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Can't you take a joke?
  Jonathan Coe describes my friend Roger Law, the artist, caricaturist and satirist, as 'one of the puppeteers behind Spitting Image' (LRB, 2  November). To my mind, that's like calling Paul McCartney a 'guitar technician'. Roger, who can take a joke better than the next, nonetheless abhors inaccuracy and has asked me to tell you that  he 'fucking hates puppets'. He and Peter Fluck used grotesque latex homunculi to scandalise the bourgeoisie, piss off the pompous and give the rest of us a good laugh. Highly skilled puppeteers  played a vital role, but the mind boggles at the prospect of Roger Law, a 6'5" giant, crashing about under lights on a Sunday night with his hand up Margaret Thatcher. He's bigger than that.


John Kelly

				Hythe, Kent
			

  Jonathan Coe notes that the 'quintessential Englishness' of Ealing comedies 'wasn't total'. Indeed, the best of them treated Englishness as a kind of smokescreen, behind which it would be  dismantled. Whisky Galore! (1949) set Englishness and 'the essence of Britishness' in opposition to each other. The two English characters, Basil Radford's Home Guard captain and Bruce  Seton's sergeant, spend the film failing to comprehend the alien - albeit in fact British - culture on the Isle of Todday. The film was based on the novel by the Scottish nationalist Compton  Mackenzie, directed by the Scottish American Alexander Mackendrick, and the cast included monoglot Gaelic speakers from Barra, where the location scenes were filmed.


Peter Stott

				Thornhill, Stirling
			

  I write as an American who moved to London seven years ago. So perhaps when it comes to British comedy I'm missing something. I often find British humour elusive, and its contents silly and  bathroom-oriented. Sly but silly and often prudish. Laughter coming from a sense of 'We know who's in and who's out; we know who to make fun of.' But then again, there is Monty Python.


Rose Levinson

				London N4
			


Strike
  It's true, as Ewan Gibbs points out, that a thorough and unsentimental account of the inner workings of mining communities during the 1984-85 strike, as distinct from a 'high political' analysis,  is overdue (LRB, 2 November). To that end, I'd like to add a couple of notes. The first relates to the Yorkshire 'super pit', Kellingley colliery. As  Gibbs makes clear, it was part of the NUM's strategy to make the largest mining area, Yorkshire, the central platform for resistance to the government's closure programme. Kellingley, as one of the  country's biggest mines, was vital. If the strike was to have a credible chance of success, Kellingley would need to be a solid striking pit. I was a coalface worker at Kellingley for ten years,  from 1979 until 1989, and was on strike for the duration. My father was the NUM branch secretary. The effort needed to 'keep the pit solid' was enormous. It required strong communal political  mobilisation, which was much more important to the prolonging of the strike and its potential for success than the choice between mass or 'guerrilla' picketing cited by Dave Douglass, the NUM  delegate at Hatfield colliery.
  It is often claimed that, prior to the strike, Scottish, South Wales and Durham miners thought the miners of Yorkshire and other areas less politically aware and less militant. I come from three  generations of Scottish mining families, and I have never once heard a Scottish miner or activist say as much. The denunciations were reserved for union leaders, who were seen as persistently  manipulating and attenuating the potential militancy of the larger areas. From the early 1970s onwards, the leadership in Yorkshire, the North-West and other regions was opposed by the likes of the  Barnsley Forum, at the centre of which were 'incoming' Scottish and Durham activists. One early attendee was the young Arthur Scargill.


David Miller

				Manchester Metropolitan University
			


Gaza
Eyal Weizman recalls the words of Moshe Dayan in 1956, after an attack on the Nahal Oz kibbutz, to the effect that given the Palestinians' dispossession by Israelis, the attack should not have come as a surprise (LRB, 2 November). In the same issue Adam Shatz discusses the FLN-fomented uprising of 1955 in Philippeville, Algeria. He notes that to the French the violence seemed unprovoked. However, this uprising shouldn't have come as a surprise either. General Duval, who had crushed an uprising at Setif and Guelma in May 1945, was under no illusions. In his report he warned the government: 'I have given you ten years of peace. But we must not deceive ourselves. Everything must change in Algeria.' Nothing changed, and he was correct almost to the month.


Peter Hoskins

				Saintes, France
			


Who Pays?
  James Butler neatly captures the absurdity of UK arms export controls in the face of the wars on Yemen and Palestine, but his characterisation of the UK arms industry as 'a rare economic success  story' requires some qualification (LRB, 16 November). That success is dependent on heavy state subsidies provided ultimately by UK taxpayers: arms  company research and development costs are primarily paid for by the state. The arms industry receives state support far in excess of the employment and overall value it contributes to the economy.  In short, the costs are socialised while the profit is appropriated privately. And, increasingly, it is asset managers and investment firms that profit. New research by Khem Rogaly at Common Wealth  indicates that the top three investors in the arms industry (BlackRock, Vanguard, State Street) hold 16 per cent of the shares in major UK arms companies. From this perspective, the ostensible  economic success story of the arms industry looks like one more, particularly egregious, form of corporate welfare, from which both British taxpayers and racialised populations overseas suffer the  consequences.


Anna Stavrianakis

				University of Sussex, Falmer
			


Harm Reduction
  Karin Goodwin writes about drug policy in British Columbia, and specifically the role of harm reduction, or measures aimed at improving the health and well-being of people who use drugs (LRB, 19 October).
  The UK has the highest level of drug-related deaths in Europe, with rates in Scotland highest of all. The Office for National Statistics reports that in 2021 there were 4859 deaths 'related to drug  poisoning' in England and Wales; the equivalent figure for Scotland, according to the National Records of Scotland, was 1444 deaths. The UK's latest drug strategy was published in December that  year. One of its stated aims is the reduction of the number of drug-related deaths by a thousand within three years. The document is largely silent on how this is to be achieved. Harm reduction is  mentioned, but only in passing. Some of the measures mentioned by Goodwin are endorsed; others, including drug consumption rooms, are rejected. UK governments have stubbornly opposed DCRs, arguing  that they would encourage people to use illegal drugs; would be against the law; and that their use is opposed by the UN's International Narcotics Control Board.
  The first of these arguments doesn't make sense: the people likely to use DCRs have a long history of existing drug use. When the second argument was advanced in Denmark in 2011 at a similar stage  in drug policy review, the reformers' response was 'So change the law.' And on the third point, the UK government seems not to have noticed that the INCB has altered its stance and, along with all  other UN agencies, now calls for drug policies that prioritise harm reduction and public health, including drug consumption rooms. Where DCRs operate they have contributed to reductions in  drug-related deaths and other conditions associated with drug use, in particular the transmission of blood-borne viruses such as HIV and hepatitis C.
  So it is significant that approval has finally been given for the opening of a drug consumption room in Glasgow. All relevant agencies and organisations in Scotland approved the proposals in 2022,  and they were accepted by the Scottish Parliament. The Westminster government gave its approval earlier this year: it isn't clear whether this was because it had been persuaded by the arguments or  because it wished to avoid further constitutional confrontation with the Scottish government.


Blaine Stothard

				London SW9
			


More than Porn
Rosemary Hill, listing 18th-century visitors to Vesuvius, describes Pierre Francois Hugues d'Hancarville as a 'libertine pornographer' (LRB, 5 October). While it is true that d'Hancarville published two pornographic novels cheekily under the fabricated imprint 'Rome: De l'Imprimerie du Vatican' - Monumens de la vie privee des XII Cesars (1780) and Monumens du culte secret des dames romaines (1787) - he also earned a reputation among his contemporaries as a professional antiquarian. He was the editor of Sir William Hamilton's influential multi-volume Collection of Etruscan, Greek and Roman Antiquities (1766-76), and followed this in 1785 with his magnum opus, Recherches sur l'origine, l'esprit et les progres des arts de la Grece, in which he argued, among other things, that the sources of religion can be found in sexuality and the creative urge.


Sam Solecki

				Toronto
			


Big Six v. Little Boy
Andrew Cockburn writes that, following the bombing of Hiroshima, Emperor Hirohito was allegedly petrified at the prospect that a further nuclear attack might be aimed at him (LRB, 16 November). This was perhaps justifiable, given that in May 1945 the target committee at Los Alamos discussed the possibility of bombing the Imperial Palace in Tokyo, noting that it had greater fame than any other potential target but the least strategic value.


Michael Shea

				London SW2
			


Bad Blood
  Writing about the infected blood scandal of the 1970s and 1980s, Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite describes globus pharyngeus as a 'permanent obstruction of the throat' (LRB, 16 November). The symptom can be persistent, recurrent and long-standing, but it is not permanent. What's more, it is a psychosomatic sensation of blockage  in the throat, rather than an actual obstruction.


Samrat Prasai

				Leeds
			


What Happened Next
Writing about Albert Camus's Travels in the Americas, Adam Shatz mentions Patricia Blake, the 20-year-old intern at Vogue with whom Camus had an affair (LRB, 19 October). Blake later became a specialist in Russian literary works written during the Soviet period, editing several collections in English translation. She also worked as a correspondent and editor at Time-Life covering Russian issues. She was married twice, first to the composer Nicolas Nabokov, and then to the author Ronnie Dugger, founder of the Texas Observer. She died in 2010.


Stephen Schlesinger

				New York
			


Double Fault
  Bee Wilson writes that Mike Todd, unlike Tom Cruise, knew what a tennis bracelet was, but he couldn't have (LRB, 16 November). The sort of jewellery it  refers to was around at the time he is said to have given one to Elizabeth Taylor for her 25th birthday, but the term wasn't coined until 1978. During a match at the US Open, Chris Evert asked for  play to be paused so that the court might be searched, explaining that 'I dropped my tennis bracelet.'


Ben Campbell

				Brighton
			







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v45/n23/letters
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His Own Dark Mind
Clare Bucknell


 Byron and the Poetics of Adversity 
by  Jerome McGann.
 Cambridge, 214 pp., PS19.99, December 2022, 978 1 009 23295 1
 Reading Byron: Poems - Life - Politics 
by  Bernard Beatty.
 Liverpool, 266 pp., PS90, January, 978 1 80085 462 8
 Byron's 'Don Juan': The Liberal Epic of the 19th Century 
by  Richard Cronin.
 Cambridge, 248 pp., PS85, June, 978 1 009 36623 6



Byron  knew just how good Don Juan was. Part way through the poem's ninth canto, drafted in Pisa in the summer of 1822, he takes a break from a digression on Pyrrhonian scepticism to assess how things are going:
'Tis time we should proceed with our good poem,
    For I maintain that it is really good,
Not only in the body, but the proem,
    However little both are understood
Just now, - but by and by the Truth will show 'em
    Herself in her sublimest attitude:
And till she doth, I fain must be content
To share her Beauty and her Banishment.

For a man who mocked the notion of writing for posterity, Byron had an accurate sense of how his work would fare. It was true that Don Juan was little understood 'just now'. His once loyal publisher, John Murray, had backed out after the first five cantos, and the leading periodicals of the time refused on principle to review any of its instalments. ('We knew not any severity of criticism which could reach the faults or purify the taste of Don Juan,' the Quarterly Review noted in a piece pointedly not about Don Juan.) Contemporary readers admired the force and intensity of Byron's narrative poems, Childe Harold's Pilgrimage and the 'eastern' tales that followed it, and the heavyweight classical tragedies he produced in the early 1820s. They tended either to disparage or ignore the work of which he was proudest, but he was right to predict that, 'by and by', things would change. When, from the mid-20th century, he began to be appreciated as a writer whose intelligence didn't need defending (T.S. Eliot's comments about his superficiality and 'callowness' had a long afterlife), his misbehaving epic was the reason. Don Juan, almost single-handedly, as Jerome McGann writes in Byron and the Poetics of Adversity, 'shaped the recovery of Byron the Poet'.
Don Juan is a difficult poem to see past. McGann's starting point is a belief, shared by Bernard Beatty in his essay collection Reading Byron, that the 'poetic character' of large swathes of Byron's work - the non-comic material, much of it produced before his turn to the ottava rima stanza in 1817 - has been 'obscured by Don Juan's celebrity', underestimated and misunderstood. Form is part of the problem. Don Juan's playfulness and extreme self-consciousness endear it to ambiguity-inclined, sophisticated modern readings; the Spenserian stanza of Childe Harold (Auden called it a 'disastrous choice') required of Byron a sometimes off-putting dignity. Other charges go beyond form. Taking Childe Harold seriously, Beatty argues, involves countering established opinions of its flashiness, its indulgence of its hero's 'rather silly' concerns, the thinness of the poetic intelligence underlying it. The early verse tales, The Giaour (1813), The Corsair (1814), Lara (1814) and others, have long been read as revealing in the worst way - reliant on 'facile techniques', uncommitted and unconvinced, marred in their judgments by a 'fatal distaste for self-criticism', as Philip Martin puts it. In J.M. Coetzee's Disgrace, the dodgy English professor David Lurie's seduction of his student is bound up with his admiration for Byron's poetry, Lara in particular.
It's easy to forget, in this context, that Byron was the same poet who could picture possible incest and a poisoning in The Bride of Abydos (1813) and St Peter's sweaty forehead in The Vision of Judgment (1822). There are some uniquely ill-judged moments in the early work, unmatched by anything in the later ('And therefore came I, in my bark of war,/To smite the smiter with the scimitar,' Conrad the pirate growls in The Corsair). But once you look for them, the continuities are everywhere. You can see them in Byron's way with a good story, at the heart of the early tales just as much as Don Juan; in the textual instability he liked to create, his way of distressing, like a pair of jeans, the smooth surfaces of his poems; the images he returns to again and again (mountain landscapes, rivers, oceans, fire, ice); his interest in speech and conversation and their rhythms; even the jokes he found funny in 1813 and still funny almost a decade later. (In one of the unsettlingly urbane prose notes to The Giaour there's a comment about the role of Munkar and Nakir, the two Islamic angels of judgment, as being 'no sinecure'; in The Vision of Judgment, St Peter remarks on Cerberus's tough job at the gates of the underworld: 'His is no sinecure.') The most important continuity, extending from the verse tales through to Don Juan, is the poetry's emphasis on thought: on mental states and the ways poetry can inhabit them, and the part thought plays in plot.
Auden took it for granted that Byron wasn't interested in representing complex states of mind, his own or other people's. John Wain felt he 'lacked the confidence to disclose, even to himself, the basic mechanisms of his mind'. But early readers of Childe Harold and the verse tales, Beatty argues, noticed the opposite: 'a depth in his thought', in Walter Scott's words, a combination of force or intensity with difficult thinking, and a fascination with the question of the intellect's relationship to the will. You don't expect it, because the tales are so swashbuckling, so ostensibly about deeds, but much of what happens in them is mental rather than physical, activated by verbs such as 'think', 'deem', 'reck', 'imagine', 'remember' and 'forget'. Actions may be straightforward, but the mental torture that produces them - and which they produce - isn't. 'The rest thou dost already know,' the hero of The Giaour tells the friar who shrives him at the end of the story, 'all my sins, and half my woe.' (Someone's sins you can know fully; good luck trying to understand their 'woe'.) The Byronic hero is many things, but one of the qualities he always possesses is thoughtfulness. Harold is 'the wandering outlaw of his own dark mind', we learn in Canto III, his history marked by 'the furrows of long thought'. In The Corsair, Conrad's control over his pirate troop isn't attributed to physical strength but to a subtler 'commanding art': a 'power of Thought' that guides and moulds. One way to know that we're not supposed to like the tyrannical potentates whom the Byronic heroes come up against (beside their sinister Oriental characterisation) is their unthinkingness. 'I search'd, but vainly search'd, to find/The workings of a wounded mind,' the Giaour says disparagingly after murdering Hassan. Seyd, the Turkish ruler in The Corsair, is all business, suspicious of the least ambiguity. 'The supper done - prepare thee to reply,/Clearly and full - I love not mystery.' (Years later, in Don Juan, the narrator tells us that the reason he hates tyrants is because they are 'Thought's foes'.)
Byron took from Milton the idea that the mind, being 'its own place and time', could be its own hell. Torment in the tales and other 'dark' poems may be both a physical space - a dungeon, a set of chains - and a mental environment, built out of the dominant images within which Byron's figures live. 'Below the surface of the bay/The dark vault lies wherein we lay;/We heard it ripple night and day,' the speaker of The Prisoner of Chillon (1816) recalls, lingering in a triplet rhyme that sits on the verse like a manacle. Harold knows that
    thought seeks refuge in lone caves, yet rife
With airy images, and shapes which dwell
Still unimpair'd, though old, in the soul's haunted cell.

