said, all on fire and with the air of a school-mistress explaining a point in  logic, " has been looking for the right man all her life, but  she keeps gettin' them worse and worse  !   . Finally she throws herself into the arms of a man, your Signore deGiorgio,   with whom she has no chance at all!  , if you know what I mean, a homosexual, a man who hates   women! 


“I should know, I had to put up   with Riccardo staying here    for a month!  Anybody   can see that he’s used to using a woman like a rag! I assure you, Tom: like some kind of floor mop!  He'd be in for a big surprise  , pulling that kind of caper with me !  What you have to understand is that a man like that thinks that, when he sleeps with a woman, he humiliates    her! That's what he did to Judy O’Higgins. 

    “Why, yer man goes  right to O'Higgins himself afterwards and tells him the whole story  , just like I'm   sittin' here,  talkin'   to you right now, making  her   the  cause   of it  all! And even then nothing would have happened, except that , Deirdre O'Conor , that  scheming bitch,  was sittin' in the same room,  listening  and taking it all down in her mind  to use it   against all   of them later  !      


 “So now the great Riccardo deGiorgio is back bummin’ on the road   again, poorer' than a church mouse and without a friend in the world, which doesn't surprise anyone that knows     him! It came out all right   in the end, if you ask me!  "       


Beatrice looked up, suddenly surprised. Bill, dressed in a white tee-shirt with gray overalls, still wearing his protective helmet and carrying an arc-welder in his right hand, had come in from the front yard and was standing silently in the doorway, listening seriously to what that she was telling me. When he removed the helmet, one saw the perennial knitted cap that, like a pious Jew entering a synagogue, he wore whenever he worked outdoors.  His facial expression left little doubt that Beatrice’s commentary was not meeting with his approval:  


   
“It’s wrong, Bea, to speak that way about someone you hardly  know at all.  His struggle is every bit as hard as ours, even harder in some ways. Before you start judging him as you’ve been doing, you ought to try living with his problems then see how well you’d deal with them. Riccardo is a talented and dedicated artist, although he may never succeed in finding a place in the world that will allow that talent to take root and to grow. There have been inspired artists like him in every generation, forced to wander their entire lives without ever finding a haven – as if they were  weighted down by some – unique  treasure which they dare not lose – and which they  can never put down to rest,  even for a moment. 


“Artists like myself are luckier, I suppose... We may have to work very hard, put up with lack of recognition, even hostility; but 

 everything comes to us if we wait long enough.  I know that Riccardo is good gossip,   but I just don't want to hear about it any more!"      


 Beatrice stood up silently and went into the kitchen to put on the tea. Bill walked across the room and sat down on a chair next to mine:    


“Keep in touch with us, Tom, wherever you end up. I plan to   come over to Holland next year for about a month. If you're still in Europe at that time, we ought to get together. This is my home, I’m afraid. I may find a better living arrangement. Bea and I have  been thinking of moving out to Galway, but my guess is that I'm stuck in Ireland for the rest of my life. All the same I do want to travel a bit."    


Beatrice returned holding a tray with cups and plates, tea, soda bread, jam and    butter. As she stooped over the table, she paused, turned to face me and said:      

       “Oh - and there's something else   I want to say about your Riccardo   , and that is..."        


“Shut up, woman!" Bill swore.       


And that would have been the end of it were it not that,  scarcely half an hour later, the infamous Riccardo deGiorgio himself put in  an unsolicited appearance at the outer fence door! Hearing the bell ring, Beatrice walked outside to open the door.

      Her astonishment was scarcely to be imagined . It was one of those rare occasions on which she found herself totally  at a loss for words. There Riccardo stood, his balding head exposed to the thin rain descending from a sky that had clouded over only minutes before. His coat was new and he carried a suitcase; a morning newspaper was tucked up under his arm. Beatrice stood aside to let him pass. ecognizing him through the   window, Bill  merely nodded, then turned to me and said,       


 “Well; I guess we're right back where we started."       


Then he stood up to go into the kitchen for another cup and plate.       


