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SPECK’S IDEA

Bank, near the Church of St. Elisabeth, on a street too

narrow for cars. When his block was wiped off the map to
make way for a five-story garage, Speck crossed the Seine to the
shadow of Saint-Julien-le-Pauvre, where he set up shop in a
picturesque slum protected by law from demolition. When this
gallery was blown up by Basque separatists, who had mistaken it
for a travel agency exploiting the beauty of their coast, he
collected his insurance money and moved to the Faubourg Saint-
Germain.

Here, at terrifying cost, he rented four excellent rooms—two
on the loggia level, and a clean dry basement for framing and
storage. The entrance, particularly handsome, was on the street
side of an eighteenth-century hétel particulier built around an
elegant court now let out as a parking concession. The building
had long before been cut up into dirty, decaying apartments,
whose spiteful, quarrelsome, and avaricious tenants were for-
given every failing by Speck for the sake of being the Count of
this and the Prince of that. Like the flaking shutters, the rotting

Sandor Speck’s first art gallery in Paris was on the Right
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2 OVERHEAD IN A BALLOON

windowsills, the slops and oil stains in the ruined court, they bore
a Proustian seal of distinction, like a warranty, making up for his
insanely expensive lease. Though he appreciated style, he craved
stability even more. In the Faubourg, he seemed at last likely to
find it: not a stone could be removed without the approval of the
toughest cultural authorities of the nation. Three Marxist embas-
sies installed in former ducal mansions along the street required
the presence of armed policemen the clock around. The only
commercial establishments anywhere near Speck’s—a restaurant
and a bookstore —seemed unlikely targets for firebombs: the first
catered to lower-echelon civil servants, the second was painted
royal blue, a conservative color he found reassuring. The book-
store’s name, Amandine, suggested shelves of calm regional
novels and accounts of travel to Imperial Russia signed “A
Diplomat.” Pasted inside the window, flat on the pane, was an
engraving that depicted an old man, bearded and mitred, tearing
a small demon limb from limb. The old man looked self-
conscious, the imp resigned. He supposed that this image con-
cealed a deep religious meaning, which he did not intend to
plumb. If it was holy, it was respectable; as the owner of the
gallery across the street, he needed to know nothing more.
Speck was now in the parish of St. Clotilde, near enough to the
church for its bells to give him migraine headache. Leaves from
the church square blew as far as his door—melancholy reminders
of autumn, a season bad for art. (Winter was bad, too, while the
first chestnut leaves unfolding heralded the worst season of all. In
summer the gallery closed.) In spite of his constant proximity to
churches he had remained rational. Generations of highly intel-
lectual Central European agnostics and freethinkers had left in
his bones a mistrust of the bogs and quicksands that lie beyond
reality perceived. Neither loss nor grief nor guilt nor fear had
ever moved him to appeal to the unknown—any unknown, for
there were several. Nevertheless, after signing his third lease in
seven years, he decided to send Walter, his Swiss assistant, a
lapsed Calvinist inching toward Rome, to light a candle at St.
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Clotilde’s. Walter paid for a five-franc taper and set it before St.
Joseph, the most reliable intermediary he could find: a wave of
post-conciliar puritanism seemed to have broken at St. Clotilde’s,
sweeping away most of the mute and obliging figures to whom
desires and gratitude could be expressed. Walter was willing to
start again in some livelier church—Notre Dame de Paris, for
instance—but Speck thought enough was enough.

