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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book is based on a real painting and real events. Christ of Saint John of the Cross was painted by Salvador Dali in 1951 in Port Lligat, Catalonia. Soon afterwards it was bought for £8,200 by Tom Honeyman and still hangs in Glasgow’s Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum, where I have been to see it many times. Dali’s masterpiece was inspired by a sketch by Saint John of the Cross, a sixteenth-century Spanish priest, who was accused of blasphemy for drawing the crucified Christ observed from a position above the cross. Because of the cost of the painting, Dr Honeyman’s brave decision triggered protests in Scotland. He was forced out of the job he loved three years later.

It is very difficult to estimate the value of the painting today. In 1958 Sotheby’s sold what was assumed to be a poor copy of a Leonardo da Vinci for £45. In November 2017, the very same painting, which experts had declared a genuine Leonardo after years of analysis, sold at Christie’s in New York with the world watching. The value of that small piece of canvas – two feet high, eighteen inches across – had risen by a factor of ten million in sixty years. The image is called Salvator Mundi and it sold for $450,312,500.

How much would Dali’s Christ sell for? Thankfully it is not going anywhere near an auction house. It will remain modestly displayed in the Kelvingrove, where a small label beside it says the American stuntman Russell Saunders was Dali’s model. He was hung from a gantry in the studio so the artist could see the effects of the pull of gravity on his body.

In my story I have tried to make sure the details of Russell Saunders’ life (1919–2001) and career are correct, although the events surrounding the painting are mainly fiction. Mr Saunders never married and had no children. I hope he might have enjoyed reading this story.


PROLOGUE

YOU HAD ONE JOB

Glasgow, 2001

He sat for a full hour, frozen. Each time his hand reached forward for the keys, Craig Maskell sniffed disconsolately and pulled it back again. Three cups of tea had been brewed and drunk while he stared at the vacant screen. At one point he forcibly struck the letter G and held his finger down on it, watching a long ggggggggggggggggggggggg stretch before his eyes like a caterpillar. He jabbed the delete button and saw the caterpillar shrink to nothing. Frustrated and upset, he even found himself blinking back a tear.

Maskell was not a man at ease with outward displays. The museum guard had always been a single man with no wife or wider family, and was a little jealous of those who had such things. He had always seen emotion as self-harm. But now the grief and guilt would not leave him alone.

The Microsoft computer’s clunky hard drive chattered away as if gossiping about him. You had one job, he thought. Since being sent home he had simply sat at this desk, hand hovering over the keyboard buttons, dreading the moment when the cursor blinked and the blank screen demanded the written explanation for his failure.

The cat sidled up to his trouser leg and brushed against his calf muscle as if out of concern. ‘Food time is it, Jagger?’ Maskell grunted without looking down. ‘Let me just get this started first. Jesus, I have to get this started.’

His spectacles had slid to the end of his nose. He sighed loudly and wondered why he was bothering to write anything at all. Certainly they would blame him. He knew there would have to be – that phrase from old movies he watched as a child – a fall guy. He should have been aware that this kind of thing always ended up with an inquiry. The inquiry would reveal just how many warnings there had been. How much he, personally, had ignored. For God’s sake, in two months she had made at least thirty visits! How many times had she been alone in the room with the painting? He should have turned down that bloody promotion in the spring.

For years Craig Maskell had been able to choose any moment to walk into that oblong room and stand opposite the most powerful painted image he had ever seen. Often he was alone and simply drank in the splendour. Experts be damned – Maskell, poorly educated as he was, with a pitiful collection of Scottish O-Grades sat in the eighties, knew every inch of that canvas. Every pock and groove in the oil. Not just every brushstroke but every hair on every stroke. And he knew what it all meant, because he knew what it meant to him.

Only now that it was too late did he understand that his most important role at the museum had been to protect it.

The words came fully formed as he stared miserably at the computer screen.

‘You had one job.’

He added an obscenity under his breath.

The cat reacted by smudging itself on his leg again.

