The Greenaway Alphabet
S: This is Peter. He is my husband. He is an avant-garde artist, a film-maker, a painter, a writer. He is constantly scribbling little drawings and writing down new ideas. He also creates art installations, gives interesting lectures which are taking too long.

P: I like the idea of ancient documents, often in languages you can never hope to understand. “In languages you can never hope to understand.”

S: I don’t know which one is the sharp one. No, you have to sit straight, beautiful. Like this. No, no, there.

S: And he loves to play with words, ideas, concepts.

P: And then somehow to make it look more authentic, you add sort of unnecessary dots like I’m doing now. After which, of course, nobody can possibly make sense of my gibberish. “To make sense of the gibberish.” 

S: There is not one truth for him. 

P: And then what you do afterwards is you take a rag and smudge it all. Look, that’s rather producing - look what’s happening there. 

S: Reality is changing every minute. And he’s eating books, at least one a day. And he also writes books. At least ten novels are waiting to be finished, one day. I love him. I love him very much. I’m not sure he loves me. He has a rather peculiar idea about the concept of love. But I’m okay with that, I think.

S: Can you tell me about love?

P: We’ve done that now.

S: No, no! Oh, Peter.

P: They say you’re allowed to marry five times. The first of all to leave home, the second to satisfy sex, the third to have children, the fourth to get rich. And maybe the most important and the last is sheer companionship.

S: Do you love me?

P: Of course I do.

S: Okay, thank you, you look smart again. Can you look forward? No, no, bend your head. I do your neck.

S: This is Pip, our daughter.

Z: Good morning.

P: Good morning.

S: Peter is not a regular dad. Peter and Pip find each other in art. 

P: Do you like it?

Z: Do you?

P: Well, it’s a summation of an era, isn’t it? Very bright, very vulgar, but all deliberately so. What I also like about it is its encyclopaedic nature. Can you imagine what fun they had collecting all these things? A Marcel Duchamp said anything you want to call art can be art, and one could understand that sort of ironic reasoning.

Z: Would you like to have it in your house?

P: No.
The Greenaway alphabet
S: This is the Greenaway alphabet. It is an encyclopaedia about the who’s, why’s and what’s of Peter.

P: A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z. I’m pretty certain that some of these alphabets are probably incomplete, but that one’s successful.

S: Peter, who is seventy-five now, thinks he has a plan to kill himself when he is eighty.

P: The actual value of an elderly man over eighty is not that extensive.

Z: Does that mean you need to kill yourself?

S: With this alphabet, Pip will have an insight in his thinking and creating art when she gets older.

P: Can I just say, look, when there’s too much paint, which I rather suspect there’s too much now, look, when you take it off, it tends to smudge. So I keep drying the brush a bit.

Z: Just random letters?

P: Well, if we talk about them we go through, you know, we might just as well start from the top. A is for… B is for… Whatever.

Z: Is this okay?

P: I can’t see, your hand is in the way. Take it away slowly. It’s not bad at all, is it?

Z: No!

P: Do it again.

Z: A. A.

P: A.

Z: A.

P: Well, A is for alphabet.

Z: A is for Amsterdam.

P: A is for Amsterdam.

Z: Why do you like living in Amsterdam?

P: Well, I lived for thirty-two years in London. Big, sprawling, it takes you virtually all day to across it. What I liked in comparison, was Amsterdam was small, I’d still describe it as a village. And what I also like, is the whole city is virtually made of brick, because that’s the only really true building material in the whole of Holland. There’s a load of mud…


Tulse!
P: …and gravel and sand, so that’s very good for making bricks. So as you look around you, look, most of the city is all built of brick, brick, brick, brick, brick. Because it’s a pedestrian city, it’s absolutely ideal for bike riders. And it has a history of being almost a democracy for four-hundred years, so it feels really like a good city for people to live in.  

All right, you can see the biggest building, of course, is the Rijksmuseum with its many towers.


Ah! They have already reserved you a space, Rembrandt. You have been named!
P: You see, over there, the church tower which is called the old church, where Saskia, Rembrandt’s wife was buried.


This is me with Saskia. Saskia van Uijlenburg. Hendrik Uijlenburg’s cousin.

P: Saskia van Rijn, Rembrandt’s wife, was regarded as a very modest, god fearing woman. 


She had big feet. And I must admit, the most delightful, tight little arse.  

P: Saskia. Here she is, supposedly buried underneath this slab. And it was of course a very strong connection. When I met your mother, who is now my wife, whose name is also Saskia, there’s inevitably a connection, which for me should very sincerely be remembered.

S: Pip, why do you think I want to make a documentary about daddy?

Z: Because you think he’s special.

A is for Ams – why don’t you start?

P: A is for Amsterdam.

Z: A is for autistic. Don’t you agree?

P: We’ve moved on to A, we can’t think of anything else to talk about A.

Z: No! No, A is very interesting, ‘cause you are autistic, aren’t you?

P: Well, that’s what you think. But maybe, autism is also…

Z: And you don’t… Look, look, look, when you talk to me, you don’t look at me.

P: …interesting. I tried looking at you, that would completely disapprove your theory.

Z: And you don’t have any friends.

P: That’s true. Do I have any enemies as well, maybe?

Z: You could make eye contact with me.

P: Sorry, I was watching that swan over there, which was fascinating to watch. I think your definition of autism is very, very limited, and there are certainly different types of autism.

Z: But it’s not something necessarily negative when you’re autistic.