'Airy images, and shapes' dance through the 'haunted cell' of the brain and shadow its perceptions. In Manfred (1817), Byron's protagonist is caught on a mountain in rising mists and warned to descend before he loses his way. He refuses, but Byron is interested less in the real dangers of the situation than in the way Manfred understands it: how peril is received by a mind trapped in a 'half-maddening' memory, a single, all-encompassing 'thought', 'within me and around me'. To Manfred, the mists appear 'like foam from the roused ocean of deep Hell,/Whose every wave breaks on a living shore,/Heap'd with the damn'd like pebbles'. The sight triggers a wild imaginative spiral, where two similes ('like foam'; 'like pebbles') are needed to convey its disproportion. In Don Juan, when the verse wanders in this way, wandering is something that happens to it, digression imposed from above by the poet's chatty, controlling voice. Here, it's a dramatised habit of mind, the verse's attempt to track the obsessive course of an idee fixe.
By concentrating on thought, Byron appeals to it. In his reading of the 'dark' poems, McGann emphasises their capacity to bewilder or stymie the reader's intellect, at once forcing attentiveness and making it hard to sustain. Rapid reading, as Susan Wolfson has pointed out, seems to be what the tales call for, with their 'famous energy', their 'forward press'. But a closer look reveals strategies designed to 'arrest attention', to prevent the reader falling too easily for the narrative's dominant sexiness. McGann calls these odd moments of resistance 'perversifications', because they show Byron at his most obdurate and unflippant: blocking the reader's path not to titillate her, or string things along, but to impose real confusion. At the micro-level, rhymes appear straightforward, and seem to say something straightforward, but then turn out to ring false, or hold a calibrated weirdness ('I had no thought,' the Prisoner of Chillon tells us, 'no feeling - none -/Among the stones I stood a stone'). In his storytelling, Byron likes both to withhold information and provide too much of it, sometimes contriving ambiguity for ambiguity's sake. In The Giaour, one character's 'swarthy visage spake distress' - 'but,' Byron adds, 'this might be from weariness.' Either or both? Perversity and haziness run through even admissions of difficulty. 'By those, that deepest feel, is ill exprest/The indistinctness of the suffering breast,' the narrator observes at the end of The Corsair. How can you 'ill' express 'indistinctness'?
The ottava rima narratives take up and make explicit what the verse tales, in their underground ways, already experiment with. What will become, in Don Juan, an easygoing, conversational habit of digression begins in The Giaour, a poem which is given to us broken up into confusingly asterisked fragments, like scraps of manuscript. The gaps unsettle narrative flow and the transfer of information. Early in the poem, the narrator encounters a band of Turks bearing a mysterious, bundled object. The band's leader instructs the narrator to row them out from the shore, into deep water:
'Rest from your task - so - bravely done,
Our course had been right swiftly run,
Yet 'tis the longest voyage, I trow,
That one of' - *        *        *        *
*        *        *        *        *        *        *        *
    Sullen it plunged, and slowly sank,
The calm wave rippled to the bank

Plot - here, the ritual drowning of Leila, Hassan's bride and the Giaour's lover, for her infidelity - happens incidentally, secretively, in the places where the text breaks down. Information is provided obliquely ('Sullen it plunged' is typical of the indeterminacy Byron maintains around subjects and objects), or elided altogether. What matters - the question Don Juan relativises almost to death - is first raised here, in the form of a challenge. How do you know what 'meaning' really is, let alone where to look for it? Why shouldn't a gap or a blank signify?
Interruption is everywhere in Byron. 'He often seems to think that this is what poetry is,' Beatty observes. Fragmentation, the sudden interposition of a new voice or a new form, supplies 'an ever shifting repertoire of strategies for changing the subject', as Jane Stabler has argued. Byron's attraction to disruption began early. Hours of Idleness (1807), the collection he published when he was nineteen, contains a distracting mixture of styles and subjects, fragments inhabiting one voice and then another. In Cantos I and II of Childe Harold (1812), short lyrics, sung by Harold and others, interpose to break up the narrative, including the startling war song of the Albanian Souliotes, a piece of belligerence 'half sang, half scream'd', like a punch thrown at the poem's genteel reflections. The verse tales slip in and out of the forms and rhythms they're supposed to inhabit: hexameters disturb the measure of The Giaour; triplets, quatrains and sonnets muddle in with the heroic couplet of The Corsair. (Medora, Conrad's faithful wife, is given her own song in elegiac quatrains, which is then swallowed up and forgotten when her husband leaves her once more to go buccaneering.)
The most virtuoso mixture is Manfred, in which a multitude of Spirits, Destinies and disembodied Voices clamour for the magician's attention in individualised verse forms. Supernatural power, the ability to shapeshift, alter fates, change the weather, comes to be associated with the inventiveness of song, with rapidly metamorphosing rhymes ('perish', 'cherish', 'vanquish', 'anguish') and dancing, careless rhythms: 'This wreck of a realm - this deed of my doing -/For ages I've done, and shall still be renewing!'
In his long narratives, Byron's medleys are places where he can overlay different kinds of experience. Transitions in poetry are liable to feel disruptive, but they're also a way in which it makes connections. The later cantos of Childe Harold, Beatty argues, are built on the 'transferability of two types of history': they interweave the story of Europe with the story of self, holding narrative and lyric forms of experience in parallel. In the years after the breakdown of his marriage in 1816 and his departure from England, Byron looked for sympathies between his own, disastrous history and larger patterns; he sought to map himself onto external things, just as, during his earlier travels in Greece and Albania, he had located and stood on the spots where great historical events had taken place. In Canto III, lyric interludes - such as the love song to Augusta, his half-sister, that he smuggles into a description of the Rhine - bring desperate hopes into contact with grander histories of misfortune. An elegy for a lost friend blurs into an elegy for a fallen nation; a bad marriage becomes a battlefield. When, at the beginning of the canto, 'self-exiled Harold wanders forth again,' the young hero finds himself, not coincidentally, 'upon this place of skulls,/The grave of France, the deadly Waterloo'. Why not glimpse personal calamity in a generation's burial place? ('He hangs the cloud, the film of his existence over all outward things,' Hazlitt wrote disapprovingly of Byron in The Spirit of the Age.)
In  Byron's 'Don Juan': The Liberal Epic of the 19th Century, Richard Cronin sees the same parallels and collisions in Byron's last poem. 'There is a public world in Don Juan, a world of facts, a world of pumps and barbettes and periwigs, and a private world of feeling,' he argues. 'One is forever being interrupted by the other.' The poem's transitions, its switches from the narrative third person to the lyric 'I' and back again, are the points at which the two worlds meet, where a list of vanished public names ('Where's Brummell? Dished. Where's Long Pole Wellesley? Diddled./Where's Whitbread? Romilly? Where's George the Third?') can shift into a remembrance of names significant to the poet: 'Where are the Lady Carolines and Franceses?' Since incongruence is a fact of life (as well as of the poem), the seams between public and private kinds of experience are left visible. At the beginning of Canto V, a passing mention of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu prompts a disjunctive switch of manner:
I have a passion for the name of 'Mary,'
    For once it was a magic sound to me;
...
All feelings changed, but this was last to vary,
    A spell from which even yet I am not quite free:
But I grow sad - and let a tale grow cold,
Which must not be pathetically told.

Memory - of Byron's 'desperate love', as a Harrow schoolboy, for his unattainable 17-year-old friend Mary Chaworth - is here figured as a trap the poem has to avoid. Sentiments that linger, or are slow to 'vary', don't accord with Don Juan's mercurial nature, still less with the breezy, uncommitted style of the 'Byron' who narrates it, and are dangerous to relive. 'A spell from which even yet I am not quite free': the extra syllable ('quite') makes the metre drag its heels, sit uncomfortably with its feelings for longer than it wants to. In the next stanza, as if with a sigh of relief, a piece of factful description supervenes ('The wind swept down the Euxine, and the wave/Broke foaming o'er the blue Symplegades'), and geography allows Byron to indulge in one of his favourite spoiling rhymes, 'pukes in/Euxine'. We are back on safe ground.
But we would be within our rights to ask: what kind of writer does this? What does it say about Byron that his most characteristic move is to interrupt himself? Contemporary reviewers, Cronin notes, found his 'quick transitions' both alien and morally suspect. Francis Jeffrey wondered how it was possible for a poet to have 'all fine and noble feelings, or their appearance, for a moment', then to cast them off with 'no particle of respect'. In Don Juan, Byron puts it down partly to boredom, partly to a sense of the world's general multifariousness, and partly to 'mobility' - a quality of flickering, agile responsiveness to the moment, possessed by his favourite heroine, the icily English Lady Adeline, and, tacitly, by his own narration. 'The dishes/Of this our banquet we must sometimes change,' he announces at the close of Canto VI, leaving Juan in trouble with the Sultana of Constantinople: 'As such digressions are fair,/The Muse will take a little touch at warfare.' Changeability this disarming can be thought of as 'false - though true', as Canto XVI has it: after all, 'surely they're sincerest/Who are strongly acted on by what is nearest.'
Another word for it, which Jeffrey doesn't quite name, is hypocrisy. In Canto III, at a lavish feast on their paradisal island, Juan and Haidee are entertained by a tame court poet, a bard who many years ago was 'independent in his lays' but now sings for his supper. 'He was a man who had seen many changes,/And always changed as true as any needle;/His polar star being one which rather ranges,/And not the fix'd.' The face we're bound to recognise in this portrait is that of Byron's great literary enemy, Robert Southey, the former Jacobin radical, now the Tories' Poet Laureate, a man to whom Byron once declared: 'With you I have nought in common, nor would have -/Nor fame, nor feelings, nor the very Earth.' Behind Southey's, though, as Cronin and McGann both point out, we might make out another face. When the turncoat bard performs a heartfelt elegy for Greece's lost liberty, we recognise it as being just the kind of thing Byron himself might produce: a lyric interlude, or interruption, typical of a disjunctive poetic style we read as mobile or agile but could also see as uncommitted or opportunistic. What makes the satire in the passage confusing is how self-directed it is allowed to become. Cronin calls it 'a caricature always on the point of morphing into a selfie'.
Byron wasn't interested in positioning himself above the human faults or weaknesses he diagnosed. (In most cases, in all conscience, he couldn't.) Instead, his poems tend to adopt what McGann calls an 'inner standing point': a way of writing from inside his own acknowledged limitations and susceptibilities, rather than claiming a greater than ordinary share of moral clarity or comprehensiveness. In English Bards and Scotch Reviewers (1809), his early attack on the literary scene in the tradition of Pope's Dunciad, his swipes seem as much self-reflexive as targeted at others. 'Shall Peers or Princes tread pollution's path,/And 'scape alike the Law's and Muse's wrath?' he asks at one point, with a barely concealed wink (since Cambridge, he had been engaged in heroic levels of dissipation). Elsewhere, he admits to being 'least thinking of a thoughtless throng,/Just skilled to know the right and chuse the wrong', and instructs his reader to 'Prepare for rhyme - I'll publish, right or wrong.' In Hints from Horace, another early satire, he demands: 'Shall I, thus qualified to sit/For rotten boroughs, never show my wit?', where absurdity is shown to underpin both assumptions of authority. The heroes of the verse tales, uncertain of themselves and their motives, share this compromised ground. ''Twere vain to paint to what his feelings grew -/It even were doubtful if their victim knew,' the narrator of The Corsair says of Conrad. Harold, in Canto III, considers himself 'secure in guarded coldness', his spirit 'firmly fix'd/And sheath'd with an invulnerable mind'; really, the narrator tells us, he is 'within the vortex', part of the world's 'giddy circle', open to all comers.
It's possible  to think of all Byron's works, from English Bards onwards, as a series of reflections on moral authority: on self-judgment and the judgment of others; on the self-positioning that judging involves and who might be entitled to it. 'How then shall we judge each other,/Who are all earth?' the Doge of Venice asks in The Two Foscari (1821), summing up the central problem. Many of Byron's poems and dramas have acts of judgment behind them or at their heart: not only the early satires, but also Manfred (whose hero is trapped in an agony of self-judgment and longs for the finality of judgment from above); Parisina (1816), one of the later verse tales, in which Azo, the duke of Ferrara, has his illegitimate son executed for sleeping with his wife; the classical drama Marino Faliero (1821), set in medieval Venice, which closes with a grand court scene sentencing the 'traitor' Faliero to be decapitated; and, in a lighter mode, The Vision of Judgment, a kind of supernatural courtroom drama in which Satan argues persuasively before the Archangel Michael and his heavenly host that the deceased George III belongs in hell.
'Deem' and 'seem' form one of Byron's favourite rhyming pairs. Deeming (judging, reckoning) is intimately connected to seeming because the claims to authority on which it grounds itself are questionable, illusionary, reliant on obfuscation or mystery. One important difference between Byron and Pope, the poet he most admired, is the degree of confidence each places in poetry's ability to order the world. Mock-epic, a genre that gets its laughs from yoking high and low together, or making them switch places, 'is right for Dryden and Pope', Cronin argues, 'because it is the mode that best registers confusions that they do not share'. It doesn't work for Byron, who frequently advertises his confusions and distrusts those who claim a vantage point above them. Judging, as he presents it, is typically partial and autocratic, conducted by vengeful, inscrutable means: the 'midnight carryings off and drownings', 'mysterious meetings,/And unknown dooms' that Marina, wife of the condemned Jacopo in The Two Foscari, laments; or, in English Bards, in a less desperate scenario, the merciless 'sentences' handed down by the 'tyrant' critics of the Edinburgh Review, a cabal of 'Self-constituted Judge[s] of Poesy' only too eager to 'decree the rack'.
Men who take the business of judging out of God's hands are invariably the kind of men you don't want in charge. Lord Henry Amundeville, Adeline's 'cold, good, honourable' husband in Don Juan, is a magistrate as well as an MP, required now and then to pass judgment on local miscreants. In Canto XV, on a typical afternoon, two sets of offenders are paraded before him: a couple of poachers destined for jail, and a poor unmarried girl, evidently pregnant. The narrator explains:
Now Justices of Peace must judge all pieces
    Of mischief of all kinds, and keep the game
And morals of the country from caprices
    Of those who have not a licence for the same;
...
Preserving partridges and pretty wenches
Are puzzles to the most precautious benches.