After five minutes spent clicking different icons to shut off the italics and open a blank page, Craig Maskell exhaled a belly-deep sigh and began to type one-fingered.

This statement has been written and signed on each page by Mr Craig F. Maskell, security guard (senior) at the Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum, Argyle Street, Glasgow, Scotland, about the outrage involving the painting Christ of Saint John of the Cross.

If he had to give a day when it started – a day and a date and a time and a place – he would have landed on the moment he first saw the old woman in the gallery. He knew now it was 18 June, because it was a Monday and it was the day he began training Tyra Gayle. The young black lady was a new recruit to the security detail. He was taking care to use the right language with her.

‘Sometimes we need to be a bit, as it were, undercover,’ he said. ‘Plain clothes undercover.’ Maskell had a large stomach which projected over his belt. He believed that if he let it expand a little inside his uniform while he spoke, the inflation made him more commanding. ‘Obviously that may be difficult for you.’

Tyra was at least ten inches shorter, and twenty-five years younger. She was chewing gum, and at his remark her jaw clenched. She peered at him, eyes alight. ‘In what sense would it be difficult, Mr Maskell?’

‘In the sense of you standing out from the …’ Here he paused, aware of the trap he was falling into. Standing out from the crowd because of your colour was the sort of phrase they had banned, and he was keen to ensure his first weeks as supervisor were incident-free. ‘There are crowds,’ was all he said.

They walked as he spoke. The Kelvingrove, he told her proudly, was by a country mile the best museum in Scotland. Two million visitors a year. Thousands of objects, large and small, artistic and scientific. Everything from a full suit of armour for a horse – a horse! – to the mechanical model of the solar system known as Fulton’s Orrery, made by self-educated shoemaker John Fulton two centuries earlier. ‘What other place in the world contains a church organ and a Spitfire? I’d like to know.’ His job, he told the young woman importantly as he directed her towards the flight of stone steps on the east side, was to keep it all safe.

‘Do you have a favourite thing here?’ Tyra asked.

‘Thing? I wouldnae call it a “thing”. An exhibit? Aye, for sure. But I guess you’ll reckon me a bit obvious if I tell you.’

A slight pause. ‘Not at all.’

‘Well, I will show you the piece now. Our most famous artwork. I like to spend at least an hour with it every day.’ This made him sound unprofessional, so he added: ‘For security.’

Her heels clicked on the steps as they went up. He wanted to tell her now, You’ll be wearing flats tomorrow please, those fancy things could chip the stone, but he didn’t want her fixing him again with that intense stare. Feeling a little pain in his hips as they climbed, Maskell paused with a hand on the heavy balustrade and looked left across the gaping space.

The vaulted interior was enormous, an aircraft hangar made of stone. Visitors milled below them. ‘By the way, over there is the Spitfire,’ he said, puffing slightly. He pointed as if there was more than one aircraft to choose from. A shaft of light from a leaded window above them caught him full in the face so he could not see her reaction.

His hip throbbed now. ‘There, above the elephant. A Spitfire.’ It was suspended from the ceiling above the tourists and schoolchildren, invisible wires making it look frozen mid-flight. ‘Built in ’44 with a Rolls-Royce Griffon 61 engine and a five-blade propeller. It flew with the 602 City of Glasgow Squadron. Mark 21 Spitfire, LA198.’

Still she did not look.

‘If you’re not interested—’

‘No, I was thinking, that could be a line of poetry.’

‘What?’

‘What you just said. “There, above the elephant, a Spitfire.” It had, I don’t know, a rhythm.’

He put his hand up to shade his eyes, frowning at her. This girl was crackers. ‘I’m not aware it rhymed at all!’

A pause. ‘So – you want to head on up?’

Maskell nodded reluctantly, disappointed at how long the pain in his hip needed to settle down. ‘I love the smell of a gallery,’ he said, moving up the stairs. ‘Like a kind of natural perfume. The objects breathing in and out, making me think of a field of bluebells, bright flowers, alive and brimming with energy. I see this as a living place. The smell is fresh, you know? It comes to me like colours.’ He hated words like ‘musty’. Fugitive specks of dust chased each other in the giant bowl of light, driven from eight thousand exhibits by the early morning cleaners, each carrying a signature of the object it had left. He breathed them in like snuff.

