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BOOK ONE: NAVE



1. CATHEDRAL OF OUR LADY OF CHARTRES

I met her at a bookstall in a romantic European village on the outskirts of which I had set up camp in a single, bleak, storage container, painted blue, on the edge of a disused quarry, next to a ghastly man-made lake whose opaque grey waters, in which I dipped the stone effigies that at that time in my life I was caught up in creating, seemed like a skin on the sky, these ritual creations in which I would carve abstract shapes and symbols, using blunt compasses which I would purchase at a nearby market that specialised in silverware and archaic utensils and religious icons (it was a very Catholic village), these strange signs that would speak and make themselves known to me (bird souls, I called them) and that I would then incise into these special stones with the aid of these blunt compasses, these incantations, it appears to me now, these obsessive incantatory actions, which is what masonry is, which is what true stonework is, at heart, according to Pierre, according to the obscure book that he self-published and that came to be the only text that mattered to me, at this point in my life, and which had the quality of speech which is best heard by the heart, by the wounded heart, best of all, as if it had been published expressly for myself, and had lain in wait for me, up until I was ready for it, up until my heart lay in pieces, in the past, shattered along with my belief in love as more than just a word for a season, a term, and not as something that preserves the lovers, forever, something that raises them up, beyond all other achievement, which is when I cracked its code, I believe, as I worked on its first, and still unpublished, English translation, and what that meant, I think, is that I was, in a sense, possessed by the spirit of Pierre, by his marvellous artistic seriousness, by what he said about these stones, his history of these stones, his tracking of certain relationships with these stones, it opened a whole new world to me, one that came to full fruition when I was introduced to my own Eurydice, my own manifestation of the fixed form of the female, forgive me, I know that it’s not an acceptable idea these days, though would that I could fix it further, in stone, after my hero, then mark these bastard words, I would, my hero whose watery vault I return to now, in whose paint-grey waters, beneath which the entire world stands, upside down, and undifferentiated, I dip my dolls, I almost said, my carvings, I mean, my ritual offerings, and I line them up, before me, as stones with names, as something fixed, that has spoken, forever, like an army of emissaries, to elsewhere, a determined crusade, to where there is no way, ever, I can ever accompany them.

I must remember you, Flower.

What a beautiful thought I am thinking, when I think of my ex-lover’s thighs, but still I am in tears as I write this. Is there a name for the space just above the thigh, the crease that lies just below the pelvis, or for the men who are haunted by it? I shall call it the Meridian, this valley of flesh, made anew, as every man is, for its vision; and those who would recognise the women who have worn this, most perfect, those who would be as lovers of the lines: Meridians.

Still, if I could capture anything in stone, it would be the vision of my ex-lover, on her back, with her breasts exposed, disarrayed on the bed, disarrayed, I say, and with that I taste it, her hair wild blonde hair, the perfect arc of her eyebrows, the expression on her face, and the Meridian, incised, perfectly, in a single, perfect, gesture; is tastes like this.

There is nothing water longs for more than to be surrendered on the rocks, are the first words of the book I gave a season of my life to translating, a season that resulted in my destitution, in my abandonment, and, some might say, enemies of mine, grudges held along the way, in my temporary insanity.

Is any insanity temporary? Does madness not leak? Not through stone. Not through marble or clay. Not through hard fired earth.

Harder.

I disposed of my father’s caul in Durham, dropped it from the bridge into the river that flows past the cathedral, imagined it floating, undrowned, into the sea, and made my way to the cathedral itself, where I pictured all of the wooden fittings in flames and reduced to ashes and only the stone of the cathedral left standing. Stone is stronger than wood, more eternal, I told myself, as I stood before the wooden carvings of the dead Jesus and his mother, both of which were scorched with molten lead, from a fire.

Harder.

In the Whispering Gallery in the dome of St Paul’s, I repeated the word cunt in the hope that it might enter the ear of another and cause offence.

Harder.

I allowed my ex-lover to be fucked by other men. I dressed her. I chose the panties she would pull to one side as other men entered her. Sheer animal-print panties. Tiny turquoise bikini bottoms, tight, around the mound of her pussy.

Harder. Harder.

I toured the monasteries and cathedrals of France and wrote my name on every one of them.

Harder.

Is there a pill that can stop these words in my brain?

This is the pill.

Harder.

I should like to call myself Astonished, a Greek name, at the end of my life.

I intend that this book should be as a mausoleum for the two of us, and the state of our bodies, guesswork, now, buried, still entwined in each other, our very bones confused, our skulls fused in some unimaginable cataclysmic attempt at ultimate union, which is what sculpture is, which is what these language marks, carved into white by a pressure in my brain that I know can only find release in the idea of being caught up in something eternal, something that stands, as a monument, to the lovers in time, which is what these words are, then, which is an attempt to perceive the lineaments of what lies, beneath, this eternal mirror, that might hold us.

Yet I can’t resist telling you she had long blonde hair. I can’t resist the telling of her perfect hourglass figure, I squeeze it now, in my mind, in the past I hold her tight by the pinch of her waist and I draw myself inside her again, and again.

I held her, tight, by the waist, as we made love that first evening, on a chair in this echoing blue metal storage container, we fucked on our first date, she was overcome, she said, I was forceful, that was the word she used, a word I intend to always honour, even when I fail, a word like grace and chivalry and forceful, and she pulled me into her and she said to me, harder, harder, and I imagined us turned to stone, and how beautiful that would be, to be fixed, at the moment of peak passion, is the most perfect of monuments.

I can’t resist telling you, either, of the way she dressed. She wore nylons and heels and long flowing dresses. She wore hoops in her ears and grey, smoky eyeshadow. Her backside was one of the most voluptuous arses ever to tour the continent, and everywhere we went I was forced to put up with catcalls and illicit tonguing, grabbing of the balls and thrusting, and (of course) the miming of fucking her from behind. Show me a statue that provokes that kind of response. Show me the stone that can move like that. I will show you.

At the Cistercian abbey of Trois-Fontaines there was a sense that time had somehow withdrawn all that was not essential to the scene. Windows lay boarded like so many attenuated evolutionary sideroads. The air was dry, and warm, and sibilant; the sound of birds seemed as if piped in; reduced, but not merely, to its effect. You stood on the grass then, the abandoned pavilions behind you, and two trees, in the shape of dark, bristled tongues, spoke up, out of the ground, and tongued the air around you, as I, the jealous lover, hovered, perpetually out of shot. Which allows me to return there. And to watch you, darling, of my sacred manhood, queen, of my past. To watch you walk slowly across the lawn in your heels, as if you were alone with the seeing of yourself. You have a black-and-white shawl around your shoulders, with ripples, like water. You hold a flower in your hand. I will name no other flower. And there is birdsong again. And the light has held its breath, which is what a statue is.

Which is what a statue is. What we mean when we use the word love. Light holding its breath. But letting go, letting go, now; there is the key.

She was in an unhappy relationship when I met her and I was the, what is the word, I feel like there should be a word for the tools you open coffins with, the tools with which you prise open ancient sarcophagi, which is what it felt like, it had that degree of revelation, our first love, compasses, a word like that, para-somethings, incisors, where you crack something that has fixed and stuck, where you crack it open, and that first light: incisive. That first light: gasping, and you feel it yield, until the energy is wordless, and no longer you and I, and you have your fingers in my mouth, and I have grabbed hold of her jaw, strong, and hard, and fixed her beneath me, and we are speaking in breaths, in shallow breaths of my finger on her tongue, pressing down, our skulls, bearing down, on each other, is so close. And we are back, and we are after.