Byron's language here betrays the shaky moral ground on which Lord Henry judges. The stanza is full of verbal slippages: there is the punning transition from 'peace' to 'pieces' (where 'pieces' itself, emphasised by the line break, is a sexual double entendre); the zeugma that yokes together 'game/And morals', as if they were commensurate; the double meaning of 'licence', referring both to hunting and marriage laws; and the second zeugma, 'Preserving partridges and pretty wenches', which doubles down unpleasantly on the first. Lord Henry, Byron suggests, works within a network of confusions and elisions, handing down judgments, like puns, that falsify distinctions: he judges by forcing together things that ought to be considered separately, in their complexity and particularity.
Southey, the author of the original Vision of Judgment (1821), a dutiful celebration of the old king's ascension to heaven, is the Lord Henry figure in Byron's satirical Vision. 'The way in which that poor insane creature, the Laureate, deals about his judgments in the next world, is like his own judgment in this,' Byron observes with a shake of the head in his preface. 'If it was not completely ludicrous, it would be something worse.' His satire makes a point of either avoiding judgment altogether, or, where it judges, judging candidly, emphasising rather than trying to hide the 'inner standing point' it occupies. Its theological pronouncements, unlike Southey's, are full of doubt, of both institution and self. On the thorny question of damnation, it stages a kind of suspended, jokey collapse: 'God help us all! God help me too! I am,/God knows, as helpless as the devil can wish,/And not a whit more difficult to damn/Than is to bring to land a late-hook'd fish.' Language, the medium in which judgment makes its determinations, is shown up as both arbitrary (via absurd rhymes, 'pinions', 'dominions', 'opinions'; 'bladder', 'sadder') and only dubiously logical, its structures folding under pressure. 'Upon the verge of space,' Byron writes, 'about the size/Of half-a-crown, a little speck appear'd,'
Like an aerial ship it tack'd, and steer'd
Or was steer'd (I am doubtful of the grammar
Of the last phrase, which makes the stanza stammer; -
But take your choice;)

Cant, the thing Byron hated almost as much as he hated Southey, meant to him a bad-faith way of speaking: a habit of relaying society's lying languages and, in the process, reinforcing its fictions. Its antidote in his poetry is a certain perverse candour, or 'perversification', which he compels even ottava rima, the most glib of poetic forms, somehow to accommodate. 'I am doubtful of the grammar/Of the last phrase, which makes the stanza stammer.' His verse is hopelessly attracted to the unassimilable: it wants the things that are likely to give it most trouble, whether abstract or concrete, drawing in like a magnet those 'random particulars of the world', in Stabler's phrase, native to newspapers or history books or dictionaries or scientific treatises, which his Romantic contemporaries were careful to write around. In the third volume of Modern Painters (1856), Ruskin drew on lines from The Prisoner of Chillon to illustrate this way with 'particulars'. Byron's verse, he wrote, proceeded by 'the addition of details'. 'Instead of being characterised by regard only of the invariable, we find its whole power to consist in the clear expression of what is singular and particular!'
To this sort of poetry, it matters - or, more accurately, it matters as much as anything can be said to - that there are multiple condiments you might use to spice up your Lenten fish, per Beppo ('Ketchup, Soy, Chili-vinegar and Harvey'). It matters that if you are going to write about a military siege, as in Don Juan's eighth canto, or a shipwreck, as in its second, that you get the specialised vocabulary right. ('I told both you and Mr Hobhouse years ago - that [there] was not a single circumstance of it - not taken from fact,' Byron wrote to Murray in 1821 of the wreck passage.) Small facts matter - a note to a line in The Bride of Abydos informs us that coffee is taken at Turkish bathhouses 'before the sherbet' but 'after dressing' - and very large, impossibly complex speculations matter, as when Byron pauses in The Vision of Judgment to wonder how much further heaven and hell are from one another compared with the earth and the sun ('ten million times'), and, relatedly, how fast the average sunbeam travels. Not all facts need signify morally or politically; some remain merely factive, free-floating, little obstinate bits of quiddity. The accidental can feel like a kind of inspiration. In this respect, Byron's famous letters are continuations of what his poetry, early and late, already does. Here he is signing off a letter to his friend John Cam Hobhouse from Venice in 1819:
What shall I do! I am in love - and tired of promiscuous concubinage - & have now an opportunity of settling for life. -
[ever yours]
P.S. - We have had a fortnight ago the devil's own row with an Elephant who broke loose - ate up a fruitshop - killed his keeper - broke into a Church ... I saw him the day he broke open his own house - he was standing in the Riva & his keepers trying to persuade him with peck-loaves to go on board a sort of Ark they had got. - I went close to him that afternoon in my Gondola - & he amused himself with flinging great beams that flew about over the water in all directions.
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'You made me do it'
Jacqueline Rose on violence and its origins



In response 
 to the destruction of Gaza, it seems to be becoming almost impossible to lament more than one people at a time. When I signed Artists for Palestine's statement last month, I looked for mention of the atrocities committed by Hamas against Israeli Jews on 7 October, and then decided to settle for the unambiguous condemnation of 'every act of violence against civilians and every infringement of international law whoever perpetrates them'. At Independent Jewish Voices, the network of UK dissident Jews, of which I was one of the founding signatories in 2007, we opened our statement on the disaster being inflicted on Gaza by specifically mentioning the assault by Hamas. But why, I find myself asking, does it seem to be so hard for those who deplore the Israeli invasion of Gaza to mention Hamas by name or show any sympathy for the anguish of its victims? Why should grief for the death of Israeli Jews be seen to undermine the argument that the longstanding and increasingly wretched oppression of the Palestinian people is the key factor behind what unfolded, so brutally and inexcusably, on that day? And why is any attempt to understand the history of Hamas as part of an insurgency and resistance movement against occupation so easily characterised as dispensing with moral judgment? When Antonio Guterres, the UN secretary-general, suggested that the events of 7 October needed to be placed against their historical and political backdrop, he was immediately accused of fuelling antisemitism across the world. A mere whiff of understanding, and he was condemned.
There have been other exceptions (at PalFest in London last month, Ahdaf Soueif opened with a one-minute silence for 'everyone, especially all the children who get killed in these moments of conflict' and also referred to 7 October), but this is, I think, part of a pattern. For some time, certain ways of thought have been blocking our ability to think generatively about the situation in the Middle East. They all turn on the use of invidious comparisons to make a political case. The first is the comparison between levels of violence. According to this way of thinking, the violence perpetrated against Israeli Jews on 7 October and Israel's mass bombardment of Gaza have to be weighed on the scale against each other. On the one hand, if Israel's acts can be classified as genocide, whether by intention or in effect, then, it is argued, the violence committed by Hamas on Israeli Jews, however ghastly, pales in significance. On the other hand, if Hamas is intent on the destruction of Israel then the bombing of Gaza, in the eyes of the Israeli state, becomes a legitimate form of self-defence. In fact, Israel's 'right to self-defence' has become a mantra for those wishing to justify the devastation of Gaza, which, by means of incarceration and siege, has long been proceeding apace (whether an occupier has any such unqualified right in relation to an occupied people is also a moot legal point). Among other bizarre outcomes, this self-defeating logic has led to endless quarrels about the numbers of the wounded and the dead, including attempts by Israel (and Joe Biden) to discredit the figures produced by the Gaza Health Ministry, which in the past have been deemed reliable by the UN. The Arab enemy cannot be trusted; they are all liars (a racist trope that regularly raises its head in discussions about the Middle East). Needless to say, there has been no such questioning of the casualty figures produced by Israel. In this form of calculation, numbers acquire a sacred authority, conferring the right to determine who can justly wield power over life and death, even though, as Naomi Klein has written, the suffering of a single wounded child on either side should, surely, be enough to make the case against the violence we are witnessing in and of itself.
Who suffers most? At moments over these past weeks, the struggle for a monopoly on suffering has usurped everything else. As many commentators have pointed out, more Jews were killed in a single day on 7 October than on any day since the Holocaust. But making this link risks turning the events of 7 October into a form of repetition. By association, every assault on the Jews becomes a holocaust, and the Jews revert to their condition as a stateless people. This is not entirely without reason: 7 October destroyed the myth that the Jews would only be safe inside the walls of a Jewish state. Nonetheless, we might ask, what is gained for the Jews - many of them citizens of a powerful military nation - in seeing themselves as the eternal victims of history? This is a point that has been repeatedly made, not just by Israel's critics, or by those who refuse to take the measure of its dark pre-history, but, for decades past, by Israelis themselves. For the Israeli writer Shulamith Hareven in her 1986 article 'Identity: Victim', it was disastrous. All the creative moments of Jewish history, including its commitment to human righteousness and justice, were wiped out of Jewish collective memory in favour of a belligerence that allowed the Jews to dispossess the Palestinian people by claiming: 'I am a victim, and they are not.' 'If my only identity is that of the victim,' she writes, 'I may (or so it seems) commit any atrocity.' Instead, I suggest, if we loosen our grip on suffering, discard any claim to own it, then perhaps we can ask a different question: how much pain can anyone hold in their mind at once? Must my pain always be greater than yours for it to count?
A partial answer to my question might be found in an unlikely place. My final invidious comparison, which follows from the first two, turns not on the quantity of violence, but its origins in the nursery or playground, in the schoolboy claim that the other side - always and unfailingly - started it (which effectively turns all wars into wars of revenge and/or self-defence). Something truly disturbing is at work here, something that was central to the work of Leslie Sohn, chief psychiatrist at Broadmoor high-security psychiatric hospital throughout the second half of the 20th century. The key to all antisocial behaviour, he suggested to me in conversation, was perfectly illustrated by a little boy he once saw on the top deck of a bus who hit his baby brother on the head, and when told to stop by his mother, retorted - with no regard for truth - that his baby brother had started it. From playground to killing fields, violence always originates from somebody or somewhere else. 'When peace comes, we will perhaps in time be able to forgive the Arabs for killing our sons,' Golda Meir said, 'but it will be harder for us to forgive them for having forced us to kill their sons.' 'Peace will come,' she went on, 'when the Arabs love their children more than they hate us.' The casual racism - love and hatred distributed so callously between the two peoples - is one thing; but it is the shedding of all responsibility for Israeli state violence by lodging it inside the hearts and minds of the enemy ('You made me do it') that I find most chilling.
How, then, to make a reckoning between the people whose most traumatic moment is the industrial genocide of the Jews in Nazi Germany, and those for whom the ethnic cleansing of the Palestinians in 1948 in order to create the state of Israel is where the injustice begins? It is, of course, a false choice. 'There is,' Edward Said wrote, 'suffering and injustice enough for everyone.' He went on: 'We cannot coexist as two communities of detached and uncommunicatingly separate suffering.' He was calling for mutual recognition after Oslo, whose failure he predicted. A new form of nationalism, 'contrapuntal' to use Said's musical term, would avoid the trappings of flag-waving ethnic national identity by making room for the diverse peoples of the land. Speaking about his 2009 film about the Nakba, The Time that Remains, Elia Suleiman said his most fervent political wish was to see Palestinian self-determination and the raising of the Palestinian flag. But, as soon as he achieved that objective, with the freedom and dignity it would bring, his overriding desire would be to take the flag down.
The issues I have raised here bring us up against the psychic dimension of politics, the place in the mind where disavowal, the splitting of good and evil, the projection of unconscious guilt deep inside the enemy, first nurture themselves and then bear their bitter fruit. To put it another way, in order to exit this nightmare, we need, alongside the struggle for justice and as part of it, to bring psychoanalytic understanding to the negotiating table. One thing seems clear. None of this will just disappear if we ignore it. You cannot dream the unconscious away. In fact, there is a link between the birth of this conflict and the lifework of Sigmund Freud, where psychoanalysis begins. It is surely no coincidence that at the moment when nationalism and empire entrenched themselves across the world's surface, enforcing and permitting forms of expansive, narcissistic confidence that would eventually destroy beyond repair the capacity of earth to survive, psychoanalysis, as a form of counter-speech, was laying bare the radical uncertainty and insecurity that, deep down, characterise every human subject's relationship to themselves. In order to halt what feels like the unstoppable cruelty in which this conflict is caught, we need to resolve the ongoing injustice against the Palestinian people, while also attending to this inner psychic dimension. A new dispensation will involve loosening the knots of the mind in order to create a world in which everyone is granted a due portion.
Finally, many of us are relieved that the London Armistice Day demonstration calling for a ceasefire in Gaza passed off without incident, despite the worst efforts of the now sacked home secretary, Suella Braverman (the only trouble came from the right). As I walked with the Jewish bloc, banners called for the release of the hostages and the cry 'We are all Palestinians' resonated. Perhaps one of the best places to look for an alternative to the deadly binaries I have charted here is on the streets.
17 November
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Hizbullah's War
Zain Samir reports from southern Lebanon