P: No, I think some, you know, autistic people are incredibly brilliant and highly imaginative.

Z: Yeah! It’s not necessarily  - 

P: So it could be a badge I wear with honour.

Z: Yeah, it’s a compliment, it’s a very big compliment.

P: Are you complimenting me?

Z: Yeah! So A is for autistic.

P: As you wish. Eye contact. Eye contact.

B is for birds.

Z: There is a big bird. 

P: What is it? Is it like a condor or a vulture?

I admit that this is a big fascination for me. My father was a gifted amateur ornithologist, and I learned a huge amount from him. And I didn’t have a very good relationship with my father. In fact, we really detested one another. And it got particularly bad, you know, because I went to art school and he never wanted me to go to art school. He thought painting was a total waste of time. He never approved of what we did, so we were always, always arguing about it.

Birds. I think I can see the tea shop where we had tea the other day.  

S: Peter, you’re here for bird watching!

P: Oh, sorry. 

Z: There are no birds. 

P: That’s the trouble with bird watching; you need to know what you’re looking at.

B is for birds. Birds are doubly blessed, because they can both sing and they can fly. But for me, the excitement would be just the sheer freedom and shallow excitement to be able to leave the ground, defy gravity. That is an enjoyment, I’m sure that all human beings would like to be associated with. How about you?

Z: Yeah. I would.

P: When I had children of my own, for the first time, I realised there’s something ought to be done about this estrangement from my father. And when wondering how to accomplish this, my father became ill with stomach cancer, retired early and died in a series of mistaken communications where I failed to be present at his death. 

So a lot of my early films are my dialogues that I should have had with my father. And often, since he was fascinated very much by birds, there’s lots of bird imagery in it; bird skeletons, pictures of flying birds, articles about bird song, where they lived, et cetera. Under multiple names.

Cassowary. Lammergeier. Pratincole. The spectacular flight of starlings for a time was an obsession. And the sound of jack tools became an obsession. And the red bills of oyster catchers became an obsession. I poured all this miscellaneous interest into a three-hour long encyclopaedic film, called “The Falls”. 

Okay, a fascination with encyclopaedias is that they don’t necessarily have to be books. Encyclopaedias have objects, and often, I think that method I would use in film making. Like one of the First films I ever made was called “The Falls”.

The ninety-two people represented in this film all have names that begin with the letters FALL. 

P: So it’s all the people I could find in encyclopaedias and directories who began with the letters FALL. And it just happened there were ninety-two of them. And I think you know one of my favourite numbers is ninety-two, because it’s the atomic number of uranium. And I believe uranium, whether we like it or not, can handle it or not, is here to stay. Beause if we get uranium right, we will have energy forever. If we get it wrong, it means the end of the planet earth. So I built films of encyclopaedias of ninety-two objects.

Z: And this movie has a story line?

P: Well, let’s say there are ninety-two stories, but again, it’s more like a documentary statement, rather than a story. Sometimes there are sort of little tiny little stories involved, but it’s really telling you about ninety-two people who in some way have been affected by a phenomenon called the VUE, the Violent Unknown Event, which is related to people turning into birds. 

Melorder Fallaburr is a competitive flight historian, about to make his first unassisted flight from one of London’s tall buildings. The VUE had affected Melorder’s sight for the better and his hearing for the worst. And the muscles along his arms and across his chest and back had become enlarged, engorged and strengthened. His doctor referred to the phenomenon as patagium fellitis', or 'skin-wing aggrievement'. It was this useful characteristic that eventually persuaded Melorder that his historical and theoretical knowledge of human-flight should be put to practical use.
P: It’s very much a sort of Icarus-type first flying man, first flying disaster sort of movie. But think of it as an encyclopaedia. 

“What are you?”, he said. I replied: “I am a scientific dilettante with encyclopaedic interests. Soy un científico diletante con intereses enciclopédicos. 
P:  I like the idea of collecting a hundred sunsets. 

As an adult, Tulse Luper was trained as an archaeologist. Perhaps it is important that he is primarily seen as a collector. 

P: Or a thousand waves.

He enjoyed making lists. He collected and collated and classified…

P: A hundred facial expressions. 

…names, images, events, experiences, characters, people…

What sort of eyes have you got, Lupy?

Bloody hell, Marty, the normal sort. 

I need to get it right.

P: Every colour red you can imagine.
I need to remember.

P: Biographies forty-three and forty-four. Menenome and Olivine Fallbutus. It is said that Cathine Fallbutus’ daughters - Menenome and Olivine - spent the summer months of the year of the VUE in the company of a red folding chair.

…spent the summer months in the company of a chair. In honour of this chair, and no doubt in his pursuit of Cathine, toy-maker Cisgatten Fallbazz had given Menenome and Olivine a picture book.

P: This is really a story about my two oldest daughters. When we used to go to the sea-side on the East Coast of England. 

Z: So you named your daughters Menenome and Olivine? 

P: That’s certainly not their names, they’re very fanciful, peculiar names. But everybody in this book has really, really strange names. 

The children often stood the chair in the sea in order to use it as a platform to throw pebbles further and further out, into the waves.

C is for children. A man had four children, and was very proud that he could pass on his genetic inheritance four times. I all of his children had the same number of children as he, in four generations, which is one hundred years, he could have a quarter of a million progenies.

Z: Your other two children, you’ll never ever see them ever again.

P: That’s true.

Z: Why not?

P: There was a break in the family traditions, and it was felt best to keep the peace, not to bring the two together. 