Afterwards, in a strange discomfited glow, I tell her I’m a sculptor. I work in stone, I tell her. I am a monument maker.

I saw her partner in town. Her ex-boyfriend. She had warned me about him. David is a psycho, she said, only she said it Davide. He’s a psycho so look out for him, she said. Davide had short blonde hair and wore a leather jacket and looked like shit. I asked her about him. What are you doing sprawled all over my makeshift bed in a rusting shipping container at the bottom of a long-abandoned quarry, I nearly said to her, but I didn’t, if this guy is so great? He’s so full of himself, she said to me, after I rephrased it. He’s so self-centred. Plus, your cock, she said, to be honest, it’s about maybe an inch in total bigger than his. I never knew it made such a difference. Is an inch all it takes?

But I was talking about letting go. Pierre’s book had been published privately, in an edition of 120 copies, by a connoisseur printer of eccentric architectural works in 1986. And what a year for samizdat architectural works that was. I could list my favourites. But the point is this: the sound of the rain on the roof of my metal encampment. Listen to it. Imagine yourself there.

There is nothing water longs for more than (other than?) to be surrendered on the rocks (I have given the rendering of this opening sentence much thought over the years and I have come to regard it as an essentially untranslatable statement that masks a gnomic, astrological reference, as well as, of course, reflecting Pierre’s fascination with the lives of rocks, the being of stones and their firing, at distance, by the stars themselves, and the relationship between water and stone, and what came first, but more so, it occurs to me now, there is the aspect of Pierre’s Christian upbringing, here, in essence, his fascination with Christianity, and his concept of a sacrificial universe, of all the little deaths that life requires, and of course the fish, risen up, on land, is the sign of both evolution and of the secret Christ, returned). There is a wanting that expresses itself in (and as) the elements, to come up against all that they are not. Indeed, the elements are in a perpetual conference of mutual deciding (a polis of elements, as the poet Charles Olson would have it, and whose influence I acknowledge here, on my own work, my own unravelling and decoding, though I can find no trace of Olson in Pierre’s reading, in his notebooks and effects, outside of the recurrence of the phrase ‘human universe’, the title of an essay written by Olson in tribute to the Mayan conception of life and cosmos). What is soft longs to be hardened, what is spectral dreams of fixed lineaments and form, what is gaseous here imagines being pressed into the soft earth by a beautifully carved effigial slab (and here Pierre references the infamous two-volume set Incised Effigial Slabs, published by Faber & Faber at, one imagines, considerable expense, and, surely, with little hope of recouping their costs, in the year of 1976, and whose personal copy, complete with detailed marginalia, sits before me, on the mantelpiece of the room in which I write). What is flesh longs to fall, from a height, onto the hard stone floor of a cathedral.

The monastic architecture of France (and here, I would imagine, Pierre defers to Joan Evans, author of the spellbinding Monastic Architecture in France, published by Cambridge in 1964), as seen from the standpoint of the late twentieth century, seems some of the most bereft of classical buildings, the least occupied of styles, the greatest reminder of futility and pointlessness, the most like a temporary shelter, from time, and from life, in its understated grandeur, in its mute appeal there is a great slowing that generates the feeling, when experienced in the flesh, in the cold, hard, stone, on a sharp autumn morning in the early 1980s, say, with the dew on the grass and the smell of the leaves, burning, somewhere, out of sight, and that particular silence, that monastic silence that is not true silence but rather a return to silence after speech, which can never be true silence, true silence is original, and unworded, this return to silence, then, all around, that the world has ceased in its turning, that it has been temporarily arrested, by a force, raised up, from inside the world, against itself. This is stone, and how it can be set to speak.

Flower, in a cornfield, in the sun, outside the town of Souvigny, where we had gone to see the implacable remains of the Benedictine priory, implacable, I say, but then I think twice, because implacability, even, remains something to be read, as the red tulips on Flower’s black-and-white blouse now speak to me and say the word flower, the word flower is carried by women, to be laid down, I think, as she spins around slowly in the sunshine and the pollen is golden in the air.

I want to enter into pure description.

Harder.

I was seized with a mania to create in stone.

Harder.

I want to describe the experience of her.

Harder.

I have named parts of the body and set flags in it as mine, as my own, its hairs, and places. I say the body, but really I mean one body only. The body of my ex-lover. The lips of her labia are felt-grey, mouse-eared. When she opens, she opens like a butterfly. I remember a night, a last night. We had made love and she had called me a wolf. I had held my fingers inside her mouth and tight around her jaw as we came together. Afterwards, she sat on a footstool and displayed her newly shaved pussy to me, her ankles still tight around her ankles, her panties, I mean, still tight, and she opens them, the veil, with her fingers, and she is looking for praise, she is vulnerable and eternal in the same moment, temporal and transcendent, bashful, which is the name of it, and I lean down, I have half pulled up my briefs, and I taste the bright grey of her lips and I taste soft, wet, stone.

I get into a conversation. One night I’m drunk at a party, one of these outdoor French nocturnal parties, and Flower’s boyfriend Davide is there, he is wearing motorcycle leathers and with short blonde hair in the dark and he approaches me and we start to talk and he uses the term beef curtains. There is a spatchcocked chicken on the grill and he sticks a prong in it and he says, beef curtains, do you know that one, I had to explain it to my mother the other night, he says, and he laughs, and he winks at me.

Let me tell you the story of my first understanding of the importance of architecture. It happened when I read a story about a sculptor, a stonemason, a worker in basalt, and an author, name of Pierre Melville. There was an article in a newspaper. Pierre had come out of nowhere. His early sculptures had been hailed as the ultimate extension of Gian Lorenzo Bernini’s baroque conception (by critics of a modernist, iconoclastic bent, obviously), extrapolating from Bernini’s vison of a total work that could be viewed, somehow, as extended in time, as well as in place, and what Pierre had done, these critics argued, was mint a form of sculpture that somehow demonstrated its movement into form, its uncovering, in other words, in time, as well as its simultaneous withdrawal, back, into its point of origin, which Pierre termed its nebula.

And I felt it right then inside me. This word, Nebula. This word, Flower. And this, idea. Because I, myself, felt myself, to be in a constant predicament of becoming and withdrawing. I recognised it. And that night, the night after I read the article, my parents and I were staying at the home of a friend of the family, a holiday home in France, a gloomy place with wooden floors and haunted outbuildings, which is where I chanced upon this article about Pierre, in a magazine that had been discarded by a previous guest, and which I read by candlelight, by the pulse of candlelight, which seemed to double its effect, and as I read it I had the strangest feeling, and I masturbated, I masturbated about the future, set in stone, and all the withdrawing and becoming, up ahead.