On a damp October evening about a year after this, there
could be seen in Speck’s window a drawing of a woman
drying her feet (Speck permanent collection); a poster announc-
ing the current exhibition, “Paris and Its Influence on the Tirana
School, 1931-2”; five catalogues displayed attractively; and the
original of the picture on the poster—a shameless copy of
Foujita’s “Mon Intérieur” re-entitled “Balkan Alarm Clock.” In
defiance of a government circular reminding Paris galleries about
the energy crisis Speck had left the lights on. This was partly to
give the lie to competitors who might be putting it about that he
was having money troubles. He had set the burglar alarm, bolted
the security door, and was now cranking down an openwork iron
screen whose Art Nouveau loops and fronds allowed the works
inside to be seen but nothing larger than a mouse to get in. The
faint, floating sadness he always felt while locking up had to do
with the time. In his experience, love affairs and marriages
perished between seven and eight o’clock, the hour of rain and
no taxis. All over Paris couples must be parting forever, leaving
like debris along the curbs the shreds of cancelled restaurant
dates, useless ballet tickets, hopeless explanations, and scraps of
pride; and toward each of these disasters a taxi was pulling in, the
only taxi for miles, the light on its roof already dimmed in
anticipation to the twin dots that in Paris mean “‘occupied.” But
occupied by whom?
“You take it.”
“No, you. You're the one in a hurry.”
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The lover abandoned under a dripping plane tree would feel a
damp victory of a kind, awarding himself a first-class trophy for
selfless behavior. It would sustain him ten seconds, until the
departing one rolled down the taxi window to hurl her last flint:
“You Fascist!” Why was this always the final shot, the coup de
grice delivered by women? Speck’s wife, Henriette, book critic
on an uncompromising political weekly, had said it three times
last spring—here, in the street, where Speck stood locking the
iron screen into place. He had been uneasily conscious of his
wellborn neighbors, hanging out their windows, not missing a
thing. Henriette had then gone away in a cab to join her lover,
leaving Speck, the gallery, her job—everything that mattered.

He mourned Henriette; he missed her steadying influence.
Her mind was like a one-way thoroughfare, narrow and flat,
maintained in repair. As he approached the age of forty he felt
that his own intellect needed not just a direction but retaining
walls. Unless his thoughts were nailed down by gallery business
they tended to glide away to the swamps of imagination, behind
which stretched the steamier marshland of metaphysics. Confess-
ing this to Henriette was unlikely to bring her back. There had
been something brisk and joyous about her going—her hailing of
a taxi as though of a friend, her surprised smile as the third
“Fascist!” dissolved in the April night like a double stroke from
the belfry of St. Clotilde’s. He supposed he would never see her
again now, except by accident. Perhaps, long after he had
forgotten Henriette, he would overhear someone saying in a
restaurant, “Do you see that poor mad intellectual talking to
herself in the corner? That is Henriette, Sandor Speck’s second
wife. Of course, she was very different then; Speck kept her in
shape.”

While awaiting this sop, which he could hardly call consola-
tion, he had Walter and the gallery. Walter had been with him
five years—longer than either of his marriages. They had been
years of spiritual second-thinking for Walter and of strain and
worry for Speck. Walter in search of the Eternal was like one of
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those solitary skippers who set out to cross an ocean only to
capsize when barely out of port. Speck had been obliged to pluck
his assistant out of Unitarian waters and set him on the firm shore
of the Trinity. He had towed him to Transubstantiation and
back; had charted the shoals and perils of careless prayer. His own
aversion to superstitious belief made Speck particularly scrupu-
lous; he would not commit himself on Free Will, for instance,
uncertain if it was supposed to be an uphill trudge wearing tight
boots or a downhill slide sitting on a tea tray. He would lie awake
at night planning Walter’s dismissal, only to develop a traumatic
chest cold if his assistant seemed restless.

“What will the gallery do without you?”” he would ask on the
very morning he had been meaning to say, “Walter, sit down,
please. I've got something to tell you.” Walter would remind him
about saints and holy men who had done without everything,
while Speck would envision the pure hell of having to train
someone new.

On a rainy night such as this, the street resembled a set in a
French film designed for export, what with the policemen’s
white rain capes aesthetically gleaming and the lights of the
bookstore, the restaurant, and the gallery reflected, quivering, in
European-looking puddles. In reality, Speck thought, there was
not even hope for a subplot. Henriette had gone forever.
Walter’s mission could not be photographed. The owner of the
restaurant was in his eighties; the waiters were poised on the
brink of retirement. As for the bookseller, M. Alfred
Chassepoule, he seemed to spend most of his time wiping blood
off the collected speeches of Mussolini, bandaging customers,
and sweeping up glass. The fact was that Amandine’s had turned
out to have a fixed Right Wing viewpoint, which made it subject
to attack by commandos wielding iron bars. Speck, who had
chosen the street for its upper-class hush, had grown used to the
hoarse imprecation of the Left and shriller keening of the Right;
he could tell the sob of an ambulance from the wail of a police
van. The commerce of art is without bias: when insurance
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inspectors came round to ask what Speck might have seen, he
invariably replied, “Seen where?,” to which Walter, unsolicited,
would add, “And I am Swiss.”