Z: Why was there a break in the family traditions?


P: Well, because I divorced one woman and married another.

S: Je moet weggaan… 

Z: Do you feel good about that when you look back at it?

P: Well, it’s rather sad, isn’t it? That all human relationships break down, and one tries very hard…

Z: That’s why it’s so painful now that you don’t see your other children ever again.

P: Yeah, but, you know, it’s a long time ago, and I don’t feel particularly emotionally involved in that situation anymore. 

Z: No, you don’t at all? You will never wish to see your other children ever again?

P: I will put it down to curiosity, my general curiosity.

Z: Yesterday, I looked up with mummy, Jessica, on the internet. In 2011, a child was born. 

P: I think she has had one before. 

Z: No, that’s Hannah. 

P: I never had an idea she had one too.

Z: Well, so there’s another seven-year-old. You will never wish to see your grandchildren?

P: Again, curious. But there’s no great emotional association to wish to join up again.

Z: No?

P: No.

Z: But you don’t know her name or anything? Aren’t you sad about that?

P: Shhh.

Z: Why do you want me to be quiet?

P: Because this is all extra, extra camera.
Z: So you wouldn’t want them at your funeral?

P: Oh, these are strong questions, aren’t they? Okay, Saskia, have you finished?

Z: It’s quite a painful idea that you left your first children, and you never speak to them ever again. Is there a chance that that will happen to me?

P: You’re trying to dramatize this, and be – 

S: No I think, Peter, what Zoë is asking you, as your daughter, she is fifteen years old…

P: Well, she’s frightened it will happen again.

S: Yes, it’s only f - and I think the only thing you have to do as her father is calming her down. Of course it will never happen to her.

P: Well, I just said that already, it’s not going to happen again.

Z: Best dad of the year.

P: Okay, thank you very much.

S: Okay, this is good.

P: Going to pin a medal on me?

Z: You do need help.

P: D is for death. An aging man’s next big adventure was death. 

Z: If you could choose a way to die, would you choose dying in your sleep?

P: I think so, yes. The best way is not to know. 


Lenin is dead. So is Karl Marx. Both died in their beds. 
P: Or also instantaneously. An instance very, very violent. You know? Being shot in the back of the head, bang! One minute you’re alive, next minute you’re dead. 

And Abraham Lincoln is dead, he was shot. 

Z: Being burned to death I think would be horrible. 

P: Absolutely. 

Z: Being buried alive, horrible!

P: My great concern is drowning. 

I cannot swim. So I sometimes, but not dramatically, feel I might one day drown. 


I’m going for a swim. 


Hope you drown.


Thank you. 

P: Not being able to breathe, not being able to take another fresh gulp of air…

Z: But you’re very afraid of water.

P: I’m afraid of drowning, really. 

I, like most others, am not afraid or frightened of death or ever-lasting oblivion. 


Eisenstein will die. I’m not so sure that film-makers will be remembered.

Z: But do you think it’s important that people still know you when you die?

P: I would like to think that some of the things I’ve done were valuable enough to have an afterlife. 

Z: But why? You’re not there anymore, so why does it matter? 

P: No, that is true, but I think we’re here to do something. I don’t think we’re here just for fun. 

Z: So we’re here on purpose?

P: You have to make your own purpose. But I do think, you know, that civilisation has progressed on the evidence that people have left behind. 

Z: So you think humanity has a purpose?

P: I think we have to make our own purpose. From a Darwinian point of view…

Z: So what’s your purpose?

P: it’s completely and absolutely…

Z: What’s your purpose?

P: I believe in civilisation with a capital C. It’s often very unjust and very unfair. But the fact that you and I are sitting in front of a sophisticated camera in 2017 in probably one of the most sophisticated capitals in Europe, is not being created by idleness. 

Z: But what is your purpose?

P: My purpose is to add, as they say – this isn’t my idea, but it’s borrowed, but it’s a good idea. We should add out modest grains of sand to the great beach of civilisation.

Z: So you would like that you will still be known in fifty years after you die.

P: I would like to think that some of the things that I dreamt about and turned into artefacts could sustain value, and be valuable to other people.  

Z: So you hope that after fifty years, you can still inspire people with your work.

P: I know, I know.

Would you like to do it?

Z: Yeah.

P: That’s absolutely happening now. People constantly tell me that. So why shouldn’t I wish to continue to go on?

Z: No, okay, so that would give you satisfaction to know.

P: It would indeed. It would indeed. 


I’m anxious, mister Neville, that you should draw my husband’s estate. 

Why is that, madam?
P: D is for drawing. A man had five black objects he enjoyed. A black bicycle for travelling. A black hat for protecting his head and imagination. A black coat for protecting his body. Black underwear to remind him of his sexuality. And the fifth: a black pen, filled with black ink which he used to constantly draw the other four to make himself perfectly happy.

Yeah, this was a pen, given to me by your mother. It’s not exactly a Mont Blanc, but almost. It said when you make a good drawing, a good painting, you should always remember four things. Do you remember what they were?

Z: Colour.

P: Yeah.

Z: Line.

P: Yeah.

Z: Perspective?

P: No, mass. 

Z: Mass.

P: And texture.

P: Mass, which indicates the big areas of substance, which has mainly to do, I suppose, with the composition of the painting.  

How is it, mister Neville, that you have contrived to make the garden so empty of people?

Is it your intention to continue to stand there, mister Talmann?

I can see the view very adequately from here, mister Neville, thank you.