On a warm afternoon  in October, the streets of the southern Lebanese town of Aalma El Chaeb were deserted. The petrol station, the grocer, the bakeries and the church had all been shut down. In the middle of town, three grey herons sifted through weeks-old bags of rubbish, oblivious to the monotonous whine of an Israeli drone flying somewhere overhead. On a ridge opposite, outside the kibbutz of Hanita, stood a fortified Israeli military post, furnished with communication towers and concrete turrets, and home to an IDF unit of tanks and armoured vehicles. A few days before, a unit of Hizbullah fighters, armed with Russian-made Kornet anti-tank guided missiles, had hidden in the undergrowth to observe the Hanita post. 'Ya Fatimat al-Zahra,' one of the Hizbullah fighters shouted, as he fired a missile. It left a faint trail of smoke before hitting and destroying a Merkava tank. Another missile followed, and a second tank went up in flames. In a statement released by Hizbullah to accompany the video of the attack, the organisation claimed that 'several enemy soldiers were killed and injured.'
In the following days, there were more attacks on Hanita, using small arms, anti-tank missiles and rockets. Two Palestinian fighters were killed when they tried to cut through the perimeter fence and infiltrate the base. Israel retaliated by shelling the outskirts of Aalma El Chaeb, starting a fire in the fields and olive groves that reached the edge of the town. Hizbullah had started attacking Israeli military positions on 8 October, the day after Hamas militants crossed the Israeli border, killing 1200 people and taking 250 hostage. It declared that the Mujahideen of the Islamic Resistance - as Hizbullah refers to itself - was conducting military operations 'in support of our steadfast Palestinian people in the Gaza Strip as well as their valiant and honourable resistance'. Hizbullah fields a larger and more experienced fighting force than Hamas, and Israel has every reason to be wary of it.
The attacks and counterattacks were initially limited in scope. But as the war in Gaza intensified, Hizbullah started raising the tempo, expanding the range of targets to include barracks and other military positions, but still limiting its action to areas along the frontier - to the displeasure of some in the region. Israel stepped up its retaliation too, sending in its air force and armed drones to kill scores of Hizbullah fighters along with a few civilians, leading Hizbullah to use heavy calibre rockets and deploy kamikaze drones for the first time. After nearly two decades of relative calm along the Lebanese-Israeli border, the Israeli defence minister is threatening to do to Beirut what he is doing to Gaza. Hassan Nasrallah, Hizbullah's leader, has warned Israel that if it attacks Beirut again Hizbullah will start bombing Tel Aviv and beyond. It's clear that a new war wouldn't be limited to Lebanon, but could well involve the whole region, if the Iran-aligned 'axis of resistance' - Hizbullah, Hamas, the Syrian Arab Republic and other groups - invokes the doctrine of the 'unity of the battlefields'. Yemen's Houthis and pro-Iran factions in Iraq are already attacking US and Israeli bases.
The Israel-Lebanon frontier is called the Blue Line. Despite being one of the most heavily fortified inter-state boundaries in the world, it is not a border under international law but a demarcated 'line of withdrawal', established by UNIFIL - the UN Interim Force in Lebanon - to confirm the withdrawal of Israeli forces from southern Lebanon in 2000. ('Without prejudice to future border agreements between the UN member states concerned,' as UNIFIL put it.) It stretches for nearly 120 kilometres, from the shores of the Mediterranean in the west, through the hills of Jabal Amil and then north-east to meet the Syrian border above the occupied Golan Heights, next to what is called the Galilee Finger of Israeli territory. Israel has constructed a high-tech security barrier along the Blue Line, connecting bases like the one at Hanita to others along the frontier. It stands at a height of nine metres, and consists of concrete slabs topped with a steel fence. Sprouting from the walls at regular intervals are slanted metal structures carrying surveillance and thermal cameras, along with other sensors and listening equipment, allowing Israel to keep the Lebanese side under constant watch.
I drove the length of the line in both directions. The wall snakes up and around the hills, sometimes hidden behind trees or ridges, at other times hugging the road, towering over anyone driving along. On the Lebanese side, artists have painted murals: one in a Banksy style shows a man firing a pistol through a window with the golden dome of al-Aqsa Mosque beyond; there are also stencilled portraits of martyrs, among them the Iranian commander Qasem Soleimani, killed by a US drone four years ago. Along the way, I saw fighters in military jeeps or off-road motorbikes. As I approached Aalma El Chaeb, columns of white smoke rose from another Israeli strike, and later, in Dhayra, I could hear the woosh-woosh of an outgoing salvo of rockets. At night, my small hotel in Naqoura shook when an Israeli airstrike targeted a nearby position.
The inhabitants of Aalma El Chaeb and other frontier towns weren't prepared to wait to see which way the war would turn - whether it would be short-lived or expand across the region. On 9 October, the day after Hizbullah fired its first rocket, almost everyone left town - the sixth time they had done so since 1978. But a handful of people were still around, including two nuns I met in a side street. They had decided to set off that afternoon in their old Toyota, but the priest they were with was inclined to stay. During the 2006 war, he told me, Israeli strikes had destroyed 130 houses - people didn't want to go through that again. 'We don't know what's going to happen,' he said. 'No one came and told us what to do. We don't know if we should stay or leave, parents don't know what to do with the children. It's like the last war, and we are caught in the middle. They - Hizbullah, the Lebanese government, the army - haven't built a single shelter here.' In another town, further along the road, the only remaining residents were an old woman and her husband. She sat on a plastic chair in the concrete porch of her house and said that she couldn't walk anymore. 'I drag myself around on this chair if I want to move.' Beside her was a small stove, which she used to bake flatbread. 'Where do we go?' she asked. 'Our children can hardly feed their families; we will stay here and die if Allah wills it.'
The hills of southern Lebanon have seen more wars between Israel and Arabs than anywhere else in the Middle East, with the exception of Gaza. Even before Israel's first invasion, in 1978, its targeting of the PLO - which had made Lebanon its permanent base after its expulsion from Jordan - led to a high number of casualties among the local Shia population. The second invasion, in 1982, was followed by eighteen years of Israeli occupation, carried out with the help of the Southern Lebanese Army, a largely Maronite Christian militia. Israel withdrew its troops in 2000, after a long insurgency by Hizbullah, but only after conducting two brutal bombing campaigns, in 1993 and 1996. Then came the 2006 war, which is estimated to have displaced a million Lebanese.
The Jabal Amil hills have been dominated by Shia Lebanese for centuries. Many settled there after being driven out of the coastal cities by the Mamluks in the 13th and 14th centuries after the collapse of the Crusader kingdoms. The region's rugged terrain and infertile soil ensured that it remained a forgotten part of the Damascus and Beirut provinces of the Ottoman Empire. And yet Jabal Amil was at one point a leading centre of Shia learning, rivalling Najaf and Karbala in modern-day Iraq. Its influence reached its height in the 16th century, when the Safavids invited Arab scholars, especially those of Jabal Amil, to help convert Iran to Shiism, which only increased the suspicions of the region's Ottoman rulers.
A collective Shia identity was strengthened after the end of the First World War, when French colonial administrators introduced separate religious courts. When Lebanon gained independence in 1943, its sectarian political system was enshrined in the National Pact, signed by Shia, Sunni and Maronite leaders. Officially, Lebanon became a multiconfessional state. But in practice it was controlled by a Maronite-Sunni elite, with the Shia marginalised and dominated thanks to a tradition of clientelism and patronage that put power in the hands of a few regional bosses. The harsh living conditions in Jabal Amil forced many of its inhabitants to migrate to West Africa, the US and the wealthy Arab principalities of the Gulf. But most poor migrants settled in shanty towns in Beirut's southern and eastern suburbs. Displacement, economic hardship and political marginalisation weakened traditionalist leaders and the established clergy. Poor, urban young Shia - living in what became known as the 'belt of misery' around Beirut - channelled their militancy through leftist activism, rebelling against the oppressive and corrupt Lebanese state. Then a charismatic Iranian cleric of Lebanese origin, Musa al-Sadr, arrived in the southern city of Tyre after a stint in Najaf. He started mobilising the community and galvanising their sense of displacement, and in 1974 set up Lebanon's first political Shia organisation, Harakat al-Mahrumin (the Movement of the Dispossessed).
For the majority of their history, Shia clergy took a quietist, apolitical approach, condemning any interference in state matters before the coming of the Twelfth Imam at the end of times. But as the 20th century went on, revivalist Islamic political movements grew in influence, partly as a reaction to the spread of secular, pan-Arab, nationalist and communist parties, and to the failure of those parties to respond to the challenges posed by the West and the conflict with Israel. The Islamic Dawa party, which had its roots in the Shia seminaries of Najaf, faced off against Iraq's Ba'athists in the early 1970s and recruited widely, just as Ayatollah Khomeini was formulating his theories of Islamic governance. Another Iranian revolutionary, Mostafa Chamran, made his way to Lebanon to join forces with al-Sadr, helping to develop the movement's military wing, Amal, which fought to defend Shia interests during the Lebanese Civil War, which broke out in 1975.
By the time Israel launched its second invasion of Lebanon in 1982, Khomeini had consolidated his hold on power in Iran, and his forces were able to take an active role in exporting the revolution. Around 1500 Revolutionary Guards were flown to Damascus and proceeded overland to the Beqaa Valley, then under Syrian control. They took over a Lebanese army military base and began training Shia militants to resist the Israeli occupation. In August that year, Khomeini summoned a group of Lebanese clerics and urged them to return home to join the mobilisation effort. Later, he even suggested a name for the movement that was taking shape: Hizbullah, or the Party of God.
At first, Hizbullah was an umbrella for different Shia factions. Some of its members had left Amal after 1978, when al-Sadr disappeared during a trip to Libya, presumably killed on Gaddafi's orders. The new leader, a lawyer called Nabih Berri, had begun steering the organisation towards a more secular position that radical militants found unacceptable. Others had fought with Palestinian factions, or were new recruits inspired by the example of Khomeini himself. Hizbullah 'had two progenitors', David Hirst wrote in his seminal book on Lebanon, Beware of Small States (2010). 'If Iran was one - with Syria, so to speak, as midwife - Israel was unquestionably the other. Iran furnished the model and the means, Syria the facilities, Israel - with its invasion - the provocation, the anger, the turmoil, or, as Israel's like-minded American friends, the neoconservatives, might have put it, the "constructive chaos" out of which new orders grow.'
'Had the enemy not taken this step,' Hassan Nasrallah said many years later, 'I don't know whether something called Hizbullah would have been born.' It didn't officially announce its existence until 1985, when it published an 'Open Letter to the Oppressed in Lebanon and the World'. It adopted Khomeini's doctrine of Wilayat al-Faqih, in which the Supreme Leader is considered to be the representative of the hidden Twelfth Imam. It called for the unity of the Islamic ummah, an Islamic government in Lebanon, and jihad against Israel and its allies in the West.
Many believe that Hizbullah was behind a string of suicide attacks in Beirut in 1983, culminating in the simultaneous bombing of the US Marine Corps barracks and a contingent of French paratroopers, which killed 241 American and 58 French military personnel. The targets were members of the Multinational Force in Lebanon, which had been deployed to ensure the PLO left Lebanon under the terms of a US-brokered agreement. A little-known organisation called Islamic Jihad (not the later Palestinian organisation of the same name) claimed responsibility for the attacks. Hizbullah has consistently denied any connection to the group.
By the 1990s, after a tussle for primacy with Amal that resulted in fighting in a number of towns, Hizbullah had established itself as the de facto representative of the Shia in southern Lebanon. In 1991, when the Syrians, by then hegemonic in the region, tried to restore order in the country, which was in chaos after the civil war, Hizbullah was the only organisation allowed to keep its weapons, so that it might continue its resistance against the Israelis. It was granted full control of the theatre of operations in the south. Attacks on Israel's occupation forces and their allies increased year by year. Hizbullah fighters laid sophisticated ambushes and planted IEDs in the shape of rocks by roadsides. Twice Israel launched massive retaliatory operations, in 1993 and 1996, pounding the hills of the south with artillery shells and dropping bombs on towns. They also committed massacres, the most notorious being the bombing of a UNIFIL base in Qana where 800 civilians had taken shelter - 106 of them were killed. During these campaigns, the US gave Israel its full support, asserting Israel's right to respond to Hizbullah's attacks. Eventually, on both occasions, the unsustainable casualties, coupled with internal pressure, forced Israel to withdraw, leaving the majority of its local collaborators behind.
On 25 May 2000, tens of thousands of Lebanese - Christians, Druze and Sunnis as well as Shia - poured into the south in a day of celebration, many returning to their villages for the first time since the occupation began. Israel had never before abandoned occupied land in response to military pressure from an Arab force. Hizbullah's fighting strength at the time didn't exceed 1500 men, around 500 of whom were full-time professionals: it was an unprecedented victory. Hizbullah rejected international calls for it to disarm, insisting that it would continue its resistance 'as long as Israel threatens Lebanon every day with air strikes, attacks and punishment', and as long as there were still Lebanese prisoners in Israeli jails. As Hirst notes, it was hardly realistic to expect Hizbullah, at its moment of its triumph, to throw away the military machine that had achieved it. But it had also become a significant political movement: in 1992, with religious sanction from Ali Khameini, Hizbullah stood in parliamentary elections, winning more seats than any other party. Its vote share increased in every election after that. It was following two tracks: armed resistance in the south and pragmatic, legalist political engagement within the confines of the rotten political system that it had at one point vowed to overthrow.
From its earliest days, Hizbullah had maintained a network of social organisations to cater for the needs of its community, mirroring similar organisations in Iran. These provided healthcare, education and pensions for the injured and the families and children of the martyred, services the state failed to deliver, strengthening the bond between the party's elite and the masses. Like other revivalist movements, Hizbullah constructed a historical narrative that posited a continuous tradition of successful resistance, stretching from the time of the Crusaders to the war of liberation from Israel in the south, to be followed inevitably by the liberation of Jerusalem. The traditional Shia rituals of the villages in the south were adapted to honour that proud history. Hizbullah, founded as a transnational Islamic militant movement, had to a large extent become a national Lebanese organisation. It maintained - and strengthened - its financial, ideological and religious connections to Iran, but the party was also very much a product of local conditions, deeply embedded in the society of southern Lebanon.
For Hizbullah's detractors in the wider Middle East, the rhetoric of resistance was a ploy, allowing an armed militia to keep its weapons, build a state within a state and serve the interests of its Iranian masters - this narrative is pursued by sectarian media outlets, mainly in the Gulf. And for many young Lebanese, by sitting in parliament next to former warlords, Hizbullah had capitulated to a corrupt political system, entrenching the vested interests and factionalism that had broken Lebanon's economy and destroyed any chance of social progress.
It was a difficult line to tread. The person who made it possible was Hassan Nasrallah, architect of the dual strategy of armed militancy and political participation. He became Hizbullah secretary-general in 1992, after Israel assassinated his predecessor and mentor, Abbas al-Musawi. Nasrallah was born in 1960 in the seafront slums of Karantina in north-eastern Beirut, where his father was a vegetable seller, and grew up amid the urban poor. After the Christian Phalangist militias overran Karantina in the first massacre of the civil war, the family returned to their ancestral village in the south. Like many young people of his generation, he was drawn to politics and joined Amal when he was a teenager. He went to school in Tyre before leaving for the holy city of Najaf in Iraq. There, with no means to support himself, he was taken in hand by Musawi, a fellow Lebanese. In his seminary, Nasrallah was influenced by the developing theories of Islamic governance and found himself drawn to Khomeini's teaching. When Saddam began his crackdown on Shia political activists in the immediate aftermath of the Iranian Revolution, Nasrallah was among the thousand or so expelled from Iraq. He returned to Lebanon, and in 1982, the year of its formation, he became a member of Hizbullah.
Nasrallah is credited with shepherding Hizbullah through its military successes of the 1990s, culminating in the Israeli withdrawal. But he was also responsible for introducing the policy of infitah, Hizbullah's opening up to Lebanese society. He moved the party on from its beginnings as a secretive, fiercely puritanical organisation, strict about religious and social observance, and dedicated to militant action - allegedly masterminding suicide bombings in Lebanon and Kuwait, kidnapping foreigners and, in 1985, carrying out the hijack of TWA Flight 847, from Athens to Rome. By the early 2000s, Hizbullah had managed the extraordinary trick of simultaneously being Lebanon's most prominent political party and one of the world's most effective guerrilla organisations. In 2009 Nasrallah issued a new manifesto for the party to replace the Open Letter of 1988. While retaining Hizbullah's commitment to a unified ummah and pledging continued resistance to Israel and the US, the 2009 document no longer insisted that Lebanon should be an Islamic republic, and recognised the right of all denominations to participate in government on equal terms. While asserting the right of Palestinians to resist Israeli occupation by any means, Hizbullah now declared that its opposition wasn't to the Jewish people but to Israel as a Zionist state. 'People evolve,' Nasrallah said in his speech announcing the manifesto. 'The whole world changed over the past 24 years. Lebanon changed. The world order changed.'
The extent of that change became clear after 12 July 2006, when Hizbullah fighters breached the border fence and ambushed an Israeli army patrol, part of a reservist unit on the last day of its deployment. They killed three soldiers and kidnapped another two, who later died from their wounds. It took the Israeli unit nearly two hours to organise a search party, and when they entered Lebanon, they too were attacked. Hizbullah calculated that it was still playing within the rules; after all, it had conducted a similar operation a couple of years earlier. But what it hadn't taken into account was the increased belligerence of the US administration, now that George W. Bush had publicly declared his aim to weaken Iran. This time, the Americans encouraged Israel to respond to Hizbullah's action with all due force.
In four weeks of aerial and ground-level bombardment by the Israeli military, around a thousand Lebanese civilians were killed, a third of them children. Towns and villages were reduced to rubble; bridges, sewage treatment plants, port facilities and electric power plants were crippled or destroyed. This was an example of what the Israelis later called the Dahiya doctrine: the use of disproportionate force on civilian targets to cause such overwhelming damage that it serves as a lasting deterrent. The UN, EU, Russia, China and the countries of the Global South pressed for a ceasefire, but the Bush administration (and, of course, Tony Blair) vetoed it, giving Israel ample time to pursue its stated goal of destroying Hizbullah and killing its leaders.
But even full-scale bombardment failed to stop Hizbullah firing its rockets. The IDF had to send in troops, and they were shocked by the result. Small, mobile Hizbullah units - armed with anti-tank guided missiles, hiding in rocky ravines and taking cover under vegetation, using a network of underground tunnels and bunkers - destroyed a large number of Israeli tanks and armoured vehicles and killed scores of soldiers, members of elite units as well as reservists. Israel declared its operation a success, but it didn't accomplish a fraction of its stated goals. It suffered heavy casualties, exposing severe vulnerabilities in its war machine, and enabling Hizbullah - which in order to win only had to survive - to boast that it had humiliated the mighty Israeli army.
This came at a cost. Beirut's suburbs were turned into canyons of pulverised concrete; it took years and a lot of foreign - predominantly Iranian - aid to rebuild the shattered country. Nasrallah admitted that if he had known that the kidnapping of the two soldiers would have led to this war he wouldn't have sanctioned it. It was a rare miscalculation from such a shrewd strategist. But the events of 2006 proved that Hizbullah was a potent military force, and that its expertise could prove valuable in other arenas. By 2012, its fighters - according to some assessments, as many as four thousand of them - were engaged in the Syrian conflict, driving the US, EU and Gulf-backed rebel forces out of areas under their control. Between 2013 and 2015 they were deployed in both Syria and Iraq as part of the fight against ISIS, training local militias and supporting government troops. They seem to have remained in Syria for some years.
Hizbullah's interventions outside Lebanon played a significant role in transforming its military capabilities. In Syria and Iraq it learned how to fight like an army, on multiple fronts, with tanks and infantry, taking on ISIS guerrillas in alleyways and dense urban settings. Between one and two thousand Hizbullah fighters were killed, but the Syrian war in particular helped it to expand, adding to its highly trained core of seasoned fighters a great many recruits to its auxiliary brigades, the Saraya, which offer combat training to those of all denominations - including Sunnis, Christians and non-ideological Shia. Hizbullah is now capable of fielding tens of thousands of fighters, and has an estimated arsenal of 100,000 missiles (about three times the number thought to be available to Hamas). Thanks to the military connections it has made abroad, the concept of the 'unity of the battlefields' envisaged by Shia religious leaders doesn't seem as far off as it once did. If a regional war did break out, targets could extend from Israel to American bases to the oil fields in the Gulf. Everyone in the Middle East and beyond would pay the price. The reality is that not all the members of the 'axis of resistance' are equal. Members of Hizbullah often speak with disdain about the Iraqi factions they fought alongside, accusing them of profit-seeking and corruption. They feel that these new alliances have tarnished the reputation of Hizbullah itself.
But Hizbullah's updated military capabilities have unquestionably further secured its position in southern Lebanon. It seems unlikely that Israel would again risk bombing the region's villages as it did in 2006; any future ground offensive would come at a high price. Over the last ten years the area has been transformed. Since the devastation of 2006 houses have been rebuilt, and towns and villages have spread into what were once fields and orchards. Homes have been built close to the border fence, in the knowledge that if Israel attacks, Hizbullah will retaliate. Lebanese families who have spent their lives overseas have returned to build their own villages. New stone villas with red-tiled roofs and swimming pools, along with the occasional neoclassical column, are a sign of the wealth that has been pouring back into the south. An old man I met told me that when he was a teenager the village elders warned him not to look in Israel's direction or point at the fence because it would draw the attention of soldiers. No one dared go out at night. Now, like everyone else in the area, most of the time he acted as though the fence just outside his house didn't exist.
But war  is still close. One morning, I drove to the funeral of a young Hizbullah fighter who had been killed the day before. In the photograph on display he looked to have been in his early twenties, and he wore the insignia of a military unit that had fought alongside the Syrian army. The street leading to the cemetery was packed with people dressed in black and children in scouts' uniforms. At the top of the hill, in the cemetery itself, some of the mourners were wearing green military uniforms and red berets. The man was being buried in the mausoleum for martyrs, a long rectangular room with three large arches. I looked at the graves. Some of these men had died fighting the Israelis in the 1980s and 1990s. Their pictures were old and faded. One was of a local commander who had been killed while leading an operation to capture two Israeli soldiers. (His men had completed the mission, and the remains of the two Israelis were exchanged a decade later for 45 Hizbullah prisoners.) Another photograph showed a middle-aged commander standing in the snow beside an old Soviet-made T-54 tank, probably somewhere in Syria. Outside, a group of young men gathered around a tall, bespectacled man with a long beard whom everyone called Khomeini. One of the men started crying and buried his face in Khomeini's chest. Khomeini patted him gently on the head and told him to rejoice for his friend, who was now a martyr. A few of the men buried here had been killed in Hizbullah's foreign wars. But most of them, and most of those who will be buried over the months to come, grew up and fought in the hills around this town. They knew everyone, and everyone knew them. This is a tight community that keeps its people close, until the moment when the party calls on them to go and fight.
18 November
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Short Cuts
War Crimes
Conor Gearty



