CHAPTER ONE

These things are there. The garden and the tree

The serpent at its root, the fruit of gold

The woman in the shadow of the boughs

The running water and the grassy space.

They are and were there. At the old world’s rim,

In the Hesperidean grove, the fruit

Glowed golden on eternal boughs, and there

The dragon Ladon crisped his jewelled crest

Scraped a gold claw and sharped a silver tooth

And dozed and waited through eternity

Until the tricksy hero Herakles

Came to his dispossession and the theft.
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The book was thick and black and covered with dust. Its boards
were bowed and creaking; it had been maltreated in its own time.
Its spine was missing, or rather protruded from amongst the
Jeaves like a bulky marker. It was bandaged about and about with
dirty white tape, tied in a neat bow, The librarian handed it to
Roland Michell, who: was sitting waiting for it in the Reading
Room of the London Library. It had been exhumed from Locked
Safe no. § where it usually stood between Pranks of Priapus and
The Grecian Way of Love. It was ten in the morning, one day in
September 1986. Roland had the small single table he liked
best, behind a square pillar, with the clock over the fireplace
nevertheless in full view. To his right was a high sunny wmdow’r,
through which you could sec the high green leaves of St James's
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Professor Blackadder, who had, been editing Ash’s Complete
Works since 1951. The libratian tiptoed away to telephone; whilst
he was gone, the dead leaves continued a kind of rustling and
shifting, enlivened by their release. Ash had put them there. The
librarian came back and said ‘yes’, it was quite in order, as long
as Roland was very careful not to disturb the sequence of the
interleaved fragments until they had been listed and described.
The Librarian would be glad to know of any important dis-
coveries Mr Michell might make.

All this was over by 10.30. For the next half-hour Roland
worked haphazardly, moving backwards and. forwards in the
Vico, half-looking for Proserpina, half-reading Ash’s notes, which
was not easy, since they were written in various languages, in
Ash’s annotating hand, which was reduced to a minute near-
printing, not immediately identifiable as the same as his more
generous poetic or letter-writing hand. | h

At 11.00 he found what he thought was the relevant passage
in Vien. Vico had looked for historical fact in the poetic metaphors
of myth and legend; this piecing together was his ‘new science’.
His Proserpine was the corn, the origin of commerce and com-
munity. Randolph Henry Ash’s Proserpine had been seen as a
Victorian reflection of religious doubt, 2 meditation on the myths
of Resurrection, Lord Leighton had painted her, distraught and
floating, a golden figure in a tunnel of darkness. Blackadder had
a belief that she represented, for Randolph Ash, a personification
 of History itself in its early mythical days. (Ash had also written
2 poem about Gibbon and one about the Venerable Bede, his-
torians of greatly differing kinds. Blackadder had written an

article on R. H. Aih and relative historiography) - =~
" Roland compared Ash’s text with the translation, and copied
parts onte an index card, He had two boxes of these, tomato-red
and an intense grassy green, with springy plastic hinges that
popped in the library silence, = .
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