P: I customized this pen so you’re not just drawing with the nib, you’re drawing with the plastic bit as well. 

Will you be wearing the same clothes tomorrow?


Why?
P: I really enjoy drawing.

I’m not decided. Depends on my servants. Is it important? Maybe I will.

Curriculum for the execution of the drawings at Compton Ansty. For drawing number one, from seven o’clock in the morning until nine o’clock in the morning, the whole…
P: Did you want to try playing with the pen?

Z: Do you want to swap, then?

P: All right.

Z: Well…

P: Here is a clean piece of paper. Just try playing with the pen. Just to enjoy the lines. And be really free and rough and really use it. Don’t be finicky, just enjoy the ink. Yes, you can really fill the pen up to loads and loads of ink. Don’t worry if you splash. 

Yes, look how that already has become full of all sorts of expression. Yes! Like that, look, yes! You know, almost the eyeball comes in without you even trying. Draw teeth! Just quickly – jab jab jab jab jab. You can jab a bit more. 

Z: What’s jab?

P: You know, oom, oomph. Okay, make some of the teeth bad, so fill some of them in with black. Okay, yeah, give me some big ears, be generous with the ink. Yeah, now give it a load of hair. Yep. And make it really wild, so he just had an electric shock. You know that zagged line we made, just – yeah yeah yeah. Repetitious. 

Are you aware of notions of vanity in yourself, witness your red fingernails? 

Z: Yeah, are you?

P: Am I…

Z: You’re …

P: I certainly enjoy the fact that you have long, red, very exhibitionist fingernails. 

Z: You do?

P: Well, I don’t have the red fingernails, you do. 

S: Oké, stop.

P: Okay, what do you think of what parts you’ve done?

Z: I don’t like it.

P: You don’t like it?

Z: No.

P: You don’t like it because it’s too rough, too wild for you, yeah? Which is the most expressive, in a way, you think?

Z: Which one do you like more?

P: Well, I’d like to see that developed a bit more, and I’m sure you will. But look, if you hold that up, that’s got something going for it, doesn’t it?

Z: Yeah.

P: … The wildness and the freedom and you enjoy doing it, then you’ll certainly end up like me, with inky fingers. Got inky fingers? It has to be. If you’ve got inky fingers, it must be good. 

E is for elegance. A man concentrated all his sense of elegance on a single dark blue suit with white stripes, which he wore all the time. 

I’m looking again for a well-fitted suit, of course, of course. But I want to have it made in the same materials. White stripes on black. 

V: Peter, could you try this for me?

P: Sure. 

V: Thank you. 

P: Some said he looked like a convict. Some, a Chicago gangster. 

Z: Don’t you think it’s a bit boring that you always wear exactly the same things?

P: But I like the sense of identity. It also means when I get up in the morning, I don’t have to think about what sort of clothes I’m going to wear. They come straight on. 

Do you see that? That’s really rather nice, isn’t it? I must remember that. 

Z: Yes, daddy.

P: Different stitches. Systems. You can see the systems that are playing here in terms of shape and cloth and buttons and colour. You know, every trade, every business, every occupation, in order to organise things well, have systems. I like the idea of variations on a single theme. 

For me, I would be very – look, it’s one – two – three – four – five – six – seven – eight, by one – two – three – four – five – six – seven – eight…

How many ways can you swing a rope?

…nine – ten – eleven.

Oh, it’s a bit tight. 

Throw a stone?

Eleven – eight doesn’t mean very much to me. Eleven-eight, eighty-eight, doesn’t mean anything. You know, I’d look for a significant number like a decimal number, ten, twenty, thirty, hundred. Something more symbolic, like ninety-two.

How many ways can the world end?

This here. We need to find something that’s the closest to that. That would be my search.

Z: Daddy, don’t you want a brighter colour?

V: This is the spring-summer collection, it’s brighter. And I thought: strong look, what you always have. It’s classic, but it will definitely mix up your wardrobe just a bit. 

Z: I like it. This is much nicer than that one. 

P: Why?

Z: It’s brighter.

P: Oh.

Z: Why don’t you ever choose a lighter suit colour?

P: Well, lots of complicated ideas with that. We live in Holland. There used to be something called the sumptuary law, where bright colours were always forbidden, because the Dutch were so Calvinist and mustn’t show off. 

Z: I think you should change it up. 

A tallish hat, perhaps a feather. And then dressed darkish, maybe in black, like this, that will compensate a little, don’t you think? Here, you would like that one. 
V: Or that one, yeah.  

Z: Oh, that’s nice!

V: Yeah. 

Z: It’s lighter. 


Are you hearing me, Rembrandt?

Oh, you’re making all your negatives sound to me like positives, I think I’m hearing you very well.  

Oh good, that’s very good. So perhaps you might be the excellent man for the job.

P: What people used to do to get around this was to indeed have very dark clothes, but have very expensive materials. 

Red sash, I think. And the black suit.
P: They would show off their status and their wealth by the quality of the materials, rather than the colour. 


The gesture. Gesture like a Roman officer. Not Greek. There. There!

P: In Rembrandt’s time, everyone used to wear a ruff. And that again was to show off indeed the amount of lace they could afford, mainly coming from Flanders.

I’m going to draw everyone beforehand. That’s essential. And I’m not doing long rows of pompous faces, but anyway, I have other things to do first. And I want nine months human gestation  period. If it takes that long to make a baby, it will certainly take that long to make a painted army. 

Z: Daddy? Are you afraid to lose your sight?