In the morning I pointed it out to my father. Papa, I said, that is what my father liked me to call him, he was French on the brain, Papa, I said, would you look at this gentleman who sculpts artworks that retreat all the way back to their origins and he laughed and said, ah-ha, Monsieur Melville, he said. These days he is nothing but a monument maker, he said, and he shrugged. Those words; I shuddered. What do you mean? I asked my father. These days, my father said to me, Pierre is a bourgeois, he said. He is an architect of tombs, he said. Because he sold out. And then he told me the extraordinary story of Pierre’s ascension through the art world and his success as an architect and how he had been contacted by an anonymous donor who wrote to say that he wanted to pay a stipend to Pierre for the rest of his life, a considerable stipend, if he would agree to one thing only, one working, was what the anonymous benefactor said, that is the term he used, and that is that I want you to design and build my own tomb, he said, money no object, vision no limit, only I remain anonymous, as does the location of the tomb, which we can work out legally, he said, and afterwards, he said, after the tomb is completed, and I give you ten years, God willing, he said, I will continue to pay you in perpetuity, forever, until the day of your death, but your final act, after signing a non-disclosure agreement, obviously, will be to return, with a select band of family members and friends, and have my body, at the time of my death, placed in your vault, according to your vision. I never want to see it, I never want to discuss the plans. I merely want to sign off on the budget, because I have complete faith in you, he said, this voice said, these words said, on the page, and after I am interred, it said, I want you to collapse the entrance, to bury it without a trace, and to leave me, forgotten, except in the mind of an artist, and his workmen, and a select group of lovers and friends, in the Valley of the Kings, in other words, is what it said.

And there was much speculation. And Pierre was allowed to talk about it in public, there was no clause against that, why not, and so he told people, I am working privately these days, he said, in his own terrible pronunciation that made him sound like an intelligent halfwit, I am engaged in the burial of a living man, he said, on Pebble Mill at One, I think he might have said that then, and when the girl asked him why he had taken a job that would remove him from the public eye for so long and what about his career, Angela Rippon it may have been, he simply said, I am captured by it, is what he said, and though Rippon pressed him about what exactly he was captured by, was it the idea, was it the money, was it the opportunity to fix monuments, in secret, still he just sat there, and stayed mum, which led to the rumour that he had gone feudal and that he was just the latest in a long line of clowns who had been flattered into building monuments to temporal power, to mere economic triumph, to game-playing and bullshit and filthy lucre.

Although he is today best known as a sculptor and architect, Pierre Melville began life as a poet. He had published several volumes by the time he was in his early twenties, two of which have been translated into English. One was titled White Marble, the other Lonely Caravan, but you can forget about ever finding a copy of that one because you have no chance. They were figurative sculptures in text, was what Pierre said on the back, talking about his poems, apparently, but who knows how reliable the translation is, I said to my Flower, when I gifted her a second-hand copy of White Marble, inside of which I had inscribed a pair of brackets and inside of them my initials (D.K.), who knows how seriously to take that, I said, it could be some kind of retrospective anointing of Pierre’s earlier works with everything that we know now, his proclivities, his visions, I said, the terms themselves, I said, could be approximate, a mere happenstance of translation or a brazen rewriting of history, even. But then, I said to her, and I showed her this; then this, I said:

How, have I been
to Purgatory,
how, have I, in the manner
Of the Saints, which is,
to have gone so far, inside
as to come upon cold
white marble, is to approach,
bright     grey
stone

Then this, I said, and I showed her some more poems and we kissed and she tongued my lips as I held her by her slender waist and ate from between her legs and slid her dress up and drew myself into her again and again until we collapsed on the filthy sheets as the sun was coming up, all aglow, I thought, all aglow, which is what blood does, when it has found its medium. But white marble; white marble struck me as some kind of final frontier. And so, I set out.

I read some book about how the prerequisites of sculpture were something like mass and balance and motion and outline and detail, something ludicrous like that. Even then, when I was only beginning, when I was only – what’s the term? – feeling my way, even then I knew that it was about presence, and its lack, about form, and its shadow, about, let’s face it, a chasm and a cocoon. Have you ever seen Bernini’s Apollo and Daphne?

What does it mean to look? And shut your mouth about the gendered gaze for a minute with that claptrap. What does it mean to look, for the first time; do you believe that is possible? If not, whatever do you go to art galleries for? What do you travel to Florence for? What do you fall in love for, over and over again?

First look: what a wonderful look I am looking as I am looking at the woman that I loved. She is filling our car with petrol. She has on patterned tights and aviator shades. Her long blonde hair, her waist. Is there no way to re-see it? We take a picnic, perched up on logs, looking out across a wide field. There are bees in the air and the horizon is lit up like a foundry. She spots a bird, and she names it, and I watch it fly off, as named, by her. Is there no way to re-see it?

What does the myth of Daphne and Apollo mean? It strikes me as this: Daphne (and what a beautiful name that is naming) knows she will be pursued forever, and so she fixes herself, or rather disguises herself, in movement, in agelessly slow movement, in simple matter – almost, but not quite – in order to both elude, and to endlessly bewilder and attract, her would-be god suitor.

Have you ever seen Bernini’s tomb for that wretched pope of his? The red marble like wounded flesh or brain stuff, the Fates, singing, standing in for concepts, bracketing the scene, on both sides, and the pope up above; but there, in the middle, is the shining skeleton of Death itself, golden and enfolded in the flesh of the brain, as if the flesh grew bones as its own persecutor, and brain stuff drew all three. But then the bones hold the hourglass in their hands, and Death presents it to us, so.

These are the words that I fantasised my Flower might say to Pierre as he held her on the end of his dick and speared her in bed every night (though by that point whether he was capable of the action of spearing or not is something we’ll never know).

I love your big cock, baby.

Harder.

Do me, baby.

Slap my swollen titties.

Feel how wet you’ve got me.

Make me come, oh make me come.

Give me your juice, baby.

I’m your little slut.

I hope you know I’m a real whore.

Baby, your cock is too big, baby.

Slap my ass while you fuck me.

Slide my panties down, like that.

Finger my mound.

You like my little shaved pussy, I did it for you.

It’s like an iron bar, baby, it’s like a fucking, iron, bar.

These are the course notes for the first semester in sculpture I will never teach.

Everything is empty and insincere. These are the words written over the collapsed tomb of a dead man, which is the state of my body, since I lost my Flower, forever. This is the strength of my antipathy towards love, which betrayed me, you, love, I say to the stone that promised me, you are a betrayer, even as I see, in my touching, of cold white marble, the lineaments of desire are longing, there, in stone, longing to be uncovered, wanton, to be disrobed, obedient to the most disobedient impulse as if it were fused, in every rock itself, as if, in the base matter of the earth, in every grain of sand, the eternal relationship, fixed, as surely as the cross.

Stonemason, carve your stone. There is no such thing as inanimate matter.

And now I can hear her writing the farewell letter in my head, the farewell letter that she never wrote, because there was no farewell letter, and yet, why can I hear it, why is its tone so implacable, where is the inflection, it reads like a chapter from The Bible, lifeless, you think, but here is all of life, you think, again, as she explains to you the nature of change, as if either of the two of you were in any way unfamiliar with the nature of change, and yet, to speak it, it is heartbreaking, to admit that we are not permanent, you and I, well, it’s further than I can go, and I prefer to be press-ganged to those ends, and never to willingly offer myself up, and so I am replying, in my mind, in my mind I am the one writing the sad farewell letter, now, and I’m saying, you make me anxious and you make me doubt, you make me believe this whole world is a battlefield, you make me feel like I have to play the game when really, now, at this age, I have no heart for it, and then I recall Pierre, spearing you, and eliciting those words, in my head, and I feel like a wounded animal, that has stumbled, and that will struggle to regain its feet.

Pierre and I took the car, a rusty old turquoise Morris Minor, in the rain, all the way from Linlithgow, where we were staying, to visit Durham Cathedral. Why were we in Linlithgow? I honestly can’t recall; the palace, perhaps, but why? There was a lovely bookshop there, and a tea room by the canal, and a house, up high stone steps, that slept two, if one of us slept on the couch, which was me, and the only thing I remember now about that visit, this strange annex in my life, is that I took down the net curtains from the window and wrapped them around me on the couch in place of a duvet so that now I remember that trip as wearing a chrysalis or a shroud.