The sun poured in through glass arches above the upper balcony. White stone made each step echo. ‘Every exhibit is a marvel, Miss Gayle,’ said Maskell. ‘But chiefly I love just to move around the space itself. Is it not a wonder? They say this whole building was put up back to front, and when the architect realised his error he threw himself from the central tower.’ Destroying his own story, he added: ‘I believe it is urban myth, but even so …’

He led Tyra Gayle to the small room – higher than it was wide – and, coming to attention like a soldier, indicated the canvas Salvador Dali had painted fifty years before.

Fixing his gaze on the image, Maskell could have sworn the room moved around it. The painting seemed to suck the air from his lungs.

Here it was, the greatest work of art he had ever seen. And here he was, giddy with responsibility, its guardian. He would almost say – its owner.

The image in front of him blurred. Snapped back into focus. He inhaled deeply, taking in the odour of the frame and the oil, heart banging.

Only two visitors were there, tall blond men wearing caps. One had his face in a gallery map and was yawning loudly. ‘Finns,’ whispered Maskell into Tyra’s ear, calm again. She did not respond, so he clarified: ‘I would say Finns or Swedes.’

‘How can you tell?’

‘No manners.’

At that moment Maskell’s boss walked in. Stella Wlynarczyk was a powerfully built woman with shot-putter shoulders and legs too short for her body. Her dress was black with yellow-and-orange zig-zags below the waist which, Maskell thought, looked like road markings. Wlynarczyk had an unsettling way of flicking glances to the side as she spoke, as if surveying the room for danger.

‘Found you, Ms Gayle! You’ll remember me interviewing you, of course, in that rather airless room. So – congratulations on the job! I thought I might find you here. Craig showing you his baby?’ A sudden glance left and right. ‘Unfortunately we have taped off Roger. Have you told her about Roger, Craig?’

‘Ah – yes – well …’

‘Roger?’ Tyra’s question betrayed him.

Maskell explained, ‘Downstairs. Our eleven-foot-tall Asian elephant.’

‘Perhaps you didn’t mention it after all, Craig.’ Stella Wlynarczyk’s voice was pure schoolmarm. ‘Sadly it looks like a child has tugged at one of the feet and torn the fabric.’

‘Jesus,’ said Tyra Gayle. Appalled to hear the blasphemy in this sacred space, Maskell wanted to say, Not in front of the painting, but stopped himself.

‘I’m heading down to Roger presently.’

‘Ha – well, you can tell Ms Gayle about this artwork first, I’m sure. We are very proud of it. You especially, Craig.’

Was she laughing at him? ‘Aye. Well, I do spend a lot of time in this room. Professionally of course.’

‘Protecting our Dali from danger.’

‘I feel a closeness to it, yes,’ Maskell said, blushing as if he was talking about a woman. ‘Mainly because my—’

Wlynarczyk’s phone vibrated loudly. She bustled out of the room, tapping away at the screen. Maskell raised his eyebrows at the rudeness. But at least the woman had given him the cue to say his piece.

He cleared his throat importantly, spoke slowly. ‘The painting shows Jesus Christ hanging on the cross. It looks like a view from outer space. Jesus hangs in darkness above a beach and some boats. You only see the top of his head. I would describe his hair as rusty and tousled. Note that there are no nails driven into the hands or feet.’

Tyra Gayle fidgeted.

‘The top of the head is the centre of the painting, Miss Gayle. Note there is no crown of thorns and no blood.’ At this point Maskell chuckled knowingly. ‘I once heard a guide come round and say, “See how the triangle points on the canvas are the left hand, the right hand and feet of Christ”, and then add something like, “the triangle represents the Holy Trinity”. Or whatever. Absolute barmpot, this fellow. He spent a long time on what sounded like geometry, and frankly I could see his group were bored. It is not a bloody triangle. It is a picture of Jesus Christ …’ He became aware he had raised his voice.