As she followed Riccardo at a short distance through the living-room door, Beatrice cast a surreptitious glance in my direction, as if she were anxiously soliciting my help in a conspiracy against the unwelcome intruder. She had no intention of pretending to be polite to him.  Riccardo now appeared to be sorely  lacking in that confidence, that mixture of conceit and bluff which he normally assumed when entering anywhere at any time. Something had broken in his swagger. He put down his suitcase and stood by the wall, as if waiting for Bill's permission to sit down. Bill motioned to a chair and encouraged him to do so.  

     
His stay in the country had not done much to improve his physical appearance. He'd always been chubby, but the combination of rich food and indolence he'd known out in the country as guest of the O'Higginses, had caused him to put on even more weight and increased the number of folds in his face.  I had the feeling that the inherent inertia of the flesh had established a new dominance over his frayed ambitions and drive. Still one could see that  his body, though shapeless and seemingly inert,  held  within it an unextinguished  store  of repressed energy. 

It was clear to see that he'd left Eagle's Nest without regrets. Nor was he about to parade any false nostalgia for Ireland, where he'd struggled so hard to lay down roots, yet found nothing but stony places.    


Bill returned in a few minutes. He and his wife had always had strong disagreements on the matter of deGiorgio; for his part he was pleased to have the opportunity to for a final talk with him. I myself was neutral on the subject, with sympathy and aversion  for him  combining in about equal measure. Aversion is perhaps too strong a word. I recognized that his insensitivity was no more than a shield against the world;  but that knowledge did not increase the charm of his company. Yet I too was happy to see him once more before leaving.

     Finding herself outnumbered, Beatrice muttered something under her breath; both she and her Bill had grown moody in a way they had never been before. Soon afterwards she   retired to the kitchen to see what was could be done about dinner.       


The dining table had been pushed across the room to the front window. A broad view of the yard revealed that it was, once again, cluttered with the debris and works, finished, unfinished or abandoned, of his circle of friends. Bill poured out tea for all of us. As soon as we were settled in, Riccardo opened the conversation with a few polite comments to the effect that he had never really thanked Bill adequately for helping him out when he first arrived in November of the previous year.  

     Bill replied that he was sorry that Ireland had not given him the kind of encouragement which he felt he had deserved. The intervening period was filled with small talk, Dublin arts world gossip, the latest news about shared friends and acquaintances. Then Beatrice returned from the kitchen and joined us at the table. She sat silently, neither contributing nor really listening, nodding her head from time to time.


 Abruptly, Riccardo shifted the topic of conversation:        


"Bill, why did you turn down the Victoria commission?"  The manner in which Riccardo spat out his words indicated   unmistakable hostility. Beatrice started to rise up with indignation, but Bill indicated that he could deal with this, and replied:


“Riccardo, I've got only one life to live. I'd rather be   poor than ashamed of myself; how's that?"    


“But Bill, don't you agree with me that the artist is obliged always to live outside the society?"  Riccardo's words appeared to come from so dreadful a state of unhappiness,  as if he were  repeating something which he had learned by heart but which  had long since lost all meaning, that even Beatrice softened  to him.      


 “I don't know. I'm not sure." Bill replied, turning his decision once more over in his mind, " but Riccardo: what's that got to do with what we're   talking about?"       


“Aren’t you selling yourself cheap? Aren't you compromising your dignity by rejecting that commission? “ Then, as if determined to leave no doubt in anyone's mind that he'd come to pick a fight, he once more changed the subject and said:       


“Why don't you charge higher prices for your   paintings?"        Bill stared at him with astonishment:      


 “I really don't know, Riccardo. I charge what I consider an honest price. I don't really see myself as a businessman. I don't want money to be an issue to people who want to be exposed to my work and may get something out of it."   


  “But Bill - ", Riccardo glanced in my direction for support. Yet I, too, was at a loss to figure out   what he was getting at,       


 " Have you consider the possibility that, by not insisting  on getting the highest prices for your paintings, by not  constantly  taking advantage of every opportunity, honest, or  even dishonest,  you, in your historical role artist, are being used as a tool by the bourgeoisie?"       