The floor had rusted through his car. We could see the road beneath us as we sped.

The title of Pierre’s book, in my translation, is Full Length Mirror. He never commented on the quality of the translation at all and, to be honest, there wasn’t a huge amount of text to speak of, outside of the odd, offbeat introduction, which is what struck me so powerfully in the first place, and which took me a season to translate, an introduction that somehow sets you up to read the pictures as a form of unfolding autobiography, even when they contain nothing but stone and tree and sky, but most especially the enigmatic photographs of monastic architecture that feature himself, his chic 1970s car, and a ghostly, elegant female, who in one picture appears to expose her breasts to the cameraman. But who was the cameraman? He remains uncredited and unfound. Though there are a few stories. Like this one.

Pierre and his lover Hildegard are driving from Paris to view the Benedictine nunnery of Saint-Désir at Lisieux, which features, according to my translation of Full Length Mirror, ‘a carving that shows the birth of the infant Jesus, as a fully formed adult, in the outspillage of the menses of his mother’.

On the road they pick up a hitch-hiker. In one of the shots of the nunnery, it is true, there is the shadow of a finger to the left of the viewfinder. He has run away. The hitch-hiker. Not from a home or from a prison or a press-gang situation, but from a marriage. Do me a favour, this dark-skinned stranger says to them, from the back seat of the car, from somewhere barely imaginable, but almost imaginable, now, thanks to this Full Length Mirror; make love tonight, he says. And we can imagine Pierre, or his partner, looking in the rear-view mirror right then.

They pull up at the nunnery. They have themselves photographed beneath the outspilling menses by this hitch-hiker guy. I have that photograph. It’s a Polaroid. Hildegard is wearing a long yellow dress with a large belt and with her hair in a svelte blonde bob. You can pick out the nipples on her small tits through the cloth of her top. She wears a neckerchief like an air stewardess or an artist’s muse would.

But he said to me, on the way to Durham, the one thing he said to me about the translation: Full Length Mirror, really? he said. I said to him, what, so what would be a truer equivalent? And he said, Delicate Prism, Deep Ocean of Thought, and then he said: Monument Maker.

I called my Flower from the road, from a call box by the bridge. I love you and want to be with you and all I need to know is that you are the centre, that holds, in my life. Then I stopped talking and I waited. I waited till dreams like my heart lay all broken. That’s how I feel, she said, but they weren’t the same words that I had spoken, she had not mouthed the sentiment that I had offered her, she had not mirrored me in stone. And I thought of a tomb, with a collapsed entrance, that no one, again, will ever see.

We stood in front of the figure of the Christ and his mother, carved from trees, in the vestibule of Durham Cathedral. Wood? Wood is of no interest to us, I thought, why has Pierre stopped, why is he stooped over these two wooden figures, these husks. The pair were spattered with metal, as if the lead in the roof had melted on them during an air attack by the Nazis. I thought of the longing of the elements to be anything but what they are, and I saw the love between Christ and his mother. But I felt good about the wounding. Something of Christ melting under the assault of the Nazis, his actual skin spattered, even though he was nothing but a rotten old tree, made me feel hot, and horny, and real.

I am addressing the ghost of my love, which is a husk now, too. My love, I say, and what a beautiful say I am saying when I am saying what it is that I say. I am speaking to the beyond, now. I would like to tell it something of my love because I know now that it cares. And that is why it remains, perpetually, just out of reach. I call it love, and I stand by that. I fix it: here. Why do you insist on pursuit? But that is too much. I no more intend to unmask it than I would remove all of your clothes, in love, lover. I will keep the panties on, even as they are tight around your ankles, and I will draw them as lines, written, into stone.

In Durham we sat in a bar at Halloween and Pierre drank one beer after another before falling down and cursing everyone else in the place. I succeeded in getting him outside, where he announced to the cathedral and the air, and the shadow passing on the river below, and the moon, obviously, as well as random passers-by, that he wished to be rid of this woman for life, he said, and he gnashed his teeth and swung his fists at the air, what woman, and I thought is it Hildegard, Hildegard, it must be.

The moon shone deep into the waters, birds rose up like words, or like lonely letters, gathering, together, in love, which is what words is, above a river, in Durham, a river I drowned my own father in, and why? Because I felt the need of the growing of a new father, I said, the time has come, I said to myself, and even though it was a drunken thought I gave it to you, the beyond, I gave thought and agency and urge to you, by which I mean I gave spelling to you, and you worded, in my head, what was to be done, what was the gratuitous drowning of the father, only this time, as my own murder of him, as I threw the little sewn pouch that contained his caul into the river below.

If I were to describe the interior of the Benedictine abbey of Le Bec-Hellouin, founded in 1034 (can you imagine such a thing, what architects that we are unable even to dream), then I would describe it as resembling the interior of a pink, white, shell, the kind you would find on the beach, once, long ago, in the past, or of an echoing swimming pool, drained, and ornate, that you visited once, as a child, and that now is bereft, forever, because of that visit, or as an absence, a sealing-off, and a jealous secreting, of space, which is what I should have done with you, honey. That’s what the caption reads, beneath the photograph, in my own, unpublished, translation.

There is a car parked up, against the wall. The exterior is a poker face. God’s face is a poker face, it says, but inside, the pool, the pink light, the soft reflections, the staircase to the cells, with seaweed, swaying, in the concrete breeze. A priest, his robes rippled, in motion, is caught in the light.

Here’s a story I remember that always bugged me. It really got to me that back when Pierre had first come on the scene, my Flower described him as implacable. He’s implacable, she said, and she shook her head, after a dinner party that had gone awry where we had invited Pierre along with what I felt was the central cabal of aesthetes of stone, the Meridians, I named us, in my head, and there had been much drinking and comparing of historical minutiae when Pierre appeared from the bedroom, in a state of inebriation, inexplicably dressed in a white tracksuit with green trims, and challenged any one of these outmoded bastards, is what he said, because you know nothing about love, he said, and he said to them, I intend to take off into the air, all the while wearing a green-and-white sweatband too, and aviator shades, aviator shades that were tied to his ears with elastic bands, and he said, do as I do, not as I say, he said, and he pressed play on a cassette recorder, and this music came out, this pop music, this rap music, and then he laughed, as if of course that was impossible, write books like me, impossible, make stone speak like me, impossible, rise up into the air like me, impossible, second-guess my taste in music, impossible, steal the love of my life from me, completely, fucking, impossible, as he ran across the room as fast as he could and proceeded to run up the side of the wall, back-flipping just before the ceiling and spinning round and landing, miraculously, in a perfect circle, on his feet. Can any of you relics do that? he said. And everyone was agog. Aghast. And it was no longer about sculpture; it was sculpture itself. And then my Flower turned to me and she said, wow, he is completely implacable, and I said to myself, no, even my own reading of this is not real. Which is the story of monasticism.

And there they are: the coloured silhouettes of my ex-lover and my mentor, against the horizon, which is blue, with white cliffs, at the bottom of the garden, and the breeze almost upsets the scene but rather, now, serves to bring it to life. Hold on to your hat, Pierre; goodbye my sweet love, Flower!

And hello you, you whom I am writing for and for whom I have called it stone, I have called it love, I have called it nothingness and void, I have called it baby, too, but for whom, for whom.

