CARAVAGGIO CLOTH AND MATISSE RAGS
The dance is loose upon the streets. It bounds down the road, cracking the pavestones, scuffing the curbs, playing glockenspiel on the drain covers. At the corner it sings harmonies with the whine of an electric box. In the back streets it beats a bossa-nova rhythm on the bin lids. O, that Timpani Genie. 
Carnival is coming!

*
*
*

Ignatius Scrank whittles his hate behind the anonymity of a typewriter, disappointment dripping into ink drops on the ribbon. Anger smoulders with every stroke of the keys. Each verb is venal, each adjective amoral. Letters chew the paper like teeth; thwarted ambition, such a hunger beast. Snap! Snap! Snap! 

There is no gourmet meal he cannot sour, no film screening he cannot darken, no breezy air he cannot pollute, no clever script he cannot dismiss with a bon mot. There is no art unless he says otherwise.
Night has fallen, day has died, light has fled and men have discarded their masks. It is a time for foul hearts and fouler words. 
The sound of drums crashes through the open window, beating a rhythm in time with his keystrokes. The lick of fried onions wafts on the breeze. People are gathering. Laughing and joking and waiting in readiness. He hates them, hates the ease with which they embrace life, hates their blissful ignorance, hates their eager anticipation. He will show them.
Carnival is calling!
*
*
*

Jeff Tenby can be found at the garage seeking rainbows in oil puddles. Somewhere below that tangle of wires and ragged tatters, beneath the grime and dirt of a hundred exhausts and carburettors and manifolds, is a rusty filing cabinet. In the second drawer from the bottom, Jeff keeps his antique Brownie and his Caravaggio cloth.

Whenever he has the opportunity, less so than he would like these days, he takes his Brownie and his Caravaggio cloth and goes down to the sands to wait for the light. Gold, but not glistening, brown, but not dull. Half a sidestep from Oberon and Titania.

He dines on ham sandwiches, sups tepid tea from a Thermos flask. Perched on the rocks, he watches the terns and albatrosses cartwheel on the thermals, listens to their hymns to freedom. 

The sea is waiting. The wave-tips are silver, now black, now bronze. And there, then, that perfect moment, the second between sunlight and twilight. Paradise yawns and the shutter closes. And when he has caged the picture, when that unblinking retina sings only of faraway beauty, he takes out his Caravaggio cloth and cleans the lens, kisses the fabric and savours the taste of Ambrosia on his lips.

But tonight other lights are waiting. A will-o-the-wisp glides along the promenade. Fireworks explode dandelion clocks against the canvas of the evening sky.
Carnival is calling!
*
*
*

Gouts of flame light the way, curling and collapsing in on themselves. Children – for even the eldest bystander is a child tonight – coo and aah and gasp in wonderment. 

Here come the pelican ladies, bridesmaids of passion and music. How vibrant their colours. What magnificent choreographer synchronises their dance. The feathers that crown each head flex and ripple in subtle motion to the beat of an unseen conductor.

Models and effigies now. Wrought in papier-mâché, borne aloft on poles, they stride the boulevard like giants. Every hero receives a cheer, every villain a hiss. The funeral pyre and the bonfire wait alike.
Faerie attendants, graceful and lithe calling for Hush. The Queen of the carnival beckons! How decorous an ornament! Veiled in nacre and ivory, what eye could look upon her and remain unmoved? Slender fingers wave at beloved citizens. She is the kiss of every lover, she is the expectation of every dawn, she is the coy smile of the girl next door.
Send in the clowns, jesters of the carnival court. Cavorting, colliding, collapsing. Their capers live long in the memory. There is an ancient depth to the humour, a laughter that echoes in the gut, pushes against the ribs, rushes up the throat and hammers against the teeth: let me free, I must be free!
Jeff surfs through the swirl of crowds, drawn as one to the Siren. Not tonight the outcast mechanic, not here, the grubby man to whom people reluctantly hand money, ashamed that they that they neither know nor love their cars as he does. Not now, the patient sentinel who guides the sunset to its shimmering tomb. Tonight, he is the honoured guest. Please, come, take your pictures! Snap, snap and snap again. Be our herald, be our chronicler. We welcome you with a feast of images as sumptuous as any you will ever experience.
There is a glorious unkempt quality to the carnival. A tamed chaos, a wildness that could erupt without warning and yet an assured sense of safety behind the peril. Hues blend into one another, music shifts from one tune to the next. There is no disjoin, no awkward collision between the moments. The frieze is complete. In the kaleidoscope of spontaneity, in the clash of anticipation and illumination, the subtext is undeniable: this is life. It was, is and ever thus shall be.