Beatrice had heard just about all that she intended to take. She stood up, brimming with anger, and interrupted the conversation with a sweeping gesture of exasperation: “Look, Riccardo!  You gave us the idea  that you were just stopping by to make a social call    before leaving   for America  !  But it really looks like you came by just to insult   my husband!"       

      With some impatience, Riccardo shook his head, “I am not trying to insult your husband."       


"Then why're you asking him all those questions? I've lived with Bill for three years  now, and I don't see one good reason   why anybody has the right to call him a bourgeois tool! And say, what about you, living out there with O'Higgins in County   Cork? What's that if you're not being used as a bourgeois tool?"       


 Riccardo did not take offense:        


  “I didn't say that. I don't think your husband is a tool of the bourgeoisie. “Then he fell into muttered in a  strange manner , almost as if he had fallen into talking to   himself,  " I've always wondered why he allows  himself be exploited as  their victim."   

     Then he went silent, as if he, too, wanted to clarify what he had to say in his own mind. But Bill, who   had begun to sense what Riccardo was getting at, exploded:      


“Their victim?! I know exactly what you mean, Riccardo, but I'm really amazed to hear it coming from you!  You're quite wrong if you imagine you're the first  person who ever lectured me on how I  ought to be spending my days  sitting in the Bedlam, buttering up connections, wheeling and dealing to get commissions, rather than  wasting my time at home , plugging  away like an ox in  my own back yard! 


“Why, just yesterday, Brendan Casey, whom I  don't imagine is any  friend of yours, told me that I spend too much  time working at my art and not enough time ‘benefiting   myself’, that is to say going out and scrounging up money."   


 "That's right! ", Beatrice broke in:  " It all began  with Bill's show at the Open Studio last winter, and all the  jealousy    it aroused , particularly among people who've never  done a thing themselves their whole lives   ! I've heard so much talk , talk, talk    from people who ought to know better   , about how  Bill ought to wear a suit  and tie   whenever he goes out, and  how he'll never amount to anything    because he doesn't sell  his work in the right galleries at three times    the prices he  charging, just so he can become the darling   of some elite  !    I   tell you, I'm already sick of hearing about it!"       


Riccardo had withdrawn into himself and sat hunched over in his chair, morose and profoundly depressed, his face and body reflecting such spiritual misery that anyone would imagine that his suffering was actually physical in nature.  Despite this it appeared that he had no intention of leaving without getting some satisfaction, though evidently slipping further and   further away from him.       


“Bill, I don't think you understand me. You still don't see what I'm talking about, do you?  Let’s agree for a start, shall we, that the artist has been a kind of... well, ‘martyr’...  to society since the Industrial Revolution, say, since   the 17th century."      


  “No; I don't agree. ; not entirely, anyway."       


“But you do agree that, in some way, or to some   extent, that this is his true situation?"      


 “All right, for the sake of the argument, but we can talk about it later." And in fact Bill was not being totally honest with himself. For was this not the lesson he had derived from the bitter years of   factory labor?       


“You admit with me then, that the artist in the modern world is an alien being, an outcast, even a pariah perhaps. He is not welcome in society anywhere, although he is necessary to society. He is accused of not doing any work, of not being productive, because he is not making any money. He is considered an idler, or a subversive, because he is content just to paint, or write or compose music. 


“His only option, if he intends to take himself seriously, is to become a revolutionary. He must always be an enemy of... the official structure... the 'system', or the Establishment. His life is a war, a war against everything that is considered normal: convention; property; respectability; the exploiters; religion and education; the entrepreneurial class ... The enemy is here, there... wherever he turns…  

   
"Therefore the normal restrictions do not apply to him. As long as they  relate directly to his art, his message, there are no such things as stealing, cheating, taking advantage. He does wrong only if he fails to use every opportunity to exploit the society for his own purposes. 


“He must rid himself of all weaknesses, for any weakness in him will be used against him without the least hesitation. The gallery managers will show him no mercy, nor the critics, nor the art schools, nor the patrons. Therefore you must also have no   mercy towards them."       


Bill looked at Riccardo with pity. How he talked, and look at his life! No wonder he resented Bill, no wonder Bill found him so difficult to understand.       