The smell of Shake n’ Vac in a hotel room in Durham. A toilet freshener with a thick green gel in it. Toilets. I had taken to observing toilets on the road with Pierre. Sometimes I would view these cathedrals, these monasteries and cemeteries, stretching off, as having less meaning than a WC with flecks of damp like the upturned breast of a thrush, still beating, in the corner of a white, plastic, shower. Well now, already, are these demon spores not so bold in their construction, not so specific in their place, as any manor house or castle or strange frightened bird took fright? Plus they smell the same.

Dampness. And we fall asleep, me on the couch, as usual, Pierre propped up on a pillow, on top of the bed, in a black Japanese kimono, and the television says (we allowed ourselves television on the road, Pierre and I, but never at home) ‘the true mark of a man’ and it shows a coloured target and three arrows hit it and smoke comes up and a man emerges with no top on who has been throwing darts, in a pub, topless. The mark of a man, Pierre says, and he rolls it, in his throat, like a thrush himself, as if he were no man whatsoever, so removed from man, even, that he is capable of speaking him perfectly; the mark of a man, he burrs, as he looks over his glasses, for that is the sound, as he growls it, as he looks up from his book, he rolls it there, like an angel that weighs nothing at all (very few angels are light as air, talk to a sculptor), the mark of a man, he gargles, I suppose he does, he gargles, that makes sense too, in the context of his sounding: the mark of a man, he says, is persistence.

There was a piece of Pierre’s, a photograph in his book, on his travels, that he had painted on glass and that consisted of five words, written in a rippling orange text, on a sheet of frosted glass. Thank You For Your Persistence, he had written, and he had laid it outside an old abandoned nunnery in Normandy as some kind of offering or love letter – what’s the difference, really – and had walked away and let the sun shine through it until some teen kicked it straight through the face and smashed it, or some dilettante stole it, or some process of corroding and denegration (is that a word) drew it back down into the earth, in pieces. But still it persisted, was his point, and, still, he was grateful for it. Everything they teach you about art is wrong, I said, is misleading, when I first saw it.

Where the vines have been removed up the side of the Benedictine abbey of Notre-Dame, Bernay, whose monastic buildings date from the seventeenth century, there remain the tracings, like veins, over veins, of an invisible musculature, just as the abbey itself is the temporary holding structure for the invisible point of power that slows the past and the future, not to abeyance, but to a form of eternal rose garden.

The point to locate in this, and this is Pierre writing still: the point to locate would be the first instance of a smile in sculpture, the first evidence of a moving past the monument as a marking of death or an opening to a dark, sonorous beyond, the first instance of a smirk, even, let’s say, a funny face, and of course they bring up Egypt, they bring up Egypt every time, the high art of Thanatos is Egyptian in bearing, they say, before you can so much as protest, but look at those sarcophagi in the British Museum, you would respond, hopefully, if you could get a word in edgewise, go spend a weekday afternoon with them, you’d say, although preferably not a Friday or a Thursday even, for that matter, you’d be foolish not to add, a wet, drizzly Tuesday afternoon, I would say, is perfect, you would say, and not hard to arrange, obviously, unless you’re a working stiff, in that case God help you, but look at those sarcophagi when you next get the chance, is what you would suggest, I imagine, in my mind, now, and tell me, truly, you would demand, if you cannot detect the hint of a smirk on those cartoon faces that are the cocoon of the dead, and that seem to offer the first glimpse, perhaps, of the dawning realisation that humanity itself is in on the game from the beginning.

Implacable. Flower would call them implacable.

GISLEBERTUS HOC FECIT: at the Cathedral of Saint Lazarus in Autun the sculptor Gislebertus emerges from the dark, sonorous beyond. His tympanum features a Christ that has worn two faces and none at all in an experiment with time that is the equal of the first animated cartoons. No one in the age of Gislebertus, which is the age of the twelfth century, which is the age of the pharaonic kings, which is the age of the entrance of the Christ child into time, would dare to depict a Christ without a head, a position reserved for John the Baptist for a great and secret reason, but first of all we must understand the position from which both the great cathedrals and the great pyramids were intended to be experienced, and that is from the inside out, the dead pharaoh is the experiencer of the architecture and the nebula at the heart of its schematic, the pyramid, then, the high cathedral towers, serving to connect him to the infinite, just as the outsides of cathedrals are fortresses, really, that mimic the tomb of the flesh – that sound the tomb of the song, more properly – and that contain the universe, as seen from inside out, inside them, which would speak, if you were an initiate, in stone, that truly there is no God outside of the centre, and that the centre is everywhere, inside, and so: Gislebertus.

He gives the removal of Christ’s head – and his ability to grow a new one, in imagination, in stone – he gives it, it is given, more precisely, to time. In the hands of Gislebertus time, itself, has become Monument Maker, even as it always was, even as his Christ is rendered as quite flat, as pancaked, as rising up from the elements, palms open, arms pressed to his sides, as coming through stone, from the interior of the earth, and now, suddenly, during the unveiling of the tympanum of the west doorway, which is the name of a ritual that took place in time, itself, after it had been covered over, the tympanum, during the era that was not of the Christ child’s entrance into time, and that considered reflection, itself, as profane, it was revealed that Christ’s face had been defiled, over time, removed, in the past, and been so damaged, in its passing, so that his eyes – Christ’s eyes! – were now the multiform eyes of mineral and crystal, of death, compacted, to the incendiary point of flint, which meant that now his eyes glistened even more, his multiform eyes are of the rock itself and are interior, and enterable-into, is the kingdom of heaven, kind lover Flower who I would return to stone.

And beneath his feet, trodden down and given life anew, is a mocking sinner, whose head is forever being torn from his shoulders by monstrous hands, even as his fellows contort and torment themselves with language, with the body as signs, and the sinner knows, because he has fallen into the pit called responsibility, that his fate lies at the centre, and that there is no joke between Christ and what he came to damn, which is the removal of the head, and its replacement, in time, again and again, forever.

This is a song I made up, this is a song I made up:

Flower/Flower
Spring and Autumn/Winter and Summer
January/Aquarius/February/Pisces truelove
March/Aries/April/Taurus
May/Gemini
Annus
Cancer
June/Leo/July/Virgo
August
Libra/September/Scorpio/October/Sagittarius
November/Capricornus/December
Flower/Flower

What is the spell that is set by the abandoned monastic architecture of France? Picture the dust in the air, the miraculous dust suspended in the air, illuminated in a shaft of cold, soft light. Feathers on the breath of God.

The great monasteries present one of the most dramatic architectural annexings of reality. Annexing, that is, the reality of God in his silent speech from the unreality of the profane world, intent on mixing it up with tongues, outside. This is art not for entertaining.

The abandoned monasteries of France – abandoned, again and again – present a secret network set on assassinating modernism and effecting a return to timelessness. The abandoned monastic architecture of France is frozen in silence, even when it has been repurposed, even when it is filled with dancing revellers, or mutinous soldiers, or accountancy firms, or taxi companies. Then this silent network is silenter still. These buildings which, like the pyramids, were set in order to establish a channel, a silent channel, in and out of time. I Am a Silent Channel in Time.

Harder.

The one truly pure work of God-comprehension, of sacred visioning, of transcendent creation in modern painting, is that of Cecilia Giménez’s ‘failed’ and much-ridiculed 2012 restoration of Ecce Homo, an awful 1930s fresco of Jesus Christ at his most simple-minded, in Borja, Spain. Through vision and belief and – not naivety, but innocence, let’s (dare we?) say, true innocence, which is the opposite of naivety, she rendered Christ unreal for the first time in how many centuries. Which is to foster Christ, in time.