International law  takes a special interest in war. Where there is an armed conflict or an occupation it is not enough to hope vaguely that human rights will be respected and for the UN or a special rapporteur to issue a cross report if they are not. War warrants a much fiercer international response, and in recognition of this, the International Criminal Court (ICC) was established in 2002, filling an apparent need after tribunals were set up in the 1990s to prosecute atrocities committed during the wars that followed the break-up of Yugoslavia and the Rwandan genocide. The ICC has the power to pursue those who are plausibly alleged to have committed genocide, crimes against humanity, various (specified) war crimes and, more recently, the crime of aggression ('the use of armed force by a state against the sovereignty, territorial integrity or political independence of another state'). The attacks by Hamas on Israel on 7 October and Israel's response in the weeks since then offer clear evidence of a series of such crimes - but which ones exactly, their extent, by whom they were committed and in what sort of conflict remain to be proved. These are matters for the ICC prosecutor and for the court itself, if the matter comes before it - and the enormity of the conflict suggests that it will.
The incursion by Hamas into Israel went far beyond 'situations of internal disturbances and tensions, such as riots, isolated and sporadic acts of violence or other acts of a similar nature' in which the ICC has no interest. The assault involved at very least the intentional targeting of civilians, attacks on civilian objects that have no military purpose, the pillaging of towns and the taking of civilian hostages - all of which are prohibited under the Rome Statute that set up the ICC, and are of particular interest to prosecutors when committed 'as part of a plan or policy or as part of a large-scale commission of such crimes'.
Who is responsible for such crimes if they are proved? The ICC goes after individuals, not governments or other political entities, but under the rules of international law it can only do so if the relevant state has granted it jurisdiction, or the UN Security Council has referred a situation to it. Israel is not a signatory to the ICC, but Palestine acceded to the Rome Statute in 2015, so the court has jurisdiction over acts committed on its territory and affecting its nationals. Two years ago, the ICC began an investigation into possible war crimes in the Occupied Territories since 2014, and the court's chief prosecutor, Karim Khan KC, has confirmed since the October attacks that his jurisdiction also extends to 'any Rome Statute crimes committed by Palestinian nationals or the nationals of any state parties on Israeli territory, if that is proven'. This covers individual acts, those carried out by members of Hamas or another organisation, such as Islamic Jihad, and possibly those of individuals acting alone, if the conflict gave them the opportunity.
Although the ICC is organised around personal responsibility, it has a particular interest in the instigators of such crimes. The key provision here is Article 28 of the Rome Statute, which sets out the responsibility of military commanders and others who have effective control and authority over those actually committing the crimes. It seems unlikely that Hamas's senior leaders can avoid personal responsibility under this provision, or that its military planners will be able successfully to claim that their military force conducted an impeccable, targeted operation while all around them opportunistic civilians and rival militias made bloody mayhem. In any event, individual responsibility will attach to those who were in command and who did not do what was within their power to prevent these crimes.
Although Israel is not a party to the ICC, the prosecutor can still investigate its actions, as long as the crimes happened in a territory - such as Palestine - that is. The ICC has already rejected a proposition put to it in 2021 by the then prosecutor, Fatou Bensouda, that the Occupied Territories did not constitute a state and thus Palestine could not be a state party. The court's decision was condemned by Israel's prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, as 'pure antisemitism'. A 'court set up to prevent atrocities like the Nazi Holocaust against the Jews' was now, he said, 'targeting the one state of the Jews'. The ruling means that Khan and his team can investigate and issue warrants for the arrest and trial of senior Israeli personnel. Such an outcome would at least restrict which countries any Israeli leaders who were indicted would be able to travel to, and could well lead to trial and imprisonment.
The difference between the two belligerent forces has become more emphatic with each day that has passed since 7 October. Yes, Hamas has continued to fire rockets into Israel. But its main act of provocation remains that one-day spectacle, which combined military activity with clear war crimes. Israel has been methodically engaging in military actions within Gaza that cumulatively appear to breach many of the provisions of the Rome Statute as well as pre-existing settled international humanitarian law, a code that has developed over time and goes beyond the crimes listed in the Rome Statute.
All agree that Israel has a right to defend itself, though there are many differences of opinion among lawyers as to the basis for this. What no one contests, however, is that serious violations of humanitarian law by your opponent do not give you licence to do the same to them. The crimes set out in the Rome Charter and in customary law all concern attacks on civilians. In its assault on Gaza Israel has committed many of the same potential crimes as the Hamas operatives. But Israel's enormous military capacity gives it extra opportunities for violating international law. Area bombardment, for example, is prohibited because it entails indiscriminate attacks that fail to distinguish between military objectives and civilians or civilian objects.
Among the acts prohibited under the Rome Statute as war crimes in an international armed conflict are 'intentionally directing attacks against the civilian population as such or against individual civilians not taking direct part in hostilities'; 'intentionally directing attacks against personnel, installations, material, units or vehicles involved in a humanitarian assistance or peacekeeping mission in accordance with the Charter of the United Nations'; 'intentionally launching an attack in the knowledge that such attack will cause incidental loss of life or injury to civilians or damage to civilian objects or widespread, long-term and severe damage to the natural environment which would be clearly excessive in relation to the concrete and direct overall military advantage anticipated'; 'attacking or bombarding, by whatever means, towns, villages, dwellings or buildings which are undefended and which are not military objectives'; 'the transfer, directly or indirectly, by the occupying power of parts of its own civilian population into the territory it occupies, or the deportation or transfer of all or parts of the population of the occupied territory within or outside this territory'; 'intentionally directing attacks against buildings, material, medical units and transport and personnel using the distinctive emblems of the Geneva Conventions in conformity with international law'; and 'intentionally using starvation of civilians as a method of warfare by depriving them of objects indispensable to their survival, including wilfully impeding relief supplies as provided for under the Geneva Conventions'.
Many of these are prohibited even if the conflict is classed as non-international, either in the Rome Statute or through the application of customary international law (which in some countries can be prosecuted by local authorities). The customary framework covers the arbitrary failure to allow and facilitate the rapid, impartial and unimpeded passage of humanitarian relief, including food, water, medical supplies, clothing, bedding, shelter, heating fuel and other articles essential for the survival of a civilian population; the starvation of a civilian population as a method of warfare; the intentional direction of attacks against the civilian population or individual civilians who are not taking a direct part in hostilities, as well as against civilian objects, such as Red Cross or Red Crescent buildings, vehicles and personnel, and UN premises; and the forcible transfer of the civilian population from one area to another, unless the security of the civilians or imperative military reasons necessitate it. The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) has stated that 'the instructions issued by the Israeli authorities for the population of Gaza City to immediately leave their homes, coupled with the complete siege explicitly denying them food, water and electricity, are not compatible with international humanitarian law.' Nine UN special rapporteurs have warned that the 'complete siege of Gaza coupled with unfeasible evacuation orders and forcible population transfers' constitute 'a violation of international ... criminal law', amounting to a war crime. But far from deterring Israeli actions, such statements may as well have been a 'to do' list for the IDF. The ICC prosecutor will be spoilt for choice.
Israel responds that since Hamas's declared intention is to destroy it, Israel's right of self-defence extends to the destruction of Hamas, regardless of the cost to life: another Holocaust is underway and must be prevented, and any action it takes becomes proportionate because of the imperative to prevent such an outcome. All those who disagree are, as far as Israel is concerned, driven by antisemitism. Gaza needs to be deprived of food, water, electricity and communications the better to defeat Hamas - which is in any case hoarding food and fuel oil. And, Israel argues, in recent days it has been nice to civilians, helping them get out of northern Gaza, despite Hamas propaganda to the contrary. Some of the more awful incidents - such as the explosion at Al-Ahli hospital in Gaza City on 17 October - have been blamed on misfired rockets from Hamas or Islamic Jihad. When this defence isn't plausible, elaborate explanations about Hamas's underground military bunkers and 'terrorist infrastructure' are presented as though they are sufficient excuse for the mass killing of hospital patients and medical staff, or at least fifty inhabitants of the Jabalia refugee camp in the attempt to kill a single Hamas leader. Israel can argue that much of the responsibility for the plight of the people of Gaza can be laid at Egypt's door, since it has a duty in international law to take any refugees driven out by fear of Israeli bombs. (A military intelligence paper from inside the Israeli government identified the movement of the population of Gaza into the Sinai peninsula as the desired outcome.) When all else fails, the Israeli authorities can simply fall back on saying that Hamas precipitated the conflict, with Israeli forces mere instruments of their suicidal intent.
Whether these explanations convince anyone not predisposed to support Israel is an open question. The Irish claimed part of the United Kingdom as of right until after the Good Friday Agreement, but nobody thought that gave the British the right to bomb the republic into oblivion. If in the early days of the Troubles the old Northern Ireland government had bombed the Catholics, sending them down to the border crossings with Ireland, few would have said the problem lay with Ireland (for not taking them in) rather than the bomber. Few of Israel's potential defences seem likely to have much probative value in a court of law. And that is what proceedings before the ICC are: slow, methodical, evidence-based legal inquiries in which intense scrutiny is given to the materials laid before the court, which will be slow to accept rhetorical flourishes or fact-free assertion as truth.
Israel's leadership must be assuming that the ICC will never mount a case. Many of their observations about the Palestinian people have been chilling, and their open decision-making process makes the imputation of command responsibility easier than it is in more chaotic circumstances. The Israeli minister of defence, Yoav Gallant, has declared that he has 'released all restraints', that the Israeli army is 'fighting human animals and will act accordingly', that the plan is to 'eliminate everything' and that 'Gaza won't return to what it was before.' Senior Israeli military and government officials have stated that 'the emphasis is on damage and not on accuracy' and that 'there will be no electricity and no water, there will only be destruction. You wanted hell, you will get hell.' The former head of the Israeli National Security Council, Major General Giora Eiland, has said that 'creating a severe humanitarian crisis in Gaza is a necessary means to achieve the goal' and that 'Gaza will become a place where no human being can exist.' Israel's ambassador to the UK, Tzipi Hotovely, has invoked the Allies' bombing of Dresden and other German cities in the Second World War - which she claims caused 600,000 deaths - to justify Israel's actions. The Israeli president, Isaac Herzog, has claimed that 'it's an entire nation out there that is responsible. It's not true this rhetoric about civilians not aware, not involved. It's absolutely not true,' while Netanyahu has described the conflict as 'a struggle between the children of light and the children of darkness' and invoked the biblical injunction to destroy Amalek ('Do not spare them: put to death men and women, children and infants, cattle and sheep, camels and donkeys'). Such statements have a genocidal intent.
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The Mad Emperor: Heliogabalus and the Decadence of Rome 
by  Harry Sidebottom.
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When  Gabriele D'Annunzio's personal secretary likened his employer to Heliogabalus, that short-lived emperor was still a byword for florid decadence. He died at eighteen, but the Syrian boy's appetites were monstrous from the start. He favoured every kind of sex that Romans deplored, cunnilingus most of all. He had himself shaved all over, like a eunuch, and chose his officials for the size of their genitals. He drove chariot teams of exotic animals and perfected the cruelties of Caligula and Nero. Nowadays, if this prodigy of wickedness is remembered at all, it is for an Alma-Tadema painting showing the emperor smothering his guests in a shower of roses. Polite society no longer tolerates the Orientalist racism of the older accounts but, more prosaically, everyone now knows that these stories are nonsense. Their source is the Historia Augusta, a collection of imperial biographies from Hadrian to Carinus (in other words, from AD 117 to 285) that purports to be the work of six authors writing around the year 300. That claim, broadly accepted until the 1950s, is now known to be false and the Historia is universally acknowledged as the work of a single man writing around the year 400. He worked from an older and more or less reliable biographical source for the Antonine and Severan emperors, into whose biographies he inserted the occasional distortion or fictitious episode. When that source material came to an end with the death of Caracalla in 217, he embroidered the contemporary accounts of two Greek historians and then spiralled into a lush fabulism. The life of Heliogabalus is the first of his full-blown fantasies, its handful of accurate details hidden in a cartoonish portrait of tyranny. Deprived of its main foundation, the memory of Heliogabalus now rests on the work of two Greek writers: an enormous, if fragmentary, history by the senator and twice consul Cassius Dio, who was in Rome throughout the reign, and a shorter, vaguer work by the provincial functionary Herodian. This is a fuller record than for many third-century emperors, but paltry by earlier standards. As we now know him, and unlike D'Annunzio, Heliogabalus is a questionable candidate for biography.
 The empire he ruled, briefly and ineptly, from 218 to 222, was changing rapidly, and Heliogabalus' family was a symptom of that change. The Romans had always been free with their citizenship, and the backgrounds of the imperial ruling class grew more diverse as wealthy and influential families in the provinces began to seek empire-wide roles a generation or two after their enfranchisement. We see this most clearly in the spread of senatorial status: first to the Italian municipalities, then to Provence and the urbanised parts of Spain, after that to mainland Greece and coastal Asia Minor, finally to North Africa and Hellenised Syria. Officers and magistrates might serve almost anywhere, and rich and well-connected families formed marriage alliances that criss-crossed the Mediterranean. Heliogabalus' family was Syrian, Cassius Dio was a Greek senator from Nicaea, now Iznik in Turkey, and the Severan dynasty's founder, Septimius Severus, came from Leptis Magna in western Libya.
 In the 180s, Severus commanded a legion in Syria, where he encountered Heliogabalus' great-grandfather Julius Bassianus of Emesa - modern Homs - in the upper Orontes valley. Originally an Arab foundation, Emesa had a long history of friendly relations with Rome under its native dynasty and, after its absorption into the empire, remained the hinge between the region's Aramaic-speaking interior and the Hellenistic cities nearer the coast. The city's patron deity was Elagabal, whose immanent form was a conical black stone. His priests, of whom Julius Bassianus was chief, were still socially dominant in the region (they were perhaps, but by no means certainly, descended from the extinct royal dynasty). Bassianus had two daughters, Maesa and Domna. Severus, by then a governor in Gaul, sought the hand of Julia Domna after his first wife died. They married in 187. Thus far, it is an unremarkable story of provincial families on the make, but everything changed in 193. After a brief period in the political wilderness, Severus was sent to govern the province of Pannonia Superior, which housed three legions and controlled the vital routes up the Sava and Drava valleys towards Italy and central Europe. When civil war broke out after the murder of the emperor Pertinax, Severus was well placed to seize control of Italy and win the recognition of the Senate before isolating and defeating two rivals, one in the east and one in Britain and Gaul. By 197, after brutal mopping up operations, his hold on power was unchallenged.