P: Yes, I am.

Z: F is for films.


I am a boxer for the freedom of cinematic expression. 

P: All the horizontals are not horizontal. They have dips and gaps in them. But my left eye is fine. And when I use the two eyes together, I think my sight is good enough not to be life-threatening. 

A man was asked how was it that he had began his career as a painter, and was now a film-maker. To which he replied that he was disappointed that paintings did not have soundtracks. 


Paintings are normally silent. However, we can give this painting, this image, sound. 

P: I have always deplored the characteristic of cinema as being a form of illustrated text. 


Fire!

Z: But everything is in focus?

P: Not really, no.

Z: Because you always tell me that focus is very important. 

P: Well, I think that statement ought to be seen in context. And I think it’s related to the relationship, perhaps, between painting and cinema. 

Z: When I looked at “The cook, the thief, his wife and her lover”, everything in your movie is all in the same focus. 

P: Yes.

Z: Why is that the case?

P: Well, really, very simple answer. By and large paintings are never painted out of focus. And I want my cinema to be a reflection of eight-thousand years of Western art. So I do not like the cliché of putting material out of focus. Because it’s not, in a curious way, the way we see the world. And I’m very, very keen to have totally what’s called “deep focus”.

Z: But don’t you think that, when you have a photograph, and you have the focus point in-focus, and the rest in out-focus makes the photograph more interesting?

P: It could do, but it’s a question of subjectivity, and it’s an area I’m not interested in going. 

Z: Okay. 

P: The top line is H, N, O, K, S. The second line is C…


Jesus! God.

Z: Daddy?

P: Yeah.

Z: Why do you always film everything very flat, why do you never do an angle shot?

P: Well, it’s not true, ‘cause I do occasionally do things away from the horizontal. I always like the images to be parallel, what’s called “parallel to picture plane”. And again, it’s very much related to my prime interest in painting, rather than cinema. Most paintings are four rectangles, and I like to make sure my audience, visitors, people who watch paintings, understand that phenomenon. So, the frame, for me, is very, very important. And I spend a lot of time with the camera man, looking through the eye-piece ___ when I’m filming is ____, looking through the eye-piece, making sure the framing is as perfect as I want it to be. 

Cinema is far sophisticated a medium to be left to the storytellers. 

I intensely dislike the role of the dramaturge. Telling you all the time what you have done wrong, how you could do that better. That it is not true to life, that it didn’t really happen like that. How on earth do they know? Were they there at the foot of the cross? When they rolled in the Trojaanse paard, the Trojan horse. When Eva ate the appel? When Lot fucked his daughter? When David watched Bathieva enter the bath? When Potifars wife fucked or did not fucked Jozef.

It didn’t happen. It did not happen!

When Samson had a hair cut?

P: But still, the excitements for painting, for me, exceed the excitements of film-making. I wish I could do both things simultaneously and together. 

Z: Montagliani, Picasso, Piet Mondriaan, Gaugin, Fontana, Botero, Piet Mondriaan, Andy Warhol, Dalí…

P: G is for Greenaway.and Greenaway.

Z: … Picasso, Caravaggio, Rembrandt, M. C. Escher, Holbein, Hyeronimus Bosch, Botero, Picasso, Piet Mondriaan, Hopper, Holbein, Degas, Gaugin, Hopper, Rembrandt, Klimt, Picasso…

P: You were wrong five times.

Z: I was wrong five times? No… Five times? No.

P: The Caravaggio wasn’t a Caravaggio. It’s an Artemisia Gentileschi. 

Z: Which one? Oh, thank you for the wrong “five times”. Which one?

P: You have to keep going. And I think you said there were Turners. And that one is not a Turner. 

Z: Oh, its Caspar David Friedrich, excuse me. I thought this was Caravaggio! 

P: It’s not Caravaggio.

Z: Bam! It is a Caravaggio. 

P: Gentileschi. 

Z: No, it isn’t. You failed, Peter. It’s a Caravaggio. 

P: There was another one that was wrong, earlier on, too. 

Z: Which one, Peter?

P: Can’t remember. 

Z: Eikel (jerk).


Shut up!
P: I’ve been born at home, in the spring of 1942, and not expected to live. 


Ready, steady…


Over the top!

If we wanted to see the Tulse Luper story as fiction, it could have been told as an episodic narrative of a man in his prison. 

We’re nearly there. Eindhoven! 

Eindhoven!
Potsdam!

And the Brandenburg gate! 

And the Battenberg cake.  
Z: Is this it?


P: This is it, number thirty-eight. It would originally just have had the red bricks, like the houses next door, but has been covered with pebble-dash. 

Z: Did it look as shabby as it does now?

P: No, my grandmother was very house-conscious, domestically minded, so it would have looked a little more prosperous than it looks now. 

And we used to open that window. My grandmother had a gramophone, which constantly played two records. One was called “In the valley of the moon”, and the other was Eartha Kitt, “Singing under the bridges of Paris with you” 

And I lost my heart in the roses in the valley of…

Z: Wait, wait, wait. Is it Paul Whiteman Jack Hilton?

P: I wouldn’t know.

Z: Sing it one more time?

P: I lost my heart in the roses in the valley of the moon…

Z: No. We kissed. We kissed and said goodbye. She cried and so did I. Now, dear, you wonder why I’m lonely. But we’ll meet again by the roses in the valley of the moon. 

P: You got it. You found the lyrics, yes. 