Wincing, Tyra nodded. As she turned he noticed a bright red stud in her ear, a gem edged in fake gold. So he would be speaking to her about that, too – the museum did not approve of jewellery.

‘I like the hair,’ she said thoughtfully.

Her words cut in on his thought. Maskell grasped that this young thing knew very little, if anything, about art. ‘Ah yes, the hair of Dali’s Christ. It seems to change colour depending on who looks. To me, it’s brown with some blond flecks. But I heard an American woman ask, “Why is the hair purple?” which made me look again. Purple! What we can say is that this is a modern haircut. Which makes it rather strange for the hair of Jesus. I wonder if the hair might be a –’ he needed a word that made him sound educated – ‘a placebo.’

She shot him a puzzled glance. He opted not to go further. Instead he told her how the painting had originally been purchased by the Kelvingrove’s first director. The man had gone to see the artist in Spain, negotiating the price directly. Dr Honeyman was his name.

‘There was a lot of haggling. Eventually he got Dali down to £8,200. It still caused a right lather in Scotland because people said the money should be spent on local art by students instead of a foreigner. There were protests.’ Maskell gave a lopsided smile. ‘I often wonder how much it’s worth now – possibly as much as a million pounds.’

‘A lot more than that,’ Tyra said, with such authority that he was thrown. He ran the tip of his right thumb backwards across his forehead, dislodging his museum cap, trying to work out how to respond.

Just then a figure over Tyra’s shoulder caught his eye. An old woman in a patched-up overcoat had a handkerchief knotted around her forefinger. She was polishing a small white plaque on the opposite wall. The pensioner stood as if uninterested in anything but the back-and-forth movement of the handkerchief, her tiny feet placed inches apart, ankles slight and bony in frayed stockings.

‘Well, here’s a test for you, young Tyra,’ whispered Craig. ‘Do you think we should ask her to stop that?’

Tyra Gayle looked round. ‘Is that the text that goes with this painting?’

‘The gallery label, yes. Explains how a stuntman posed for it. Has a little picture of the same man waterskiing with a girl balanced above his head. I forget the name.’

‘But it’s strange, isn’t it,’ began Tyra, still chewing on the gum, ‘that a surrealist should need a real human being to pose in front of him? I guess this postdates Dali’s surreal period. I think it was 1951 this was painted.’

Before an astonished Maskell could reply, Stella Wlynarczyk arrived back in the room. ‘You’re both still here? Is he filling you in properly?’ she asked. ‘We do all love our Craig. Or are you helping him with the facts, Tyra?’

‘She possibly is,’ Maskell said stiffly. He braced his shoulders, as if his discomfort was more physical than social.

‘Tyra has a degree in – was it History of Art?’

‘I have always wanted to work in a gallery,’ Tyra said.

‘Strictly speaking, it’s a museum,’ Maskell started to say, but his eye was drawn back to the elderly lady behind them. Quickly, he turned away from his colleagues. ‘Hey!’

Two swift paces took him to where the pensioner was standing. ‘What exactly are you doing, madam?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Were you trying to remove that plaque?’

‘No! Get away from me!’

His boss and Tyra Gayle both stared at him for a moment, and under their gaze he felt acutely self-conscious. He was certain he had seen the old woman place the end of her finger beneath the plaque to prise it off the wall, but the small rectangle of plastic – no bigger than two playing cards – was firmly attached. He now wondered whether his eyesight had let him down. He started to move away.

When he rejoined Tyra, his boss had gone again.

‘Your first task might be to keep an eye on this old lady,’ he whispered. ‘Keep a low profile and follow her around a bit.’

A week later Tyra Gayle approached me in my office. She had taken my instruction seriously. She told me she had been following the pensioner. As I expected, Tyra was unable to trail her around without it becoming extremely obvious. This was partly because the lady walked with two sticks at a shuffling pace. Tyra told me she had a number of people ask why she was moving so slowly herself. Her tactic in the end was to offer to help the woman when she saw her, and keep an eye on her that way.