 Severus and Domna had two sons, both still children when he took power, the elder called Bassianus, the younger Geta. In claiming the throne, Severus had invented for himself a fictional descent from the philosopher emperor Marcus Aurelius, who was already revered, and gave his son Bassianus the name of his 'grandfather', although the new Marcus Aurelius Antoninus was and is better known as Caracalla, after the caracallus or soldier's cloak he affected. Severus preferred travel in the provinces to the social requirements of life in Rome and, as was normal practice, the emperor's extended family travelled with him. That meant not just Domna and the imperial heirs, but also many Emesene connections, among them Domna's sister, Maesa, and Maesa's married daughters, Julia Soaemias and Julia Mamaea, both of whom would become the mothers of emperors. Soaemias was married to Sextus Varius Marcellus, another Syrian. The future Heliogabalus was born to them in the year 204 as Varius Avitus Bassianus. He was brought up at a divided court, as relations between Caracalla and Geta deteriorated. Severus decided to get the feuding siblings out of Rome, taking the imperial family with him to campaign in the restive north of Britain. Severus and Caracalla led the legions deep into Scotland, where the remains of a major fortification programme at Carpow in Perthshire suggest plans to occupy at last the territories north of Hadrian's Wall.
 The rest of the court was based at York, and since Soaemias' husband, Varius Marcellus, was now the senior financial officer for Britain, there is at least a chance that the future Heliogabalus, who would later be so exotically coded as Syrian, spent his fifth, sixth and seventh birthdays there. He might have been in York when Severus died in 211. Caracalla patched up a Caledonian peace and led the court back to Rome, where within a year he had Geta killed in their helpless mother's arms. In that dicey moment, Varius Marcellus proved his loyalty and took charge of the praetorian guard and the urban cohorts, the other paramilitary force garrisoned in Rome itself. When the crisis was over, Marcellus was rewarded with promotion to the senatorial order, though he died soon after. Where his wife and child were during all this is unclear. Caracalla was loathed by the Roman elite, a feeling he reciprocated, but the soldiers loved him and he loved nothing more than marching, messing and carousing with the men in the ranks. This wasn't play-acting: the emperor spent much of his reign in the east, planning a war in Parthia (now Iran). His mother, Domna, having made peace with the murder of one son, remained the dominant figure in the other's court, based at Antioch in Syria, and Maesa lived there with her. Soaemias and her son retired to Emesa where, at the age of eleven, the future Heliogabalus inherited his great-grandfather's position as priest of Elagabal. He seems to have thrown himself into the role with enthusiasm, but is absent from the records until 218. In the intervening years, the emperor campaigned widely, though with little lasting success. A conspiracy was hatched early in 217 and in April Caracalla met an undignified end, stabbed to death while urinating at the side of the road. The assassin was silenced and the officer corps dithered before declaring Opellius Macrinus, the praetorian prefect and probably one of the conspirators, emperor.
 Domna, by then ill with cancer, committed suicide, while Maesa was dismissed from court and went back to Emesa, fearing for her own and her family's lives. Whatever goodwill Macrinus enjoyed, he swiftly squandered. The armies had loved their murdered leader and appreciated neither the peace with Parthia that Macrinus purchased at great expense, nor his economies with soldiers' pay. Senators, as the blue-blooded historian Cassius Dio is at pains to emphasise, were scandalised that a mere equestrian had dared claim the purple. (The equites were the second rank in the Roman social hierarchy, qualified by their income rather than birth.) By not hastening to Rome to placate the Senate and shower largesse on the plebs, Macrinus made his weak position weaker still. Maesa, as ruthless as her sister and brother-in-law, knew that spontaneous coups tended to fail, so laid her groundwork carefully. Varius Avitus Bassianus was not, it emerged, the son of Varius Marcellus. His real father was actually Caracalla, the soldier's friend and hero, whose liaison with his cousin Soaemias had previously been concealed. Now the truth could be told: here was another Marcus Aurelius Antoninus, the murdered emperor's rightful heir, who would restore the dynasty, put an end to the shameful regime of Macrinus, and treat the army as it deserved to be treated. Sympathetic commanders were canvassed. On 15 May 218, Heliogabalus, Maesa, Soaemias and the boy's tutor left Emesa under cover of darkness for the camp of the Legio III Gallica at Raphaneae. Their reception there was not guaranteed, but they were hopeful. The legion, despite its name, had been quartered in Syria for a very long time, its troops were recruited locally, and they might respond well to the 14-year-old priest of Elagabal, a god many of them worshipped. And so it turned out. The camp gates were opened and, the following morning, the boy was draped in a purple cloak and equipped with a sword to receive the troops' acclamation.
 Civil war was now inevitable. No matter the other crises an emperor might face, the threat of usurpation had to take precedence. Macrinus should have moved quickly, while he still had more governors and legionary commanders in his corner than Maesa did. But he hesitated and the rebellion gathered strength. A second legion, the II Parthica at Apamea, went over to the rebels. The rest of the eastern armies seem to have remained loyal to Macrinus, so the rebels did the only sensible thing they could with just two legions: they marched on the provincial capital at Antioch, hoping to bring Macrinus to battle before he could concentrate his forces. When the two sides met at Immae, a forced march east of Antioch, on 8 June, they were relatively evenly matched, though the rebels set up in a defensive formation that might suggest they were outnumbered. Macrinus and his praetorian guard had the better of the engagement and it took the appeals of Maesa and Soaemias, as well as the sight of the young Heliogabalus on horseback brandishing a sword, to rally the rebels. Macrinus lost his nerve and fled the field. His reign was as good as over and the new regime was settled in Antioch by the end of the next day.
Macrinus'  partisans among the provincial governors were purged, the defeated emperor was caught trying to cross to Europe from Asia Minor, his son was betrayed in an attempt to flee to Persia, and both were swiftly executed. Cassius Dio was in the senate house when the new emperor's accession was announced: Heliogabalus made the usual noises about modelling himself on Augustus and Marcus Aurelius, but he had taken titles of rank that should technically have been bestowed on him by vote of the Senate. Though that was a formality, disregarding the tradition gave offence. Several of the men sent ahead to Rome to impose order were of low birth, and that also rankled, even after respectable senators were chosen to command key legions in the Danubian provinces. The new emperor's court remained at Antioch for four months before setting out for Nicomedia and the crossing to Europe. This wasn't unprecedented - as early as the Year of the Four Emperors in 69, Vespasian had lingered in the east while western affairs were put in order by trusted proxies - but the reasons for this delay are unclear. It may be that extensive preparations were required before the god Elagabal, in the shape of his black stone, could accompany his chief priest to Rome. While the winter moratorium on sailing was observed and the court remained at Nicomedia, a series of mutinies broke out in the Syrian armies, prominent senators fell victim to imperial suspicions and the emperor killed his tutor (rumoured to be his mother's lover) with his own hand. Their dispute seems to have been over Heliogabalus' extravagant devotions: the emperor had sent ahead images of himself, in priestly raiment, sacrificing before the stone of Elagabal. His tutor, like Maesa and many others, would have known how little welcome that picture would find among the senators at Rome.
 In spring 219, the imperial family began a long, slow progress through the Balkan and Danubian provinces to greet the legions there. They did not arrive in Rome till the end of October, when the emperor entered the city not in the toga of a civilis princeps, a good first citizen, but as a robed and trousered priest of Elagabal. After that bad start, scandal soon attended his serial marriages. The first, to the aristocratic Cornelia Paula, was impeccably correct, but their swift divorce alienated one of the most influential senatorial clans. Paula's replacement, the equally aristocratic Aquilia Severa, alienated the entire right-thinking world, because Severa was a Vestal Virgin, one of the six consecrated virgins of high birth who tended the sacred hearth of Vesta, keeping the gods happy and Rome safe. The emperor's violation of their sacred trust provoked a hostile reaction and another divorce. Annia Aurelia Faustina, a scion of the highest Antonine aristocracy, became his third wife, but only after her consular husband was executed to make her available. The marriage lasted a few months, until Heliogabalus divorced Faustina and remarried the disgraced Severa. There were conspicuous male lovers as well, the rivals Zotycus and Hierocles; some sort of marriage ceremony to the latter outraged the plebs and the army. These were the raw materials from which the Historia Augusta spun its still more lurid fictions.
 All these marriages were also ruinously expensive, requiring vast handouts to plebs and army, and games on an elaborate scale. Also costly were the two large temples constructed to house the black stone of Elagabal, between which the god processed at midsummer. Just as alienating were the marriages of Elagabal to two goddesses, first Pallas Athena and then Urania, a Latinised Punic goddess. This conspicuous foreignness was accentuated by the emperor's circumcision, which was most un-Roman, and his abstention from pork, then as now the staple meat of Italy: both practices smacked of Judaism, whose followers were tolerated but generally disliked by Roman elites. Some of this might have passed without comment had Heliogabalus been better at the things emperors actually needed to do: greeting clients, dispensing justice, receiving embassies and so on. But he found all that boring, preferring elaborate daily ceremonies as high priest and chariot rides through Rome dressed as a supporter of the Green chariot-racing circus faction. By early 221 the regime was clearly in trouble with every group that mattered. Maesa, formidable as ever, began to look for a way out.
 She found it in her second grandson, 12-year-old Alexianus, Julia Mamaea's son. Arguing that he could handle the boring ceremonies that Heliogabalus detested, Maesa persuaded Heliogabalus to adopt his cousin, clad him in the toga of manhood, give him the title caesar and make him his heir under the name Alexander. The ceremony took place in June, with Maesa and Soaemias flanking the emperor. Women in the senate house: another scandalous first for the dynasty, and a peculiar miscalculation on Maesa's part. Perhaps she distrusted the emperor's resolve if she were not present. The adoption was not a success. Alexander seems to have been popular, or at least more popular than the emperor, and Mamaea refused to allow him to become a priest of Elagabal, insisting that he have the normal education of a Greek or Roman aristocrat. Emperor and heir apparent were scheduled to enter the consulate together on 1 January 222, and give their names to the year. On the day, Heliogabalus baulked, keeping the Senate waiting, until he was persuaded that the soldiers would become mutinous if he and Alexander were not seen together. He then baulked again rather than offer sacrifice to Jupiter on the Capitol, leaving a lesser magistrate to complete the day's rituals.
 Life in the palace deteriorated as winter went on. The emperor plotted to kill his cousin and adoptive son, perhaps by poison, while Mamaea began to cultivate her own supporters in the army. Early in March, it was rumoured that Alexander was dying. The praetorians withdrew to their camp, demanding the presence of both emperor and heir. Heliogabalus insisted on bringing his hated lover Hierocles, and found himself effectively imprisoned in the Temple of Mars. The night of 12 March passed in negotiations between the imperial women and the praetorians, Soaemias making the case for her son, Mamaea for hers. Maesa, realising that no compromise was possible and with no intention of falling from power herself, sided with Mamaea and Alexander. An attempt to smuggle Heliogabalus out of the camp failed and on the morning of 13 March the praetorians cut down the emperor and his mother, butchered Hierocles and the emperor's other retainers, and threw the decapitated bodies of Heliogabalus and Soaemias into the street, where they were dragged about on hooks and otherwise mutilated. The emperor's corpse was then thrown into a sewer that drained to the Tiber. Across the empire, his name was chiselled from inscriptions, his coins were defaced and counter-marked, statues pulled down and vandalised. Elagabal was sent ignominiously home to Emesa and his new temple on the Palatine rededicated to Jupiter Ultor, 'the Avenger'. Alexander, with Maesa and Mamaea at hand, was recognised by the army and senate and survived for a poorly documented decade and a half.
 As to his cousin, an unlikely and catastrophic reign, but not enough material for a conventional biography. Not only are there huge gaps in the record of a very short life, but the known facts are heavily filtered through Roman prejudices against despotic Orientals and effeminate Greeks, passive homosexuals and over-mighty women, low-born courtiers and Jews. Heliogabalus triggered almost every racist and sexist topos available to Romans. Getting behind this to the motives and the inner life of the boy emperor seems hardly possible, though Harry Sidebottom is well placed to give it a try: an accomplished scholar, he is better known as a novelist, whose Roman fictions both respect the historical evidence and achieve a real psychological plausibility. And his explanation for his subject's profoundly alienating behaviour seems fundamentally right. Not madness, despite the book's title, and not teen rebellion, if such a thing existed before teenagers were invented. Certainly not the sybaritism of the eternal Orient, but rather a genuine religious conversion. The later second and third centuries, which E.R. Dodds called an Age of Anxiety, were a time of creative churn and new religious possibilities, of mystery religions and salvific cults, syncretic borrowings from the Indus to the Atlantic. Sidebottom takes us straight to the most apt comparison: only a few years after Heliogabalus' death, a young man in Mesopotamia documented the visions that terrified him even as they convinced him of his mission to reveal the stark realities of a world of evil matter and good spirit. The youth was called Mani, we call his dualist revelation Manicheanism, and it took him well into adulthood to overcome his doubts and realise that his revelations demanded lifelong struggle and self-abnegation. But Mani did not unexpectedly become the ruler of the world at the age of fourteen, divine good fortune of a sort that might supercharge anyone's belief in their god. Profound conviction, a sense of his deity's absolute majesty and his own obligation to it, is by far the most persuasive explanation for Heliogabalus' monumental folly in turning the Roman world against him.
 Elsewhere in the book, the balance of historian and novelist is less happy. Throughout, Sidebottom gives us two or three paragraphs of fiction straight from the Historia Augusta before telling us that none of it happened. The impulse is understandable, since the fiction is a lot more fun than Dio and Herodian, but readers are more likely to remember the fiction than the facts. The emperor began life as Varius Avitus Bassianus and reigned as Marcus Aurelius Antoninus. Dio and Herodian call him Antoninus, Pseudo-Antoninus, or one of several derogatory and scatological nicknames. Modern scholarship generally favours Elagabalus, after his god. The name Heliogabalus, which melds the Syrian Elagabal with the Greek sun god Helios, is yet another invention of the Historia Augusta which the emperor's contemporaries would not have recognised. To choose Heliogabalus, as Sidebottom does, may be defensible as a reflection of early modern and modernist practice, but its aesthetic function is to distance the author from other scholars, something he is very keen to do. Sidebottom the novelist tells us time and again that the average historian would be doing things this or that way, whereas he will just cut to the chase. All the while, of course, Sidebottom the historian understands source criticism perfectly well and deploys the historian's tools of inference and analogy to draw the invisible lines that connect glimpses from a vanished past. The disavowal of his own methodology is for the most part tiresome but harmless - Fergus Millar's peerless Emperor in the Roman World will survive being set up as a strawman - but it can veer towards bad taste. One can be legitimately sceptical of Tony Honore's lifelong effort to distinguish linguistically among the sequence of imperial jurists; to introduce that project, its author unnamed, for the sole purpose of a dismissive quip, is schoolboy jeering. You can't have this both ways. Either engage with the scholarship as a scholar would or inhabit the amateur pose with some conviction. Because it is a pose. Sidebottom has an expert's command of the rebarbative source base for third-century Rome, and this is not amateur history. A whole scholarly architecture lies beneath and underpins his thoroughly convincing portrait of a failed emperor. His conclusions must be taken seriously by serious historians, but they might find themselves preferring his novels.
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Searching for the Bee
Helen Pfeifer