“I’m afraid, Riccardo", Bill shook his head, “I still don’t follow with you. On the one hand, you tell me that the ‘bourgeoisie’ is our common enemy. Then you turn around and say that I ought to decorate their hotels and set my prices   so high that only they can afford my work."      


 “But don't you see?" Riccardo cried, as if desperately pleading to a jury, "That's the whole point!"       


“No; I don't see it at all. I make a decent living from my work. I haven't developed any elaborate theories about my role in society, but I believe that a man deserves an adequate return on his labors. Otherwise I'm much more interested in seeing to it that my work is seen and bought by persons who don't normally have the money to buy art, than I am in carrying some Marxist cross on my back which obliges me   to exploit the rich."       


As Bill spoke Riccardo's expression became increasingly condescending, and at the same time more rigid:     


“No Bill. You don't understand:  it is impossible for a genuine artist to exploit the rich. It's a contradiction in terms!   It is the rich, always, who exploit you! Me! All of us!  That's obvious:  they never become rich otherwise!  It is they who crush true culture, they who are responsible for all these ugly cities and crippled minds. You are not able to exploit them; you can only escape their tyranny!" 


 “Yes, Riccardo. You do have a point, but the trouble  with this kind of talk, and I've been hearing it all my life,  is that it neglects the effect that this kind of thinking have on the lives and  work of the people who advocate it. I don't doubt for a moment that you really are fighting real, injustices, even that the class structure is the true enemy. It may even be true that this ‘class structure’ is more or less the same in Italy, Ireland, even the United States - I doubt it - but even so - what possible satisfaction can you derive from creating works which, by your express intention, can't be understood or appreciated by a clientele which you claim as your sworn enemy, from whom you feel you have the right to demand fabulous prices?  On the other hand, if you were to direct your work to a more general public, people who..."       


        Riccardo’s pose of superior indifference had been stretched to the breaking point. His emotional tension aroused to a fever pitch, overwhelmed by the accumulation of his   bitterness and rage, he stood up and shook his fist at Bill.  Lapsing into broken English he shouted:        


“You! You talk me like this, but everybody in Dublin know your daughter she die because you no have the money to take her to a good doctor and buy for her medicine!" He turned about, taking in with a grand  gesture all of Bill's paintings on the wall and sculpture in the yard:


 "You trying to pretend you accept the society, the society that kill your own daughter! This society that step all over you, that destroy your family and force you to live in this - 'pig house' while you make it ‘masterpieces’ for   nothing!"       


Bill and Beatrice, both profoundly shocked, stared at him as he, completely caught up in his bitter personal turmoil, ranted away at them, totally unaware of the cruelty of his words or the madness of his logic:       


" You fools! You are complete fools! You live like this the next forty years and still you be proud of yourselves while...while thousands around the world die of hunger because you not fight for them! You never be a true artist! Never! You never live better than you live today because you accept the society, but the society never accept   you! You do everything people expect you to do! You..!"       


Throwing himself back into his chair, Riccardo's breakdown was complete.  He lowered his head to cover his face with his hands,  his body racked with shuddets of uncontrollable anguish.       


Beatrice was too stunned to reply, but Bill spoke to   him in a gentle tone:       


“Riccardo, there wasn't anything we could do to save our daughter. No medicine in the world could have prolonged her life. We had enough money then. There were over a thousand  pounds in the bank. And you may consider our home a 'pigsty', but we happen to love it; we wouldn't want to live anywhere else. Why have you come here just to hurt   us? What have either of us done to deserve this from you?"       


Riccardo, broken and defeated, got up, still sobbing but without a word, and moved to the door. Whatever he had hoped to gain from his visit lay in ruins. His hand reached out to the doorknob and he made ready to leave. 

     
Bill, Beatrice and I exchanged glances; it was impossible not to be moved by the wretchedness of this profoundly miserable man. As he was stepping out into the yard, Beatrice called after him:      


“Riccardo! Don't go yet; you haven't finished your   tea."       