The madness grows wilder. Samurai duel with Morris men. Puppy dog dragons chase over-sized balls. Acrobats vault burning tar barrels. Now Mummers, now poets, now choirs, now Aunt Sally and her wet sponges. Candy Floss colours and liquorice noir. Snap, snap, snap! No memory is forgotten. No image is lost. Each photograph is a miniature masterpiece of light and shade, of the stated and unstated.
Summon forth the Loa. Ol’ Thick Lips Sam plays his trombone and a dozen Zulus spin assegai like majorette’s batons. The camera snaps. Faces beam, toppled dominoes, the worries of the world vanish inside a grin. 
Yet amidst that sea of carefree smiles, one face is fixed with a frown. A drop of oil in a puddle. A misplaced smudge on a masterpiece. Sepia sunlight on an atrophying photograph. Ignatius scowls at the passing parade. Woe radiates from his very being. He is the spectre at the feast, the graffitist at Belshazzar’s orgy, the Masque of the Red Death.
Ol’ Thick Lips blows a sharp cry upon his trombone and the procession grinds to a halt. A solitary off-key note. He says nothing, but looks at Ignatius, as if to say “You, Sir, why do you not dance with the others?”

Ingatius gulps. Expectant eyes swivel in his direction. “I see no reason to dance. Today is no more special than any other.”
Ol’ Thick Lips’ brow wrinkles. No words emerge from his mouth, yet everyone hears the message. “Do you not wish to have fun?”

“Fun. Pah. What is fun? Cut-price iniquity, neither profligate enough for true debauchery, nor spendthrift enough to prove efficient. You would waste money on a transient madness. We have little enough as it is. What wealth have you generated today with your gaudy flim-flam and terrible racket? You have traded gold and diamonds for cheap knick-knacks and flashy tricks. Away with you, Sir. I will not worship at the altar of the ephemeral. I answer you. Fun is misery delayed, nothing more.”

Ol’ Thick Lips drums his fingers against his throne. A message in Morse Code? The beat of a human heart? The staccato rhythm of the typewriter? None can say, but the question arrives all the same: “Then why are you here?”

“I am a witness. I must bear testimony to this pitiful spectacle. Try and comprehend the appeal of this tawdry occasion. I must say I had low expectations, but you did not even rise to meet them. You are truly risible. I laugh at your pathetic attempts at entertainment.” 
Ol’ Thick Lips looks disturbed. His cheeks puff out, his forelock quivers. The tassels on the jacket rattle as his chest expands. His arms swell. The hem of his trousers rises, as his legs grow to gargantuan size. 
“Then you have come to laugh after all.”

Deflation. A chuckle and a chortle. The mirth is distant to begin with. Low and bass but building with an assured confidence. Chinese Lanterns dim and glow, bunting scatters, lamp-posts shake. Ol’ Thick Lips is laughing up a hurricane. Now the multitude sniggering at the ridiculous man who tried to steal pleasure when it was freely available.
Ignatius sneers, but as he does so, air blasts from his nostrils. He opens his mouth to protest and finds himself giggling. It is callous and hollow and hateful, the laugh of a pantomime villain, but it is still laughter. He holds hands over his mouth, but it is too late. The crowd is laughing. They are laughing with him. They are laughing at him.
“You wish for witness. So be it. Let my circus be witnessed.”

Zulus drum their assegai against the tarmac. Snap! Snap! Snap! A camera shutter closes and eternity is cemented.
Carnival has come!

*
*
*

The critics are unanimous. Matisse Rags is a classic. To hate it would be to hate art.

The spiral mosaic of photographs effortlessly captures the spirit of the carnival. Defocus your vision and the tints and hues blur to form the face of Ol’ Thick Lips himself. Concentrate on the individual images and you can hear the strains of the carnival songs, smell the odours of fairground, feel the calypso drumbeat in your bones.
In the centre of the collage a single figure. It is Canute holding back the ocean. It is Sisyphus rolling back the boulder. It is a man trying not to laugh.

Ignatius Scrank never passes comment on Matisse Rags, though he visits the gallery often. The crowd is smiling, brilliant white teeth, upturned lips, eyes that shine with unalloyed joy. They mock him. He is powerless. 
Jeff keeps the Caravaggio Cloth in the drawer of the old cabinet. You can see him most days, finding beauty in the most ordinary of objects. People cannot help but smile when they see him. He possesses an ethereal quality that puts people at their ease. His joy is boundless, infectious and free.
Matisse Rags is anonymous. No one knows who created it. It belongs to all of us. The artist shot it for beauty alone.

Carnival is here to stay!