Harder: she was possessed by Christ himself and was made to paint him as divine, his features horrored, the angle of his face occult, dimensional, in – and out of – time. This is the great bending force that Logos enters the world with. Bending. Reality-defying. Artlessly so. Yet how could anyone laugh? How could anyone resist a shudder, at the broken neck, at the mouth that is up in smoke and ectoplasmic? At the eyes no longer rolled back in his head like a sham act for his father or a frigid suburban housewife’s idea of ecstasy? Rather, they look to you, or almost, the eyes. One eye, the left eye – Christ’s left eye – looks behind you and over your shoulder and he sees something that is not himself there.

Harder.

Otherwise fuck painting.

Harder.

Why this interest in mausoleums, in monastic architecture, in tombs, and I say: for I am over the hill, my friend, for I am lying in state, and moving closer to silence. And the work of this man, my mentor, I call him so, now, working to entomb another man through the twilight of his own dotage, what were the chances, and I came to realise it was I, too, who had come to be buried, it was my life, and love, he stuck a headstone on and dynamited, it was all of these churches that pointed straight to galactic centre, and that we spent a summer touring, a summer out of time, is how it seems to me now, now that everything is a counting down, these churches that stood in for the state of my body, as surprised, and betrayed, as any stone sarcophagus, by the onset of age, by the disfiguring of death, by the absence, once more, of the answer to a woman’s body in my own, which is the saddest thing, cathedral, I say, which is the saddest thing, tomb, at the Cathedral of Chartres, your own stones so careless of time as to betray an intuition that back of time, that in the back there, friend, there is a stone of stones, a love of love, a remembering of remembering, which in the voice of the stones themselves is a Final Judgement.

You, on the grass, I must not name you, Flower, we picnicked on the grass and afterwards we walked the streets of the old town. Rumfles, your rumfled skirt, what a word, these rumfles, the folds and creases that do more to reveal your leg than any disrobing might, and that religious statuary could never give up on, even after the age of the perfect nude, which was the perfect Greek, even then the flesh itself was sweeter in its hiding, in its intimating in drapery, just as the Holy Ghost needs a white sheet with holes and the silent interior of a monastery needs its cloisters, the sacred is something that we must adorn, ourselves, as it is revealed: your thighs, rumfled, in your summer dress.

And afterwards, that evening, we had dinner on the deck of La Vanne Rouge, in Montigny, as the sun was going down, blood-orange, and immense, as if it were the mere sign of the sun, and had taken to play, its duties so light, and immense, to bring to our eyes an intimation of something that was not itself, in its coming forth by day the sun is aware of itself as creator, lover, as you and I, its witnesses on that holy evening of long ago, and the dogs, the stray dogs of the area, do you remember, they seemed to appear as if from nowhere and to assemble on the deck, sat there, staring into the same sun, in silence, and me thinking, what does the sun appear to a dog, but really, why does the sun appear to a dog, and I still have the menu from that night and I have underlined – and initialled – the dishes we had that night and I will read it to you now, that night, as it is written, in stone:

Le foie gras, mi-cuit, chutney aux pommes acidulées Granny Smith et pain brioché toasté (D.K.)

Le maquereau, gnocchi de patate douce, mousseline d’haricots blancs, beurre blanc aux œufs de poissons (F.F.)

Les coquilles Saint Jacques, lard, mousseline de butternut, jambon espagnol, coulis d’oseille (D.K.)

L’épaule d’agneau confite, panisse, tagliatelles de courgettes, sauce vierge, caviar d’aubergines (F.F.)

Le crumble d’hiver, pommes, pruneaux, glace caramel (D.K.)

La sphère au chocolat, façon profiteroles, glace vanille, choux garnis de crème pâtissière, Chantilly (F.F.)

Where is the wine from that night? Where are the coffees and the cigarettes smoked? They are extinguished, my friend. This is Chartres Cathedral.



2. CATHEDRAL OF SAINT LAZARUS OF AUTUN

I have taken Viagra and I await its onset.

Harder.

Viagra always gives me wind, it makes me burp and it makes me dizzy too, all this blood, flowing, but still, I do it for recreation, in these final years I do not even masturbate with it, instead I take a pill, a mere 50g one – you may have no fears of Priapus – and I write on it, I write with the memory of my schlong (another favourite word: my schlong, causes rumfles, in my trousers) as it once was, I write a paean to my schlong in the medieval architecture of France and in the memory of a summer, through the memory of a summer, through the memory of a summer, which is like the feel of my schlong, now, through the material of my pants, you call them, Americans, through the material of my slacks, thank you, and the memory of an erection, through the memory of an erection, through the memory of an erection, through my slacks, is where I am writing from, is a cathedral in France dedicated to the man who rose again, whose dead member walked, because Christ made it so; make it so, Christ, for what we long for is corporeal form, what we long for is schlongs forever; promise us our schlongs and we shall fly to heaven on them, and already, see, the Viagra is kicking in, and I achieve a strange breathlessness, and a need to pass wind, and a constriction, in my chest, and an intimation of that old power, that imperative: captain, of my heart, make rumfles, in my trousers.

Yet the source of the Nile remains a mystery. Neither a thought in my head nor a hand on my schlong may restore it, even as, once, both sources fed it and fed of it. I am no longer stone.

Who rolled away the stone? Christ did, presumably, or a secret player, unknown to history, who was instrumental – by accident or design, who knows – in the resurrection of Our Saviour. ‘Stones in My Passway’, who wrote that again? Christ, presumably. Or a secret hand. Does God operate in man or does God operate in man through Jesus Christ? Remind me of what the difference is, will you, Cathedral at Autun, of the Risen Saint Lazarus. Remind me again.

And now I’ve got the sniffles.

Jesus was the one to roll away the stone from Lazarus’s tomb. Jesus wept, did you know, which phrase appears in John alongside our Lazarus, and is the shortest verse that The Bible would ever be divided into, which means that the atomic core of The Bible, its smallest indivisible whole, is Jesus wept. And he wept because he was taking the blame. Lazarus’s household was up in arms, claiming that had Jesus dropped by even a few days earlier, then Lazarus would not at this moment be lying dead behind a boulder in a cave. And Jesus wept. He wept to see the weeping of those around him whose weeping was the cause of his weeping. Jesus wept is crystalline, is smallest stone, is indivisible. He will rise again, Jesus tells them, through the tears. And everyone is like, yeah, yeah, whatever, we know, he will live on in heaven with your dad but still he is dead right here. And that’s when Jesus realises: heaven is not consolation enough. Heaven is not consolation enough for weeping on weeping. Jesus wept is the atomic pain at the centre of the world. I will unseal the stone, he says. Jesus says. I will roll it away, he says. Why? To expose a dead man who has risen, already, on the other side? Jesus wept because he was about to do something that would expose himself and his own powers, but also: that he, too, remained under the spell of the father, and even his own death, the sacrifice of his own life, would never be enough to atone for the truth that he has lied, the truth that he has betrayed, which is that eternal life is here and now a reality on earth if God bids it so. But he does not bid it so. God wishes for us to die, forever. Just as he wishes us to be born, too. Terrible father and mother are you, God, is the next smallest verse of The Bible, more atomic still, for Kabbalists, really, rather than for lay readers, which is what cathedrals are, texts for Kabbalists, only but where you read the word texts as points of ingress, as a lettered arch which you pass through; Gislebertus hoc fecit.