He stood outdoors on the flagstones of the walkway, his back to us, unable to face us. Bill came to the door:      


“We all sometimes say things we don't really mean.”  Bill said


 Riccardo turned to the right, too ashamed to expose his face to scrutiny:

        “You don't want me to go, after all the things I’ve just said to you?"      


"Why kid ourselves? It's better in the long run to know what people really think. Sometimes we can talk it through. You're not in any hurry, are you?"      


Riccardo gazed around him at the considerable body of reputable work that Bill had already done; at the obvious evidence of the  generosity he'd exhibited in helping talented friends, even many  whose  gifts were more questionable. It came to him forcibly, with what dedication Bill had worked over the last decade,  and how little basis in reality there was to treat him as an enemy. Above all he realized, as he had never done before, that he’d been attacking the wrong person. Riccardo turned around and went back into the house. 


Yet when he finally entered through the door and came back to the dinner table, Beatrice stood up quickly and walked out of the room. She had in fact invited him back, but she couldn't stand to be near him another minute. Riccardo turned around again once more as if to leave, but Bill again motioned to him and asked 

him to stay. 


Once Riccardo had settled in at the table, Bill left the room for a few minutes to talk to Beatrice; this left me alone with Riccardo.  He sat immobilized in a posture of dejection, with his face to the ground and his hands folded. I filled the time leafing through one of Bill's art books. We’d never been more than acquaintances, and there was little I could say to him.  


Bill came back again with Beatrice. She'd been crying.  Everyone put on a brave show. One could hardly imagine that nascent resentments would be so easily resolved, yet, in the short time remaining for deGiorgio in Dublin, no-one felt inclined to stir the embers once again. Thereby the outward appearance of peace was maintained. After reminding us that we were all to stay for dinner, Beatrice disappeared into the kitchen. 

      Then Bill, Riccardo and I pulled our chairs up to the window and looked out silently into a clear sky of an   early September evening.  Each of us sat alone in communion with his private thoughts, anxious to not preserve the fragile aura of tranquility that had temporarily descended upon us.  Bill was the   first to break the silence:      


 “Okay, Riccardo. Get it off your chest. I know you didn’t come her this afternoon just to exchange small talk. That's fine with me. Something’s on your mind and we'd like to hear about it."       

Riccardo leaned back in his chair. Although indicating that I was welcome to listen, he addressed himself primarily to Bill. His tone was bitter and weary. He realized, in a way that few others could understand, that, in the final analysis, he had only himself to blame:   


 “So, Bill: here you have it. I’m 39 and will soon be 40. I’ve got   20 years of work to my credit, yet with neither reputation, following, nor the shadow of what any reasonable person would call a career. Everywhere I go I stir up trouble; when I leave it is under the cloud of a scandal. Tomorrow I'm traveling to the United States for the first time. Maybe life will be kinder to me there. Let us  hope that it is so.     


“You must all know the story by now, of the circumstances under which I was forced to leave Holland. Three years before I left Germany because of a situation very similar to the one I'm in today. There too I lived in the house of a wealthy patron, once more there was a scandal with his wife, yet this was even more difficult because the patron was himself a homosexual and assumed that there would be part payment in sexual favors. Well, I don’t need to go into it.


 “The reasons for my sudden departure from Rome a decade ago were very different, but one sees in them a similar pattern: an unhappy love affair, deep suffering of the kind that will make it impossible for me ever to live there again. All the painting done there, some of it original and inspired, a considerable body, was destroyed or lost. In a way I'm relieved: I don't have to worry about promoting it or keeping it in storage.      


"Now I can say it without shame, Bill, that I have envied you,  even hated you, because  you have what I’ve  struggled for  all my life to  obtain and cannot find: security, a real home, a family of your own, a city, a country, a world where you are content to remain for most or all of your working days. You will always find work, customers; there will be no scandals. 


 "Such envy is useless, I know; it derives from a misunderstanding, and it poisons the soul. We do not choose our destiny, it is given to us from the beginning, even perhaps before birth. We are permitted to interpret it, and, to the extent possible, to act upon it. But it cannot be changed.


"Were I to honestly search my heart, I would have to be the first to admit that I do not feel any great love for poor people, not of the sort that would incline  me to want to give them my paintings for nothing.