'Wonders and Rarities': The Marvellous Book that Travelled the World and Mapped the Cosmos 
by  Travis Zadeh.
 Harvard, 445 pp., PS33.95, October, 978 0 674 25845 7



On one page , 
 a bee, meticulously painted, down to the individual hairs; on another page, a diagram of planetary motion, glittering with gold leaf; on another, the soft-legged men of Zanzibar, who live in trees and propel themselves forwards by dropping onto the shoulders of passing travellers. These disparate images confront readers of one of the most successful natural histories of all time, The Wonders of Creation and Rarities of Existence ('Aja'ib al-makhluqat wa ghara'ib al-mawjudat) by the 13th-century Muslim scholar Zakariyya al-Qazwini.
Long considered in the Islamic world to be one of the most authoritative compendia of human knowledge, the book attracted the attention of European Christians in the 17th century. But the first European translations of the 'Pliny of the Orient', as Qazwini came to be called, appeared only in the 19th century. The response was decidedly sceptical: the French Orientalist Antoine Isaac Silvestre de Sacy said the text was 'puerile and fabulous'. To Europeans in the age of imperialism, Wonders and Rarities epitomised the superstition and ignorance of Muslim societies, despite - or perhaps because of - the book's similarity to their own tradition of marvels. The fact that intellectual historians are now ready to engage with the work indicates the degree to which such misapprehensions have been overcome, at least in academic circles.
[image: ] A page from a 17th-century edition of 'Wonders and Rarities'.




Wonders and Rarities has been studied by art historians in particular, but Travis Zadeh sets it in the context of wider Islamic thought. There was an entire field of learning concerned with the wonders of nature, pursued both in other encyclopedias as well as in the treatises of philosophers such as Ibn Sina (also known as Avicenna). Wonder, Zadeh writes, was central to Muslims' engagement with the world from the Middle Ages up to the 19th century. Whereas Zadeh's predecessors often focused on the celebrated centuries of Islamic intellectual history spanning 750 to 1250, believing what came after to have been derivative and dull, he is concerned with so-called 'post-classical' thought. He consults sources in Arabic, Persian, Turkish and Urdu, many in manuscript form, and traces them back to their Greek origins in the works of Apollonius, Aristotle, Galen and Pythagoras, to name but a few. Indeed, he faces the mammoth task of mastering the same range of disciplines as Qazwini himself, from alchemy to botany, philosophy, theology and zoology. These feats are themselves worthy of wonder.
Qazwini's book emerged from the crucible of post-Mongol Eurasia. It is hard to overstate the havoc that mounted Mongol archers wrought on Eurasian societies, unseating leaders from Beijing to Baghdad and replacing them with the largest land empire in world history. Qazwini witnessed these upheavals first-hand, fleeing first the Mongol invasion of his hometown of Qazvin in Iran (1220), and then their conquest of Wasit in Iraq (1258). And yet, under the Ilkhanids, the successors to the Mongols in Iran and Iraq, Qazwini found not only employment as a judge and teacher, but also patronage for his great project, which he probably completed around 1262. Indeed, for all its chaos and destruction, this dynamic era laid the intellectual foundation for the post-Mongol polities of the Ottomans, Safavids and Mughals. The spirit and the geography of Zadeh's book are inspired by what Shahab Ahmed called the 'Balkans to Bengal complex', the incubator of a form of Islam that flourished alongside - and in many ways ran counter to - the legalistic tradition championed by jurists based in Arab lands. Qazwini's world had Persia at its centre. It was a world where wine panegyrics facilitated spiritual contemplation, where sex magic coexisted with God's power. Zadeh thus uses Qazwini to shift the focus of Islamic history away from the Arab Middle East, which has commanded so much attention in modern scholarship, to the Anatolian, Iranian, Central and South Asian regions that have historically housed the majority of Muslims.
Amid the Mongol chaos, Qazwini managed to create a work characterised by impeccable order. After a long introduction laying out the book's philosophical and conceptual underpinnings, he describes the heavens, then proceeds downwards to the earthly realm - the minerals, elements, land, seas - and ends with living things: humans, jinn, animals and creatures with strange forms. Entries run from a few lines to a few pages and offer facts, entertaining tales and practical advice. The categories, which are subdivided alphabetically, meant that an educated reader searching for the bee could easily locate it. But the book is also intended to function as a whole. Leafing through it, one might begin to fathom the connections between all God's creations.
For Qazwini and his contemporaries, to contemplate the wonders of nature was to contemplate the majesty of God, so much so that cosmography was a mainstay of Islamic theology. But wonder was also an intellectual method. It acted as the initial stimulus for acquiring knowledge. In the words of Qutb al-Din al-Shirazi, Qazwini's near contemporary, 'the more one contemplates and the more informed one is of the wonders, rarities and marvels behind the actions of all created things, the more one's knowledge reaches perfection and wisdom increases.' Feelings of wonder had to be cultivated, however: while everyone was born with a natural curiosity about the world, familiarity dulled their awe. Wonders and Rarities helped readers to rekindle the epistemic impulse.
Qazwini drew attention to the marvellous qualities of ordinary phenomena, offering a month-by-month account of the development of the baby in the womb and listing the unique characteristics of the olive tree (its ability to withstand drought, and to yield an oil that doesn't smoke when burned). Echoing Plato, he articulated a hierarchy of human cognition in which the rational soul was the sovereign, reason the chief minister and the tongue the court interpreter. He described the extraordinary, explaining, for instance, the difference between talismans, which acted by association with celestial forces, and potions and amulets (niranjat), which acted through terrestrial forces. And he spun tales, which he himself admitted could not all be true, such as the one about the sailors who alighted on an island, only to find when they lit a fire that they had landed on the back of a giant sea turtle.
This is not to say that wonder displaced scepticism or rational thought. Zadeh's book can be read as an extended reflection on negotiating the limits of human knowledge. Qazwini, like his contemporaries, was comfortable with these limits: 'Everything that humans have ever comprehended,' he explained, 'is merely a drop in the sea and a grain in the desert of all existence.' This attitude made it easier for him to present contradictory theses without trying to reconcile them - the diverging accounts of the Earth's location among the heavenly spheres, say (Qazwini knew about heliocentric models of the heavens, but preferred geocentric ones). In other instances, he postulated which of several theories was most likely to be true, as in the case of predictive astrology (where he leaned towards Ptolemy's work). His approach displays the humility about our place in the world and the tolerance of ambiguity that Thomas Bauer argues characterised pre-modern Islamic societies. At the same time, his effort to compile all possible models into a single volume was a way of containing that uncertainty.
In the centuries after Qazwini's death, each new generation and each new dynasty produced new copies, new translations and new editions of Wonders and Rarities. Its enduring popularity stemmed in part from its flexibility: the encyclopedic format made it easy to add and subtract material, such that later readers, dissatisfied with its presentation of Egypt, added sections about the pyramids of Giza or the conjoined twins of Cairo. The case of India proves especially interesting. With its exotic creatures and unfamiliar deities, India was, for Qazwini, the site of rarities par excellence. As Muslims increasingly settled the subcontinent, Wonders and Rarities proved a helpful tool in assimilating local novelties: the book expanded to accommodate Indian philosophy, Mughal dynastic history and erotica. Ottoman editions included ever more accurate depictions of the Americas, with marvels once located in the Caspian Sea transposed onto this new frontier of wonder.
After many centuries of circulation and emendation, Wonders and Rarities declined in popularity. As Enlightenment Europeans began to disdain wonder as the vulgar sentiment of amateurs, Muslim intellectuals followed suit. The history of colonised people abandoning aspects of their own intellectual tradition under the pressure of European imperialism is well known. But by beginning and ending his narrative with 19th-century Orientalists, Zadeh exaggerates the gap between understandings of wonder in Western Christianity and the Muslim East. As Lorraine Daston and Katherine Park have shown, from the 12th century well into the 18th, wonder was foundational to Western European thought. Drawing, at least initially, on the same Aristotelian tradition, scholars variously viewed wonder as a vehicle for divine contemplation, a centrepiece of natural philosophy or a foundation for empirical investigation. Notwithstanding Zadeh's discussion of the European penchant for Freemasonry (hardly the epitome of rationalism), his framing ends up reproducing the modern dichotomy of a 'rational' West and a marvelling East.
At times, the book's transnationalism and intertextuality threaten to overwhelm its actual object. This may seem the right way to study Qazwini, whose work was so tightly interwoven with his time that it was often made invisible, incorporated into other works without attribution. But as an approach it sacrifices some of the texture of Wonders and Rarities: its physical texture, what it meant to see its images or to hold a book of all creation in one's hands; but also its rhetorical and emotional texture, what Daston and Park call wonder's 'texture as felt experience'. Qazwini's prose leans into the wondrous: 'The anatomy of the body is one of the marvels that confounds educated minds from start to finish and that human understanding is unable to fully grasp.' But how did this prose work its own magic on the reader? What about other aspects of wonder, such as horror and disgust? Did Qazwini try to obviate these potentially destabilising emotions? Amid the sweeping vistas of the Islamic world and the ambitious efforts at contextualisation, some of the character of Qazwini's book - and some of the reader's own wonder - is lost.
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A National Evil
Jonah Goodman on the curse of the goitre in Switzerland