This is where Millington used to live in this next door house, and she had mini cats. 

Drowning by numbers. There’s a character in here called Smut, who really is some sort of fictional portrait of myself.


What is it?


Oh, Smut.

P: You wil see him playing with fireworks. You will see him collecting insects. You will see his fascination with death, collecting corpses. You will see his fascination with birds and ornithology, witness the binoculars you will see in there. 

This is the brick wall at the end of the alley. And, obviously, in the summertime played cricket, so there would be cricket stumps chalked on the wall here. We’d play that way. And, of course, inevitably, the ball would go into the gardens, and there would be a great kerfuffle of people would come out, housewives shouting and complaining about kids making too much noise, et cetera. But all changed. Big blackberries here. 

My father did not return from the war in Europe until autumn 1945, when I was nearly four years old and an interruption in my father’s relationship with my mother. I never developed a good relationship with my father.  

Forget about the bloody war, child. It’s bloody over. I want to bloody forget it. We all want to bloody forget it. Misery. Longing. Sacrifice. 
P: There was never much physical love, no touching, no expression of verbal affection. 

P: No touching, no expression of verbal affection. No touching, no expression of verbal affection. No touching…

F: Touch is love. Touch is love. Now close your eyes. Now close your eyes. Now close your eyes. Close your eyes. Close your eyes. Close your eyes. 
Z: Can we go? I find it scary. 

P: So, halfway through the alphabet we have, L is for love.

Do you think at sixteen, you are too young to experience love?

F: Touch is hate.

Z: No.

P: Well, I mean traditionally, love constantly appears doesn’t it? In our lives, in literature, on the television, in the cinema, in books. And you have al those markers, you know? Romeo and Juliet, all the way to Sex & the City. And having just broken up with your boyfriend, it’s pretty obvious to everybody around you, you are indeed very, very upset. 

Then there’s that journalistic idea. You can fall in love. The average person falls in love two and a half times. Bit difficult to fall in love half a time, but it is averaging out. But I can see, as a great Darwinian evolutionary theory, support that. But you are sixteen, and this soon is rather unusual. 

Z: Daddy, could you stop talking like you are a commenter?

P: Okay, we put it right in the middle of the white tarpaulin, just put the boxes in here.


Try along that hedge. 
P: Put some things for the moths.

All right. Leave it twelve hours of darkness, and see what happens when we come back in the morning.

Z: When I was one, I had just begun. When I was two, I was nearly new. When I was three, I was hardly me. When I was four, I was not much more. When I was five, I was just alive. Now I’m six, and I think I will be six forever and ever.    

I think that’s it. 

P: That’s not the ending, is it?

Z: No it isn’t. Now I’m six… Oh! 

P: I’m clever and clever or something?

Z: Now I’m six, I’m as clever as clever, and I think I’ll be six forever and ever. 

P: Say it again. Start again. Ready, steady, go. 

Z: When I was one, I had just begun. When I was two, I was nearly new. When I was three, I was hardly me. When I was four, I was not much more. When I was five, I was just alive. Now I’m six, I’m as clever as clever, and I think I will be six forever and ever.    

P: Good, nice. 

Z: P is for poem. 

P + Z + S: So. All day long, the noise of battle rolled around the mountains by the winter sea. Until King Arthur’s table, man by man, had fallen into…

Z: Had fallen into Lyonesse about their lord King Arthur. Then, because his wound was deep, the bold sir Bedivere uplifted him and bore him to a chapel nigh the field. 

P+Z+S: A broken chancel with a broken cross that stood on a dark strait of barren land. On one side lay the ocean, and on the other one a great water. And the moon was full. 

P: A man read deep into the night. They had to dig him out. But they were not in time. He was dead. Suffocated by words. It was no at all a bad way to die. 

Z: Daddy? Why are all these people naked? 

P: Not only is the naked human body absolutely universal, there are seven, what is it? Seven billion people in the world, and we all share that characteristic. I am fascinated by the human body. It’s fragile, it’s very vulnerable. It's obviously - represent every single aspect of life. And it’s nice to contemplate , certainly enjoyable to perceive, and though I am not particularly interested in realism, I need to find a way to format it, so I can constantly use it in its past and its totality.


What did he say? The French revolution was easier to swallow than Napoleon.
Z: Why do you like looking into the camera?

P: Direct confrontation with your audience. 

Z: A B C D E F G H I J K.

P: J. 

Z: K. 

P: K, we’re talking about kingdom.

Z: No, I’m talking about the… Volgorde. The…

S: Order. 

Z: Order.

P: That’s right. You’re right.

Z: So A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U…

P: My father was very, very interested in birds. If he was interested in birds, I would become interested in what those birds ate. And an enormous amount of birds are insectivorous, they eat insects. 

Ready?

Z: Oh no! No! I think we just lost our biggest moth. Oh! Yes yes yes yes yes yes. 

P: Was that considered to be a big one? 

Z: Yeah, reasonable. 

Yes. Look, look up those. Elephant hawk moth.  
Z: Oh look, I couldn’t spell Wales. I spelled it “W E L A S”.

This is 2010. 

P: Yeah, this is when you were - 

Z: That’s a long time ago.

P: This is when you were ten years old. Well, not that long ago! You are now sixteen years old, so it’s six years ago. 

Z: When I was ten, I was really a small, little girl. Walking up and down with my butterfly net. 

P: But you were good for that, running through deep grass as long as you disappear. But I remember your excitement at the chase. 

Z: Oh! You farted.