“I'm an aristocrat, from a corrupt family that I despise, although I am just like them. It may be my goal to shock and offend the rich, yet I also pay them the tribute of being able to understand what I am doing. In all sincerity, I do not believe that the ‘ordinary people’ you   talk about can ever understand anything I do.       


“Maybe you think I am hypocrite. In fact I know I am hypocrite, but this is my background and I cannot rid myself of it. I will always be a painter for the class that I condemn and will never have anything to say to the people I claim to admire. This is what I have called, ‘exploiting the bourgeoisie or ‘taking   advantage of the upper classes.’ As you can see, I am not very good at this job.     


  "I imagined somehow that maybe I can find - perhaps - something in Ireland that I cannot find in any of the other countries where I have lived. And - you will find this very surprising, certainly - I think I have. I believe that if someone is born in Ireland and is raised here from childhood, he will inherit all the strength, all the wisdom of your thousands of years of history. It is in the air itself, this sense of immense age, so much so that it appears ageless, this insulation against the folly of the moment. At some time in your past everything that could be done was done here. 


"Yet for someone who comes as a visitor, as a stranger hoping to find an opportunity , an environment in which to realize a new vision, it must be  catastrophe; as it was for me."       


 Bill nodded slowly in agreement. After a short silence he added a cautious footnote: 


“Riccardo, I would like to think that what you've told me wasn’t true, but you're absolutely right. Ireland may very well be unique in that respect. Take the hippie phenomenon, the flower children:  today you’ll find hippies in every other capital in the world, but you won’t find them in Dublin. My guess is that the Irish went through that phase a thousand years ago. History is something we tend to take for granted. Ireland can’t really change, it can only repeat itself. It explains why no one can understand our way of life without having lived here for a long time.   


"Many nations, of course, do have histories dating back thousands of years. Italy is one of them. You've risen and fallen from greatness several times, and will do so again. In some sense all of Europe is Italian.


"Still, apart from the Jews, I don't know of any nation besides Ireland for whom the entire history of three thousand years is immediate present and relevant to life today.  Italy has gone through one transformation after another, while we are as rooted to our Celtic-Catholic tradition as we were centuries ago. One can still see the Druids walking among us, you find them in our poetry, our institutions, our ways of thinking.

    
" We thrive on our history,  we justify ourselves by it, it almost , though not quite, compensates us  for whatever we lack in terms of living standards, progress, industrial   development, infra-structure, investment capital, you name it."    


 “This is not without its benefits: In my opinion we're not in any danger of becoming another cultural satellite of the United States. We avoided the Roman Empire, the Reformation and World War II, and we've gone far to avoiding the American Century. Yet this is also our greatest misfortune, in that we’re incapable of relating to any other culture or people. 


“We may be economically dependent, yet we consider ourselves socially self-sufficient. Our traditions are deep and rich, and we instinctively shy away from any admixture from the outside as a kind of pollution. It's difficult for an alien flower to take root and thrive here.  We've not got much in common with the rest of Europe, and it's always been that way.”      


Riccardo indicated that he did not entirely agree   with him. Adopting the pose of someone who claims to be asking a real question which is obviously rhetorical, he mused: " I have always asked myself if  the Irish people of  today might not be using their history as a crutch, an excuse for blocking social change, as a way of covering up the ugly realities of a   backward society."       


“You’re telling me    Ireland's backwards", Bill exploded, “Resistance to change is a way of life in this God-forsaken land! Try walking into a pub with a new idea, not even a very original one at that. You’ll be called a snob, an elitist. You might even be accused of being a British sympathizer! 


"I'm not justifying it, Riccardo. I know my country's been bad to you; I’m just trying to make you see what's behind it. There’s a larger context that you won’t understand until you've been around for a number of years. Most people are too impatient to wait that long; it’s human nature. 