Since Henriette’s departure, Speck often ate his meals in the
local restaurant, which catered to his frugal tastes, his vegetarian
principles, and his desire to be left in peace. On the way, he
would pause outside Amandine’s, just enough to mark the halt as
a comforting bachelor habit. He would glance over the second-
hand books, the yellowing pamphlets, and the overpriced car-
toons. The tone of the window display seemed old-fashioned
rather than dangerous, though he knew that the slogan crowning
the arrangement, “Europe for Europeans,” echoed from a dark
political valley. But even that valley had been full of strife and
dissension and muddle, for hadn’t the Ur-Fascists, the [talian
ones, been in some way against an all-Europe? At least, some of
their poets were. But who could take any of that seriously now?
Nothing political had ever struck Speck as being above the level
of a low-grade comic strip. On the cover of one volume, Uncle
Sam shook hands with the Russian Bear over prostrate Europe,
depicted as a maiden in a dead faint. A drawing of a spider on a
field of banknotes (twelve hundred francs with frame, nine
hundred without) jostled the image of a crablike hand clawing
away at the map of France. Pasted against the pane, survivor of
uncounted assaults, the old man continued to dismember his
captive imp. Walter had told Speck he believed the old man to be
St. Amand, Apostle of Flanders, Bishop in 430. “Or perhaps,”
said Walter, after thinking it over, “435.” The imp probably
stood for Flemish paganism, which the Apostle had been hard
put to it to overcome.

From the rainy street Speck could see four or five of Aman-
dine’s customers—all men; he had never noticed a womnan in the
place—standing, reading, books held close to their noses. They
had the weak eyes, long chins, and sparse, sparrow-colored hair
he associated with low governmental salaries. He imagined them
living with grim widowed mothers whose company they avoided
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after work. He had seen them, or young men like them, stagger-
ing out of the store, cut by flying glass, kicked and beaten as they
lay stunned on the pavement; his anxious imagination had set
them on their feet, booted and belted, the right signal given at
last, swarming across to the gallery, determined to make Speck
pay for injuries inflicted on them by total strangers. He saw his
only early Chagall (quite likely authentic) ripped from its frame;
Walter, his poor little spectacles smeared with blood, lambasted
with the complete Charles Maurras, fourteen volumes, full
morocco; Speck himself, his ears offended by acute Right Wing
cries of “Down with foreign art!,” attempting a quick counter-
stroke with Significant Minor French Realists, Twentieth Cen-
tury, which was thick enough to stun an ox. Stepping back from
the window, Speck saw his own smile reflected. It was pinched
and tight, and he looked a good twenty years older than thirty-
nine.

His restaurant, crammed with civil servants at noon, was now
nearly empty. A smell of lunchtime pot roast hung in the
air. He made for his own table, from which he could see the
comforting lights of the gallery. The waiter, who had finally
stopped asking how Henriette was liking Africa, brought his
dinner at once, setting out like little votive offerings the raw-
carrot salad, the pot-roast vegetables without the meat, the
quarter ounce of low-fat cheese, and a small pear. It had long
been established that Speck did not wish to be disturbed by the
changing of plates. He extracted a yellow pad and three pencils
from his briefcase and placed them within the half circle of
dishes. Speck was preparing his May-June show.

The right show at the right time: it was trickier than getting
married to the right person at any time. For about a year now,
Paris critics had been hinting at something missing from the
world of art. These hints, poignant and patriotic on the right,
neo-nationalist and pugnacious on the Left, wistful but insistent
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dead Center, were all in essence saying the same thing: “The
time has come.” The time had come; the hour had struck; the
moment was ripe for a revival of reason, sanity, and taste. Surely
there was more to art than this sickness, this transatlantic blight?
Fresh winds were needed to sweep the museums and galleries.
Two days ago there had been a disturbing article in Le Monde
(front page, lower middle, turn to page 26) by a man who never
took up his pen unless civilization was in danger. Its title,
“Redemption Through Art—Last Hope for the West?,” had
been followed by other disturbing questions: When would the
merchants and dealers, compared rather unfairly to the money-
changers driven from the temple, face up to their share of
responsibility as the tattered century declined? Must the flower-
ing gardens of Western European culture wilt and die along with
the decadent political systems, the exhausted parliaments, the
shambling elections, the tired liberal impulses? What of the man
in the street, too modest and confused to mention his cravings?
Was he not gasping for one remedy and one only~—artistic
renovation? And where was this to come from? “In the words of
Shakespr,” the article concluded, supposedly in English, “That is
the qustn.”