Tyra discovered the woman was in the museum as often as three times a day. In the period between my first sighting of her and the crime, we know she attended the museum around thirty times.

At a routine meeting of security personnel, the following was noted.

(1) She was polite to staff.

(2) She always made her way directly to Christ of Saint John of the Cross and never looked at anything else in the gallery.

(3) She stood in front of the painting on her sticks, sometimes for more than an hour, and would not move for other people which caused two official complaints. After staring at the painting she would often sit drinking a small glass of wine in the canteen. Sometimes she told the cashier she wanted Spanish wine, having discovered it when she travelled there, during which time she ‘met Salvador Dali’ – on hearing this I concluded the woman is a fantasist.

(4) Someone saw her crying one day in the canteen.

(5) Each day, when she returned to the Dali room, she would take up a position in front of the painting and stare at it, occasionally making notes with a pencil stub. Staff had tried to see what she wrote but it was predominantly scribbles. Despite her sticks, she would never use the bench in the room.

The only additional thing I should mention is that the lady could get extremely upset when other visitors stood in front of her and blocked her view of the painting.

I stressed to my staff that we take no chances with the safety of the Dali painting. It has been slashed in the past, by a mentally unwell person in the 1960s (I mean no disrespect to people with mental challenges), and some years later another cretin fired an air rifle at the canvas, penetrating Jesus Christ with a pellet. Thus a number of colleagues discreetly watch for anyone who might be carrying a weapon or a knife. An air rifle can be folded. We also watch for spray tins, marker pens and suspicious bags. I would always be ready to wrestle someone to the ground.

Because the Dali is one of the most famous paintings in the world, people seem to ‘light up’ when they look at it. The exception to this is teenagers taken round by parents. They just look bored and angry. I see them thinking, ‘I could paint that, what’s the big deal?’

I used to watch those teenagers carefully. My worry was always that an angry youth would be the one who attacks a painting. But in 1999 I went on a course entitled ‘Art Gallery Security and Supervision’ and they had gathered a list of all the attacks on artworks in the last fifty years. When we were shown the stories of the attackers on the overhead projector, they were not who you might expect. Teenagers do not slash paintings because they are cross at being taken round a gallery. Art is always cut/shot/slashed/sprayed by someone either (a) mad as a hatter, or (b) political. It is often academics, professional types, and they are nearly always male.

During the course we were all told about the case of the German maniac Hans-Joachim Bohlmann. He went on a spree lasting thirty years and he hit more than fifty paintings, usually with a hand pump containing sulphuric acid. What was worse was that he always aimed at the faces in the paintings. We are talking Rembrandt, Rubens, Dürer, etc. Security kept catching him and he kept coming back. So far Bohlmann has caused damage costing about £100m. So far as I know he still operates today, and as a result I carry a photograph of him in my wallet. I would take him out the second I saw him.

Then you might mention the Little Mermaid statue in Copenhagen. This was different. The Little Mermaid is a bronze statue showing a mermaid becoming human. She was decapitated by activists calling themselves situationists. The head was never found, so the government made another. That got taken too. Nobody really knows what a situationist is.

Also, in 1987 Mr Robert Cambridge entered the National Gallery in London with a sawn-off shotgun concealed under his coat. He blasted a Leonardo da Vinci sketch from up close. The sketch was shielded by thick glass, but the pellets broke the glass and the glass badly cut the image underneath. It was some sort of protest against what Mrs Thatcher was up to in Number Ten, though I couldn’t for the life of me see a connection. Cambridge went into an asylum for a good long stretch.

So, I went back over my notes from this course and looked at the various motivations to see if I could work out where the elderly lady would fit in. I did not believe she was mad or political. At this point, I wrote the email to Stella W. saying our knowledge of vandals over fifty years suggested the elderly woman was not a threat to the exhibit and Tyra Gayle could stand down.

I deeply regret this email.

When the alarm was raised today and I raced to the Dali room, I was not sure what to expect, but I admit I sensed it might involve the old lady. What I saw was horrifying.
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