P: No, I didn’t! It’s some terrible smell, I don’t know what it is. 

Z: Don’t ruin it please.

P: Maybe it’s one of these beetles who objected to being caught.

Z: And then they smell?

P: Yeah, they can do that. 

Z: Can I lift this one up?

P: Yes, you can. This is sort of a splendid one, isn’t it? 

Z: I’m afraid that it’s going to come alive. 

P: I don’t think hat’s very likely. It’s been in this box for six years. But I mean, you’re right, the whole business of collecting, it’s like an art. 

Z: It’s very beautiful, this.

P: Yeah. It’s quite furry underneath.


Z: Yeah. It’s very beautiful. And it’s still very shiny. 

P: But I know you were fascinated by sticking the pin through, and finding the right place to stick the pin, so you didn’t damage the insect too much. 

Z: Oh, look! They pin all the beetles not in the middle, but towards the side. Is their heart there? Why would they do that?

Like with a beetle, you always need to do it on the right side of the heart. 

P: Oh really?

Z: Yeah. 

P: Where would you find the heart of a beetle?

Z: Remember in the shop? The guy told us. Do butterflies bleed? 

P: I don’t think you can call it blood. But it’s a substance which does the same trick. 

Z: I never have any blood on my hands. 

P: I remember, a long time ago, I made an exhibition. And one of the items was a knife. The victims of these terrifying nightmares of being buried prematurely would ask the doctor to stab them in the heart to really make sure they were really dead before they were buried. Terrifying panic.

Z: Have you always had these nightmares? Are you afraid it will happen when you die?

P: There is always that curious feeling. Then I don’t, you know, in my waking moments, I don’t ever, ever think it really happens. 

Z: No, but, like, do you want me to make sure that I stab your heart, or something, before you die?

P: Well, that sounds very 19th century Victorian and very melodramatic.

Z: I could do it for you! I would do it.

P: No, I think you must just shake me and shake me and shake me and make sure I really, really, really am gone.

I think we have exhausted everything now. 

Z: I like the process, that you first go outside, then look for them. It’s like a, how do you call it, a hunt. Or a scavenger hunt. And then just sort of an Eureka moment when you caught a butterfly. Then you get it and then you pin it.   

So. Plan. You…

P: Find a killing bottle. Okay, ready?

Z: Yeah. No, I need bigger pieces of paper. No, no, no, not more poison. 

P: Darwin, as a young man, used to collect insects. I always thought that, if Darwin could do it, then I could do it too.

Z: Wow, that’s a real good comparison. I really like the process. It’s all very delicate and precise. 

Could you kill someone?

P: Right.

Z: Do you not want to kill any more?

P: I wish to pin this beetle first.

T is for time. Hey, T is for time. Maybe we should talk about T is for time. Can you tell me what time is? 

Z: I don’t get… It’s very difficult to explain. 

P: You can measure it, but it’s very difficult to give a definition of what actually...

Z: Time goes far too quick. 

P: Time is… What is time? Impossible to explain.

Z: But, like, you’re seventy-three. Don’t you think “oh shit, time went by too fast”? 

P: Yes!

Z: And I’m already thinking time is going by too fast.

P: And you are only fourteen. 

Z: Fifteen. That’s already fifteen years. That’s a lot.

P: Okay. The sun is shining on your face. The sun is what creates time on earth, planet earth. Days, hours, minutes, seconds. 

Z: I need to do more with my time. If you would die now, would you be happy with what you have done?  

P: No. No, I want this whole life all over again. 

P is for Peter, P is for painting. P is for pastime. P Q. Q is for questions, very important to ask questions. More important to question, maybe than to find answers, though that sounds like a contradiction. O P Q R. 

I’m walking to Paris.


Paris? That’s a long way.


Yes. 

Paris? That’s almost in America. America’s that way.
P: Life is wonderful. But we, obviously, always as human beings, are asking questions about it. Why are we here? What are we doing?

A man never stopped asking questions, and really seldom waited for the answers. 

Z: You don’t wait for the answer, you just ask a second question on that question. 

P: Well, yes, I think maybe because I get very bored by, I suppose, the slowness of people’s reaction. 

Z: Daddy!

P: But I’m also very impatient, and I want to start conversations 

Z: But that’s quite rude, isn’t it?

P: Well, of course, it’s quite rude. But then it’s about provocation, because most people are lazy. Most people don’t want to talk about existentialist questions. 

Z: You’re provoking.

P: Yes. I want to provoke people into thinking. 

Questions. Questions. Questions.

S: I drown in your words. And I try, each time, I try to hear the answer to my questions. And I never get them.

Z: No, you never really get an answer. You always go around the subject. 

S: It is as if – you’re like a fish. You slip away.

Z: You ask the question, and then immediately, you ask the second question. You don’t wait for the answer.

P: Well, sometimes – if – no, that’s not absolutely true, you’re misreading that. Who is this man? He is as slippery as a fish. If people are prepared to answer very quickly, then we’ve got a conversation going. And that’s very exciting.

Z: So they need to be at the same tempo as you are. 

P: Yes. Why not? 

Z: It’s one after another.

P: Keep up with me, keep up with me. Yes, do that.

Z: Yeah, but you don’t even give people the chance to answer. 

P: You’re very quick at answering. 

Z: I know!

P: So I’m not worried about this characteristic.

Z: But that is because of you! 

P: Well, therefore, you see how important I’ve been for your education. Your idea – can I go? Say go. 