“All of our wealth, you see, is vertical, like a sterile desert with rich oil deposits buried underground. Horizontally, we’re nothing! We were raped by England for a thousand years.  We barely escaped total starvation during the Famine. It’s still with us, you know, we haven't recovered from it. I wonder if any nation can survive such a blow. Imagine Biafra in a hundred years. We have barely 3 million people in a land that can hold a good 20 or more.  Yet, when young creative talent comes to us from abroad, like yourself, and Tom here, the Irish nation closes ranks against you. It's a tradition with us: our best artists, writers and thinkers were driven into exile.  


“There’s no nation more hospitable than ourselves. But let no-one dare suggest that we should, or even can, change our ancient ways! He’ll be  branded a trouble-maker and sent packing! John Huston has spent millions of dollars trying to get a film industry started in Ireland. All wasted.  People have tried to get the ball rolling with - you name it - industries, publishing houses, colleges, orchestras,   magazines.  They've all failed. “ 


“Yes", Riccardo laughed, "even an ass like O'Higgins."       


 “That’s right", Bill went on, ignoring the insinuation.  “Even an ass like O'Higgins. But there're been lots better than him, sincere, intelligent people, who really broke their hearts trying to do something for this land. Joyce fled to the Continent in his twenties, then spent the rest of his life writing about us.

  “Sean O'Faolain, for Chrissake! Why the man was a mathematician, a linguist, a poet and a novelist!  Nobody gave a damn about him while he was living. Or Liam O'Flaherty!  Some people whose opinion I respect call him the greatest living Irish writer. Sometimes you can find him sitting in the Bedlam at night, drunk as the rest of them. Half his books are out of print; no library, publisher or university ever bothered to collect them. The bookstores don't carry more than a few reprinted paperbacks.  What most people call respect for tradition here is just the cover up for neglect and indifference.       


“But Riccardo, tradition and history aren't quite the same thing. A man like Joyce might have been suffocated by the dark, Irish mind , yet he drew his very breath from the substance of our history. You can spend your whole life studying it and just scratch the surface: it's immense. I'm sure it’s impossible for any outsider to understand how a nation as backward, impoverished, under populated and out of touch with the world as we are, can still be content to remain as it is."     


  Riccardo indicated that he’d also thought alone these lines:


 "It's something I'm constantly turning over in my mind.", he said, "Whether there is any hope for someone like myself, who, although he comes from a nation also rich in history, finds nothing in that history to give him support, something he can  call his own. My family, Bill, is a relic, a leftover from a long- vanished past clinging to the modern world.   It exists by the invention of a false necessity for itself.  Whenever it can, it shields its illusions with money. Even when there is no money, and we have many poor relations, there is always the same childish hypocrisy, which I grew up under, and which I began detesting from the moment I could think for myself. 


“I am of no community; I belong to no social class; I have no real friends; I look with unfeigned envy on anyone who can maintain an easy relationship with others:  a grocer, a policeman, a sailor: anyone who belongs to the life of the world. Unable to take refuge in social relations, I have taken refuge in literature. Beyond that, I have the sanctuary of my own mind and the legitimacy of my talent. If I could not paint, I am sure I would go mad. Painting is all that connects me with the external world."       


It was getting late. Beatrice announced that dinner was ready. Later that Bill, Riccardo and I repaired to Philby’s where we continued our conversation. Beatrice begged off, pleading fatigue, though it was obvious that she would under no circumstances allow herself to be seen with Riccardo in public.


We walked Riccardo to his hotel; afterwards Bill walked with me back to his house via the long route going along the Canal. Somehow we could not rid ourselves of the feeling of  astonishment before the infinite diversity  of lives , how some are passed in despair, others  in loneliness, poverty, or heroism, even martyrdom, how no-one  stands  in a privileged position to anyone else, or had the right to cast judgment on another's suffering.  We all come into the world   differently, and for a different purpose.       


Back once more at the house, Bill, Beatrice and I stayed up talking until 3 in the morning. Even then we were reluctant to part; but I still had a long distance to walk. They saw me to the door. It was arranged that we would meet at least once again, later in the week before I left. Then I set out alone on the Canal in the direction of Rathmines. My heart had never been light in Ireland, but now perhaps I could afford to smile. It really did appear, for a brief moment, as if human fellowship had been able to surmount all but the most extreme physical misery and disappointment.
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