Gislebertus made this, reads the tympanum of the Cathedral of Saint Lazarus of Autun. This is man, taking the blame away from Christ, for the first time. But this is man in the spell of the father, who, for us, is Christ Jesus and not his dad. And we weep at the funerals of our friends and family and lovers because we have sworn not to do a thing about them, we have accepted the rules of the game, which are birth and death, we are complicit and we weep when we hear of poor Lazarus, still living if not for us, but then, like Christ himself, like Pierre, who would bury a man in the tomb of his own creation just so that we may, one day, roll away the stone and see him rise, we turn to our own spells, and we look to stone, we look to the elements of the earth and we take them in our hands and we revivify them, and in their revivifying we admit that we knew, all along, that in the dross of existence lay its salvation, that in the making-magic of time we may reverse, or draw forward, all of the forces that are ours by inheritance and invention, of birth and death that would make of us, too, monument maker.

But Rilke says that Jesus was disgusted by the task. That Jesus felt himself reduced to some mere sideshow magician in his raising of the dead. But Rilke has a tendency to feel too sorry for Jesus. I doubt that Jesus was that squeamish. Rather, it would suggest to me that Jesus realised that he had done life, itself, a disservice, that the mocking, really, was by death, of life, because the Fall, if we care to recall, is described as being precipitated by a great act of disobedience. And this was Christ’s. He was most truly human when he raised the dead, when he grew sentimental about a story, and began writing what we would refer to, today, as fan fiction. A world where the son of God has to reanimate the dead – cut down, by his father, at their time – is a less than perfect world. In doing service to mankind, Jesus has risen hell. Even Martha, present at the graveside, protested that Lazarus’s corpse, surely, by this time, would stink.

In Autun, Gislebertus has risen Christ in stone so that there will be no stink.

Now I’m burping. Viagra makes me burp. Hold on.

If you could come back from the dead for one night only, what would you do? That’s the sort of stuff that was in Christ’s head right then, you can bet. What would you do? Probably go back and apologise, am I right? No one likes to think of Christ as apologising. Why? Because he was in on it from the beginning, possibly. If even Christ is apologising, then the entire game is a bogey. But isn’t that what the raising of Lazarus is? A moment of weakness. A sort of making it up to humanity. A slip-up, a consolation prize, but also the revelation that it didn’t have to be this way. That god-powers could turn it around. But also a demonstration of the tremendous guilt that Christ has had to take on. Nietzsche was all wrong about guilt but don’t get me started. Brave Christ came back to apologise so that we don’t have to. But still some of us have to. So some of us commit to resurrecting forever. Zarathustra. Monument Maker.

Beneath the words Gislebertus hoc fecit there is an angel carved in stone who separates the just and the unjust before the throne of Christ Pantocrator, revealed, truly, as ruler of this world. Shamefacedly so. I stand in stone, it says, I refuse forgiveness. I stand, to be judged.

Judge me:

Words I used as a young lecturer in art history at a provincial college for a single summer, in the Scottish Borders, girls only, where I stayed on a campsite, in a one-man caravan, overlooking the sea:

Swollen

Tumescent

Cakehole

Slit

Phallic

Fertile

Lingerie

Thighs

Dominating

Supplicant

Adorning

Free-for-all

No rules

My place

Harder

Boyhood is the most beautiful word in the English language. Christ that I could raise it again.

And here it goes. Rumfles.

I gained my first appreciation for the architecture of the past from summers spent exploring the network of abandoned quarries that surrounded the quiet village I grew up in. Scale was what wowed me, at first. The high metal ladders, rusting in the sun, caged in and claustrophobic as you scaled the sides of these huge silos, their terrible mouths filled with sand and stood up above the cliffs, and the town, and the tower blocks, stretching off.

As boys we would dare to jump into the silos, fearless, just about, of being swallowed by the sand forever. But more than churches, the rotting industrial architecture of the North was what made me first look up, and in terror, too, because scale was liable to bring on feelings of terror and insignificance in me, too, an anxious vertigo, me stood at their feet, terror, a nauseating dizziness, me, at the foot of all of this set to rot, this scale, set to dwarf me, just as huge ships, and oil rigs at sea, their feet in who knows what ink-black horrors, make me shudder, still, and I would think, for instance, how do you build a crane without a crane, how do you sink a mile-long concrete girth into the base of the sea except from a mile-long concrete girth sunk to the base of the sea; how to build bridges without bridges? This is what scale will do to you. There is a point where it overwhelms the sense and gridlocks the brain. Stood there, at the top of these leaning metal silos, leaning, like flowers towards the sun, my eyes refused to take it all in, to step back and experience it as, what do they call it, panorama.

The details, Flower, I must tell of the details. From up here, now, with cock pills and perspective.

Can I summon you in stone and still not name you? I used to dream of a mausoleum made up of books, of walling myself in on all sides with words, but I read myself out of it. I read myself through books and all the way out the other side, where life was waiting, only life never waits, and what I thought I had come to, then, had already fled the scene, and I turn, now, to art to be cured, to statuary to cure me, to cure me as Pierre cured himself, I have cured myself of art, he said, and how? How had he done this? By exhausting where the greatest art was, which is France, by touring through France, by plotting its cathedrals and nunneries and religious architecture, and writing his name on every one of them.

Of course it is France where this epiphany takes place, of course in the land of romance, land of the end of summer, land of the benediction of beautiful girls with tan lines in the summertime, of course it is France, of course there are glimpses, of course, there are tracings elsewhere, in England, and in Scotland, even there, in Spain, on the thin bony shoulders of girls in bikini tops too, as it is in Greece, as it is in Rome, and in remnants of Byzantium in the now-East, of course, we mustn’t forget the Byzantines, but then how could we, as they have become so obvious, so glaringly otherworldly, that they exist now merely as shorthand, at best as ‘the past’, but not as the sacred-in-itself, history won’t shut up about them, dull, narcissistic, secular history, which is where Christ comes in, Christ enters history, as a word, to cure us of words, and to enable us to look outside and to see something that is not us.

Flower, that is not us. In the summer of 1993. At the cathedral in Autun. You were dressed in heels and with a short summer dress and with a black leather jacket which you wore over your shoulders, we hunched in an alcove outside the cathedral and kissed in the sudden storm that had come on and that had emptied the cathedral, sending everyone running outside to witness the scudding clouds shoot over its slanted roofs, heaven is no mirror, I thought then, no mirror to the wet roofs, no reflector, to kiss in the sudden storm is not to double heaven, I say to you now, to kiss in the sudden storm is to make monument. Gradually, I am working my way out of art.

Harder.

Marmoutier. Fleury. Saint-Sauveur. Notre-Dame de Dole. Trinité de Vendôme. These are beautiful words in the throat, wondrous places in the mind, the Congrégation Gallicane des Exempts, they called them, spells that would desecularise the world. And now that they are abandoned, many of them, and bereft, so many more, but still, there is that too, forever, in their place, that feel of an absence, of an opening, stopped up and abandoned, as an old tunnel or the path through an overgrown wood or the silent realms of a fairy-tale castle, only one that looks onto something that no longer goes by a name.

The repurposed monasteries of France are a vast network of precipices, then, or piers, let’s say, crazy wonder piers out into the clouds, and fog, and their legs running down into who knows what bottom of the world, bridges without bridges, and then . . . language stops; we say words like Marmoutier, we say Fleury, Flowery, to prevent us from falling, but still, to bring us to the cliffs, all the same, Flower, that is not us.