Z: Remember. Remember, you’re talking to me. 

P: Yes, okay.

Z: You’re not having a lecture, you’re talking to me. 

P: No, I’m talking to you. You’re asking me threatening questions, and I’m giving you strong replies. 

Okay, if you can squeeze it in, and if you want some water, get some. 

Z: Oh, you don’t change your colour. 

P: Give us an “action”.

S: Action. 

P: You know there’s a phrase which says that why let the truth get in the way of a good story. He would always rather have the good story. 

Z: With that phrase – what was it – “don’t let the truth get in the way of a good story”, you’d say most of your stories are not based on the truth, but all on your imagination.

P: But what stories can be based on the truth? 

I really am interested in history. I am a great reader of history. Not only because, supposedly, history tells us about our past. I’d say, supposedly, because I really do think most historians are liars. There’s no such thing as history. Most historians are liars. 

Z: Liars?

P: Yes, because they always write about what they want to write about. 

Z: But they do it out of their perspective. 

P: Yeah, but that makes it very subjective, doesn’t it? I don’t think there’s anything called history. 

Z: We have only historians. 

P: We don’t have history, we have only historians. And most historians are liars. I think also, you know, a bit like, sort of, the idea of history – there’s no such thing as history, there’s only historians. 

S: Yeah, I have that phrase ten times or something. 

P: All right, but you’re going to get it again, because I want to speak in metaphors here. And let me repeat again, most historians are liars. So in a curious way, history is only a branch of literature. 

Z: But why do you read so much then?

P: Well, because it’s really, really entertaining. I cannot think of anything more entertaining than reading history. And, of course, there’s so much of it. 

Z: Hey, don’t you need an assistant with painting - 

P: Yes I do.

Z: - like Rembrandt and Vermeer had assistants?

P: They had hundreds of assistants. Hey, don’t flick the paint on me!

S: You still do not know how to, in a proper way, use your phone or other things. 

P: So I’m all the time sucking in, drawing in. All the information I can find that I can recycle and indeed produce as an artwork. 

S: It is as if the material life is not connecting to you. As if you live in a sub-space, I have, sometimes, the idea. 

P: Do you recognize me in this description?

S: Come on, Peter.

P: Okay.

S: You know what I’m talking about. 

P: Okay. 

If you come and look at these paintings. They are basically about marriage paintings. This woman’s face, it’s a combination of being very shy, very gentle but, obviously, very happy. But also quite sexy. She’s obviously dressed in her best, those ruffs separated the clean head from the dirty body. So it said, if you were a Calvinist. He employed a special landscape painter to paint this garden of love, which is probably also a quotation from a Flemish painter whose name you surely know, is Peter Paul Rubens. So, it’s a copy of a Rubens painting. Okay, if we go over here, have a look at this blue painting here…

He painted very slowly, so this painting could have taken him sic months. So just think about it. Light is going to change rapidly, certainly painted in the summer. So he probably only spent three hours per day …

…T, U, V. V is for victory. W is for wind and for water. W, X. X is a difficult word. X is for excitement. And exit. Exit, the way out. 

Z: If you die, and I need to sort all this out, it’s going to be a really big job.

P: Well, you don’t have to hurry.

Z: Would you mind if I throw things away? 

P: That’s up to you, I shall not be here to criticize.

Z: Do you have any favourites I should keep?

P: Yes, there must be, in terms of paintings, there must be about forty paintings which I feel very proud of.

Z: Are they there?

P: No, most of them are now in an exhibition in Spain. 

What is interesting, look out through the window, it almost looks like Mondrian. It’s all parallel to the picture plane, so everything is governed by the actual frame. So, I don’t know if Mondrian ever saw a painting like this, but I’m sure he was aware of it. 

Okay, if you come over here, there’s the reasons why I first became fascinated by landscapes…


How’s the painting?

  
It’s almost finished. 


You satisfied?


Yes. 


Then I can go. 


Oh, Saskia.

I want to be buried on the west side. And get Geertje to put me in woolens. It’s cold in that church. 
P: The ninth of March, every year, the sun comes in through the far window 


The sun only reaches only so far, they say, with that plot you bought for us all.
P: Yes, touches her grave. 

Saskia? This drawing says you’re still breathing. It’s curious, this drawing, forever and ever will go on saying that you are sleeping. Saskia.
Z: I remember that you said that you would kill yourself when you’re eighty. 

P: X is for exit. 

Z: You’re seventy-five now?

P: Yep.

Z: So in five years time, you get an injection and you need to die. You’ll be fine with that. 

P: Well, here you are, granddad. Have a slice of birthday cake and here’s the needle. 

Z: You would be fine with that?

P: It sounds pretty shocking, doesn’t it? It sounds like a film scenario. And maybe you shouldn’t forget that I am a film-maker. 

Z: You’re far too selfish. You want to drink wine and eat and paint. You’re not going to – you still want to go to Italy and see Rome.

P: At certain times of the year, the church used to be flooded. 

Z: You’re not going to kill yourself when you’re eighty. 

P: And it is rumoured that Saskia, in fact, was lowered into water. 


Well, my little fat, hysterical friend.


Who are you calling fat?


The circle circled. 

Z: When I was one, I had just begun. When I was two, I was nearly new. When I was three, I was hardly me. When I was four, I was not much more. When I was five, I was just alive. Now I’m six, I’m as clever as clever, and I think I will be six forever and ever.    

S: And when Peter turns eighty, I will make sure he will stay around, forever and ever. 
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