As it happened, Speck had the answer: say, a French painter,
circa 1864-1949, forgotten now except by a handful of devoted
connoisseurs. Populist yet refined, local but universal, he would
send rays, beacons, into the thickening night of the West, Just as
Speck’s gallery shone bravely into the dark street. Speck picked
up a pencil and jotted rapidly: “Born in France, worked in Paris,
went his own way, unmindful of fashion, knowing his hour
would strike, his vision be vindicated. Catholical, as this retro-
spective so eloquently...” Just how does “catholical” come in,
Speck wondered, forking up raw carrots. Because of ubiquity, the
ubiquity of genius? No; not genius—leave that for the critics. His
sense of harmony, then—his discretion.

Easy, Speck told himself. Easy on the discretion. This isn’t
interior decoration.
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He could see the notices, knew which of the critics would
write “At last,” and “It has taken Sandor Speck to remind us.”
Left, Right, and Center would unite on a single theme: how the
taste of two full generations had been corrupted by foreign
speculation, cosmopolitan decadence, and the cultural imperial-
ism of the Anglo-Saxon hegemony.

“The calm agnostic face,” Speck wrote happily, “the quiet
Cartesian voice are replaced by the snarl of a nation betrayed
(1914), as startling for the viewer as a child’s glimpse of a beloved
adult in a temper tantrum. The snarl, the grimace vanish (1919)
as the serene observer of Universal Will (1929) and of Man’s
responsibility to himself return. But we are left shaken. We have
stopped trusting our feelings. We have been shown not only the
smile but the teeth.”

Here Speck drew a wavy line and turned to the biography,
which was giving him trouble. On a fresh yellow page he tried
again:

1938 —Travels to Nice. Sees Mediterranean.
1939— Abandons pacifist principle. Lies about age. Is mobilized.

1940 —-Demobilized.
1941 —

It was here that Speck bogged down. Should he say, “Joins
Resistance”’? ““Resistance”” today meant either a heroic moment
sadly undervalued by the young or a minor movement greatly
inflated in order to absolve French guilt. Whatever it is, thought
Speck, it is not chic. The youngest survivor must be something
like seventy-three. They know nothing about art, and never
subscribe to anything except monuments. Some people read
“Resistance” in a chronology and feel quite frankly exasperated.
On the other hand, what about museums, state-subsidized,
Resistance-minded on that account? He chewed a boiled leek
and suddenly wrote, “194]1—Conversations with Albert
Camus.” 1 wonder where all this comes from, Speck said to
himself. Inspiration was what he meant.

These notes, typed by Walter, would be turned over to the
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fashionable historian, the alarming critic, the sound political
figure unlikely to be thrown out of office between now and
spring, whom Speck would invite to write the catalogue intro-
duction. “Just a few notes,” Speck would say tactfully. “Knowing
how busy you are.” Nothing was as inspiriting to him as the
thought of his own words in print on a creamy catalogue page,
even over someone else’s name.

Speck took out of his briefcase the Directoire snuffbox Hen-
riette had given him about a fortnight before suddenly calling
him “Fascist.” (Unexpected feminine generosity —first firm sign
of adulterous love affair.) It contained three after-dinner tablets—
one to keep him alert until bedtime, another to counter the
stimulating effect of the first, and a third to neutralize the germ
known as Warsaw flu now ravaging Paris, emptying schools and
factories and creating delays in the postal service. He sat quietly,
digesting, giving the pills a chance to work.