I threw my father into the water where he could not be drowned. I tossed his caul into the river. If you are born with a lucky cap – a transparent shroud that grows from the crown of your head – then sailors believe you will never die by drowning. At one time there was a trade in cauls. People would advertise theirs for sale in the classifieds, sailors would pay over the odds, families would divide the cauls up after death and secrete them on their person, traditionally in a hand-sewn pouch with the first initial of their name on it in black thread, which is what mine read, D, and inside, a parachute, to the bottom of the ocean, and back again, maybe. I threw it away in rage and tears and confusion, from the bridge beneath Durham Cathedral, because a voice told me to, a voice that spoke in terms that were taunting and daring but also deep, and right, though unsentimental and cold as stone. Dispose of your father, it said. Make a symbol of his death. And see if the old folk tales are true. And he came back. Of course, he came back. He came back, and he tempted my lover from me and was every man around me a danger. My sweet Papa.

I saw her. I saw my Flower through a window at the party.

She has her nylons and her panties pulled down round her ankles, her skirt up round her waist. She is pressed to the wall. I write it like this, as if it is now, as I call myself Monument Maker. Davide is behind her. He hasn’t bothered to pull his trousers down. He has entered her through the zip of his fly. Something about this detail makes my heart drop inside me, and my balls sing. It is a manly thing, to live through the humiliations of a lover. You too, Father. I said nothing.

The moon too, Father, is made out of stone, and suspended.

Just now. Just now I am sitting in the front window of the house we stayed in that summer, you and I, the house we shared with artists and poets for a single summer. I doubt if you remember this. Just now I am writing. Do you remember? I am writing this as I can hear you singing in the other room. I can hear the sound of the dishes in the sink. The splash of water. The sound of your spirit, which at the time I could never have brought myself to say, that your song, that you singing in the kitchen was the sound of your spirit, then, because, even then, we were already estranged, even then I held you, at a distance, which is what time did to us, you could argue, was what drove me to this, this love affair in stone, which is your voice now, the sound of your footsteps as you enter the room and walk towards me, your dress in billows behind you, it’s the dress you bought with your birthday money, and we embrace and here it is, do you remember, honey, your birthday, just now? And the light, through the slats in the window, as I sit here, now.

Is there an interior life? The Lord commands that we become as living stones. Because there is no interior monument. I read a story in the newspaper, by a psychologist, on the nature of consciousness. There is no interior life, he maintained. By which he meant, there is no body of consciousness, there is no ever-present lagoon, flesh, carnal, in which our thoughts and our memories and our feelings could mingle as in a body of water, the Red Sea, the Black Sea, no, no ocean for us, no depths to plumb, but moments, instead. Everything, in a moment, and then forever, gone again.

Have you ever sat through a performance of that idiotic old fart Stainer’s Crucifixion? It is complete tripe. But wait. Wait. I feel that I am here to make an argument for the presence of the sacred in what seems most stone and alien and unyielding to soft touch.

Is this the meaning of the resurrection, I ask myself, as the choir comes in, His Royal Banner held high by a woman with a twisted spine and a contorted neck and an involuntary spasm who obviously – God be with her – cannot sing. Little sparrow, why can’t you sing? For I was crushed between the fingers of the Lord, my Lord, my little larynx was held tight, and stopped, it says. And reopened, too, it says, again.

The choir is monotonous, incredible. There is one voice, and there is many. The words are simple, uncanny. Lift up! But who is lifting? Lay down! But who is laying? In front of me a young black woman shifts in her seat. An old man falls to his knees in a pew across the way. How will he rise? How will he regain his composure? The mystery of the divine humiliation, the little sparrow sings in a voice that cannot sing, by God. Jesus, you were less than flesh, and left us stone, in your memory. I remember, too, when my cock would get hard at such things. I left them in your memory, stone, now flesh.

Jesus was a corpulent Scoutmaster; fuck you and why not. Why not. You call your heroes as in Che Guevara. My hero is a corpulent Scoutmaster why not. This is the first lesson of churchgoing. I adore thee, I adore thee, is the first lesson. I adore thee, fat vicar of the past, you there, too, with your prayer book and your double chin, you too, sweetie, dark-haired sweetie on the choir to the left, your sexy librarian glasses, the way the light of the cathedral – they call them shafts – teases the shadow of your cheekbone, and you, of course, bird with a broken larynx, as you brush your hair aside, your barbed-wire hair, I have watched you do that at least ten times already, your fat body, pulled back, not by gravity but by God as an archer, the mystery of the divine humiliation, which is where the congregation all stand, and say, God gave way to death, God gave way to his own idea, and submitted to it, in order that it might say I adore thee, a God so lacking in love, I love you so, like my father, he, too, so lacking in love, and attempted drowned now, in the sea, and bald guy with big ears I see you too, back there, lugs, I call them, beneath my breath, as we sing together, blessed lugs, I mean to say, and there is a small dog in a pew behind me, they let small dogs in here, will there be dogs in heaven, I think to myself, even as Christ himself is given up to pure passion I am thinking to myself, is it allowed to have dogs in a church and how annoying is it.

To have ideas to love you, to have ideas to fall in love with you is to be God and to build a great cathedral out of stone and in it the faces of the people all around me (in the midst of keen disgrace, is what the word of the song says, is how it sings it) as a corpulent Scoutmaster turns to the congregation and with his hands and his mouth he rises from the tomb of the flesh, the tomb of the song, is how he sings it, and he fills the cathedral with an exhortation that is banal and simple enough to be perfectly impossible. This is called Good Friday, and I return home, and I get drunk, and I come all over the spectacles of the dark-haired sweetie on the choir to the left.

I call her Flower. I call you Flower. I call them Flower. And I return to the cathedral the next day and I make supplication. And I do it all over again. This is a summer. This is the character of a summer. Which is what they call Atlas, raising the world on his shoulders. Atlas stands in for summers. It’s obvious. Think about it. It is architecture, summers. Raise it.

Another summer.

We are driving down a dusty lane in central France in a beige-coloured Vauxhall Viva. The windows are rolled down. We are driving into the sun. Her name is Flower now, too.

The Greek Zeno of Elea never mentioned the magic of a flower when he claimed that no race can ever be run, that no church can ever be built, that no monument can ever be raised to our love because the space between us is infinite. To run a mile, you must first run a half-mile. And then a half-mile further again. Which requires first an eighth of a mile towards that, which demands a twentieth of a mile towards that, first, which requires the conquering of a divisor again and again, in other words, infinitesimally, which means that no race is run, that space is opening up and receding, forever, that we are once more on a strange wonder, held aloft above what depths, as in vertigo, forever. Which is why a statue of an elegantly dressed woman in the summer in France is a perfect impossibility. Which is why art is provisional. Provisional on what? On the will of God. Which is what the churches and the great cathedrals of France say, what Zeno of Elea says. That there is no raising up that is not of the will of God. And that, in the end, nothing is built. Nothing?

Look: I write this now in God’s hand, I carve it like so, and I say I, I still claim agency, even as this sentence unravels as another summer, in central France, and we are driving down a dusty lane in a beige-coloured Vauxhall Viva.

Your dress rides up your stockinged thigh. You are wearing oversized sunglasses. What does my perfume make you think of? you ask me. Go on, you say, say it, what you think. I can’t do smells, I say, my descriptive faculties fail me. It’s flowers, you say. Say it, you say, it’s flowers. Dark flowers, I say. It is dark flowers. Carnal, you say, it is Carnal Flower, and you hold out your wrist to me, like so.

The speed of gods time counts not, though with swiftest minutes winged.
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