He could see the structure of the show, the sketchbooks and
letters in glass cases. It might be worthwhile lacquering the walls
black, concentrating strong spots on the correspondence, which
straddled half a century, from Degas to Cocteau. The scrawl
posted by Drieu la Rochelle just before his suicide would be
particularly effective on black. Céline was good; all that crowd
was back in vogue now. He might use the early photo of Céline
in regimental dress uniform with a splendid helmet. Of course,
there would be word from the Left, too, with postcards from Jean
Jaurés, Léon Blum, and Paul Eluard, and a jaunty get-well
message from Louis Aragon and Elsa. In the first room Speck
~ would hang the stiff, youthful landscapes and the portraits of the
family, the artist’s first models— his brother wearing a sailor suit,
the awkward but touching likeness of his sister (“Germaine-
Isabelle at the Window™).

“Yes, yes,” Speck would hear in the buzz of voices at the
opening. “Even from the beginning you can tell there was
something.” The “something” became bolder, firmer in the

w
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second room. See his cities; watch how the streets turn into
mazes, nets, prison corridors. Dark palette. Opaqueness, the
whole canvas covered, immensities of indigo and black. “Look,
1929; he was doing it before What’s-His-Name.” Upstairs, form
breaking out of shadow: bread, cheese, wine, wheat, ripe apples,
grapes.

Hold it, Speck told himself. Hold the ripeness. This isn’t social
realism.

He gathered up the pencils, the snuffbox, and the pad, and put
them back in the briefcase. He placed seventy francs, tip
included, in a saucer. Still he sat, his mind moving along to the
second loggia room, the end room, the important one. Here on
the neutral walls would be the final assurance, the serenity, the
satire, the power, and the vision for which, at last, the time had
come. For that was the one thing Speck was sure of: the bell had
rung, the hour had struck, the moment was at hand.

Whose time? Which hour? Yes—whose, which, what? That
was where he was stuck.

The street was now empty except for the policemen in their
streaming capes. The bookstore had put up its shutter.
Speck observed the walls of the three Marxist embassies. Shutters
and curtains that once had shielded the particular privacy of the
aristocracy—privacy open to servants but not to the street—now
concealed the receptions and merry dinner parties of people’s
democracies. Sometimes at this hour gleaming motorcars rolled
past the mysterious gates, delivering passengers Speck’s fancy
continued to see as the Duchesse de Guermantes and anyone
she did not happen to despise. He knew that the chauffeurs were
armed and that half the guests were spies; still, there was nothing
to stop a foreign agent from having patrician tastes, or from
admiring Speck’s window as he drove by.
“This gallery will be an oasis of peace and culture,” Walter
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had predicted as they were hanging the first show, “Little-
Known Aspects of Post-Decorator Style.” “An oasis of peace and
culture in the international desert.”

Speck breathed germ-laden night air. Boulevard theatres and
music halls were deserted, their managers at home writing letters
to the mayor of Paris deploring the decline of popular entertain-
ment and suggesting remedies in the form of large cash subsidies.
The sluggish river of autumn life congealed and stagnated
around millions of television sets as Parisians swallowed aspirin
and drank the boiling-hot Scotch believed to be a sovereign
defense against Warsaw flu.

A few determined intellectuals slunk, wet, into the Métro on
their way to cultural centers where, in vivid translations from the
German, actors would address the occasional surly remark to the
audience—that loyal, anxious, humorless audience in its costly
fake working-class clothes. Another contingent, dressed in Bur-
berry trench-coats, had already fought its way into the Geograph-
ical Institute, where a lecture with colored slides, “Ramblings in
Secret Greenland,” would begin, after a delay owing to trouble
with the projection machine, at about nine-twenty. The advan-
tage of slides over films was that they were not forever jumping
about and confusing one, and the voice describing them
belonged to a real speaker. When the lights went up, one could
see him, talk to him, challenge him over the thing he had said
about shamanism on Disko Island. What had drawn the crowd
was not Greenland but the word “secret.” In no other capital city
does the population wait more trustfully for the mystery to be
solved, the conspiracy laid bare, the explanation of every sort of
vexation to be supplied: why money slumps, why prices climb,
why it rains in August, why children are ungrateful. The answers
might easily come from a man with a box of slides.

In each of the city’s twenty administrative districts, Commun-
ists, distinguished by the cleanliness of their no-iron shirts, the
sobriety of their washable neckties, and the modesty of their
bearing, moved serenely toward their local cell meetings. | must