As  far as the archivist knew, the 48 box files locked in an attic above the Institute for the History of Medicine at the University of Bern had never been opened. They contained a mass of handwritten letters, glass-plate negatives, annotated offprints, minutes of meetings, and piles of press clippings almost too fragile to touch. Gothic newsprint hailed victory over a 'national evil'. 'It sounds like a fairy tale,' the front page of a 1922 copy of Tages-Anzeiger said.
At the turn of the 20th century, the Swiss were plagued by strange, interlinked medical conditions, which existed elsewhere to a degree, but in Switzerland were endemic in more than 80 per cent of the country. It was a curse that had a mark: the goitre, a bulge of flesh protruding from the front of the neck, sometimes so large that it weighed on the windpipe, giving bearers a characteristic wheeze. It was often disguised by collars and high necklines, but its true extent is laid bare by conscription data. In 1921, nearly 30 per cent of 19-year-old Swiss conscripts had a goitre. In the cantons of Luzern and Obwalden, one in four men were exempt from military service as a result of goitres so large they struggled to breathe. For every man with a goitre, three women suffered from the condition. Children were the most vulnerable of all: in 1921, in the city of Bern, 94 per cent of schoolchildren had some swelling of the neck and almost 70 per cent had a goitre.
In some parts of the country, one in ten babies was born with what was then known as cretinism. The afflicted grew little more than a metre tall, and had compressed features, thick skin, thin hair and distended bellies. Those with the disease were unable to hear or speak and were profoundly brain-damaged. In 1922, there were at least five thousand people with the condition in Switzerland. Across the country, one person in six hundred was born deaf - a rate five times the international norm. In Zurich and Bern, the most affected cantons, the rate was one in two hundred. Another malaise also affected the Swiss: brain fog - a sense of exhaustion, of hopelessness, of always being cold.
The burden of these illnesses is hard to overstate. At a time when even young children were expected to help support the family, the birth of a cretin could be a catastrophe. Through it all, there was the fear of what a birth might bring; the fear that it was their fault. This was an ancient evil, noted by Vitruvius and Pliny the Elder. For tourists in the 19th century, the afflicted were one of the sights. 'On comprend les cretins dont [pullule] la Suisse,' Victor Hugo wrote from Bern in 1839. 'Les Alpes font beaucoup d'idiots.' Mark Twain, in 1880, reported the words of an English traveller: 'I have seen the principal features of Swiss scenery - Mount Blanc and the goitre - now for home.'
[image: ]Thirty-three year old woman with a large goitre. Wespi/Eggenberger collection, Institute for the History of Medicine, Univ. of Bern.




Cretinism and goitre were among the great medical mysteries of 19th-century Europe. The overlap of the conditions was a source of fascination, as was their geographical specificity. Scientists, medics and armchair experts flocked to the Alps, seeming to discount nothing in their investigations: landscape, elevation, atmospheric electricity, snow melt, sunlight (too much and too little), 'miasma', bad beer, stagnant air, incest and 'moral failure'. They collected information on the minutiae of life in affected areas, then cross-referenced their reports, following the contemporary medical wisdom which held that all diseases had multiple causes. Did groundwater interact with sunlight to produce goitre? Might a certain combination of air pressure and elevation create a cretin? In 1876, a list of the most promising theories was published; it featured forty different hypotheses.
In 1883, the scale of the problem became evident when Dr Heinrich Bircher, a lecturer in surgery at the University of Bern, published a survey of goitre in every town and village in Switzerland. Numbers were low in the Jura mountains and in the southern canton of Ticino, but spectacularly high almost everywhere else. In Deisswill, a suburb of the capital, Bern, 94 per cent of young men had large goitres. Villages in the cantons of Zurich and Fribourg reported that one third of inhabitants were deaf. In Kaiseraugst, a short distance up the Rhine from Basel, one person in three was a cretin. Yet the clarity of the data seemed to deepen the mystery: the village of Kaisten was severely affected by the plague, but Effingen, just ten kilometres away, was not.
As the new science of microbiology began to explain one disease after another, researchers competed to discover a micro-organism for goitre. There were two main theories: a water-borne pathogen and a contagious organism in or around the goitre itself. Meanwhile, theories of 'racial hygiene' were gaining ground, with their simple but brutal prescriptions. In Cretinous Degeneracy (1923), the Swiss doctor Ernst Finkbeiner asserted a genetic origin for the disease and offered his solution: 'To exclude from reproduction anyone even touched by the endemic.' Parents, siblings, distant cousins.
From Rudolf Virchow to Alexander von Humboldt, Europe's greatest scientists had tried to solve the goitre problem. Yet the solution, when it came, did not emerge from a university or research institution, or even a hospital, but from a young doctor called Heinrich Hunziker, a GP in Adliswil, a small town on the western edge of the Zurichsee. Hunziker was also a poet, who wrote short, formally precise verses of yearning and revelation that he published in slim volumes. He was 34 when, in May 1914, he stood up to speak at the Zurichsee Doctors' Society. Everyone was looking in the wrong place, he said. The cause of the conditions was not a germ or genetic defect, but something missing. Not an agent, but an absence.
Touch  your neck, just above the base. Beneath the skin, too thin to be felt, is your thyroid, a gland shaped like a butterfly, with wings spread either side of your throat. It produces two hormones that act on almost every cell in your body, influencing nearly all physiological processes: from metabolism to brain function, body temperature to growth. These hormones contain the element iodine. Your body cannot create iodine, so to produce the hormones, you must draw iodine from the world around you: mainly from food, but also from drink and the air you breathe. You only need a tiny amount - an adult requires 150 micrograms a day (fifteen hundredths of a milligram) - but without it, the consequences are dramatic. Your thyroid, desperate for iodine, begins to expand, to filter iodine more effectively from your blood. Over time, this growth becomes a goitre, but even this adaptation may not be enough. Deprived of thyroid hormones, your heart rate slows. You begin to feel cold and exhausted. Your muscles ache and become weak. Soon, your joints begin to swell, your skin dries out, your hair thins. Your voice becomes a rasp. You gain weight, and an all-consuming brain fog settles over you, making it hard to think, to remember things, to feel joy. When children are deprived of these hormones, their growth is damaged. In utero, the effects can be catastrophic. A foetus draws on its mother's thyroid hormones to grow, and without them, its development is distorted, leading to miscarriage and birth defects, including deafness. In the first trimester of pregnancy, severe iodine deficiency in the mother will cause an embryo to miss crucial stages of development: the child will be born a cretin.
Iodine can be found almost everywhere in the world. It is abundant in ocean water, and when prehistoric seas receded, the element remained on the land, where it is drawn up by plants, consumed by animals and returned to the soil. This inheritance is kept stable by an 'iodine cycle': what is washed out by the rain is replaced by iodine vapour blown far inland. But not in Switzerland. In the last ice age, a permanent ice sheet formed over the Alps. Up to one kilometre thick, its tremendous weight ground against the terrain. It thawed and refroze in stages, and with every thaw, meltwater washed out the rubble. Over the course of 100,000 years, this ice sheet tore the top 250 metres of rock and soil from the surface of the Swiss Central Plateau. At its peak, about 24,000 years ago, it extended across all the northern cantons. It did not reach the Jura or Ticino. In 1964, Dr Franz Merke, a Basel surgeon, showed that the extent of the ice sheet 'corresponded precisely' with the prevalence of goitre: Switzerland had been stripped of its iodine. This was a decade after it had finally been proved that iodine deficiency caused the linked medical conditions in the region. Forty years earlier still, in 1914, hormones had only just been defined (in 1905, by Ernest Starling at UCL), nutritional science had barely begun (with Casimir Funk's 1912 hypothesis on vitamins), and the chemical composition of Swiss soil was unknown. Despite this, almost everything Hunziker argued turned out to be true.
Iodine was discovered in 1811, and by the time Hunziker gave his speech to the Zurichsee Doctors' Society, it was used in a bewildering variety of treatments, from cough medicines to skin creams and aphrodisiacs. 'There was hardly any disease for which it was not recommended,' Merke wrote in his 1971 book, History and Iconography of Endemic Goitre and Cretinism (first published in English in 1984). But in the 19th century and beyond the element had a grim reputation: it was notorious for inducing the Jod-Basedow effect, a frightening, sometimes fatal condition characterised by bulging eyes, rapid heartbeat, tremor and agitation. Iodine was both famed as a medicine and feared as a poison.
Hunziker, by contrast, talked about it as a food, an essential part of everyday diet. This was a bewildering leap, and his claims about the amount required were no less startling. Treatments in Swiss pharmacies might contain a daily dose of one gram of iodine, but Hunziker argued that a ten-thousandth of this was all that was required, and that the Jod-Basedow effect (now known as iodine-induced hyperthyroidism, or IIH) was a sign of overdose. Indeed, he claimed to have tested tiny doses for years, with no ill effects: during treatment, goitre shrank; when treatment ceased, it returned. Goitre was not an alien growth or an infection, merely an enlarged thyroid. Hunziker addressed cretinism (now known as congenital iodine deficiency syndrome) with logic: in the rare instances when babies are born without a thyroid, they suffer only after birth, meaning that in utero they must use their mother's thyroid hormones. Goitre-related birth defects - from deafness to cretinism - must therefore be due to the mother's lack of iodine, probably in the first trimester. To end the ancestral curse, all the Swiss people needed was a tiny, daily dose of iodine delivered in an everyday commodity: table salt.
Sodium chloride is the perfect vehicle for iodine. We need a small amount of sodium every day in order to function, and, like iodine, we cannot create it in our bodies. Unlike iodine, sodium is something we crave. Yet our appetite is swiftly sated: people struggle to take the correct dose of pills or tonics, but they consume a remarkably consistent amount of salt. Just as important, iodine in such minute quantities does not change salt's taste. (Whatever chefs might claim, this fact is well established: in 1995, Unicef, concerned about the sensitivity of children to odd flavours, commissioned a study in which rice was prepared with salt iodised at ten times the maximum recommended concentration. In double-blind taste tests, the iodine was undetectable.)
In 1915, Hunziker's speech was published as a 24-page booklet. It was brief and beguilingly simple, but in Switzerland criticism was fierce. Shortly after its publication, a leading doctor at the University of Zurich, Adolf Oswald, wrote a scathing rebuttal in the country's most authoritative medical journal demanding that the proposal 'must be vigorously opposed'. To his detractors, Hunziker was historically illiterate and his theory a recipe for mass poisoning. That iodine had some effect on goitre was well known, but it had been thoroughly discredited as cure or prophylaxis - not just once, but numerous times. Similar ideas to Hunziker's had been in circulation for a century. In 1820, an attempt to treat goitre with iodine by the Geneva doctor Jean-Francois Coindet left the physician hiding from his furious, overdosed patients. In the 1860s and 1870s, iodised salt experiments conducted in three French departements ended in disaster, with mass outbreaks of Jod-Basedow.
In 1851, a remarkably similar iodine deficiency theory had been rejected by the French Academie des Sciences. Adolphe Chatin, the young director of the Paris School of Pharmacy presented exhaustive measurements of iodine concentrations in water, soil and vegetables to support his claim that the absence of minute quantities of the element gave rise to goitre. Yet his theory was dismissed: such tiny quantities of a single substance could not, he was told, have such a dramatic impact. The use of iodine as a goitre prophylaxis was proposed again in 1898, 1909 and 1912. In 1911, the US researcher David Marine announced that he had used iodine to prevent goitre in freshwater trout, though he stopped short of endorsing an iodine deficiency theory. He thought the element probably counteracted another, goitre-creating agent, much as quinine acts on the symptoms of malaria. In key respects, notably the quantities of iodine required, Hunziker's theory really was new, but these subtleties did little to stem the opprobrium.
High  in the Alps, Otto Bayard - another country doctor, two years younger than Hunziker - was following the debate. He had studied in Dublin, been to China and Indonesia as a ship's doctor, and after a Red Cross mission to the Balkans was now, in 1918, back in his native Valais, in a Zermatt emptied of its prewar crowds of tourists, living at the end of a railway line whose two daily steam trains only ran in the summer months. For half the year, it was all but cut off from the world, and visiting a patient could mean a twenty-hour trip on the back of a mule.
Bayard was sceptical about Hunziker's theory, but he wanted to know what worked, and knew that, for all the talk, tiny daily doses of iodine had never been put to the test. So he began to devise a new kind of experiment: in an early version of a dose-response trial, he prepared table salt iodised at five different concentrations to give to five families in a goitre area for five months. He worked alone, mixing close to 100 kg of salt with his snow shovel, turning it over until he was sure the potassium iodide was evenly spread. Then, loading up his mule, he set out for Grachen, a remote village even by the standards of upper Valais. It had no train station and no road, and sat on a thin shelf of land, one and half hours by mule from the bottom of the valley. It was badly affected by goitre; 75 per cent of the village schoolchildren had enlarged thyroid glands. Bayard took measurements and photographs, and gave the families iodised salt. He left salt for the cows, to iodise their milk, and for the bakery, so that it would be in the bread. The experiment ran through the winter, the half of the year when children went to school. When Bayard returned in spring, not only had the five families not been poisoned, they all had slimmer necks. He had given the lowest dose - just 4 milligrams of potassium iodide per kilogram of salt - to the family of Theophil Brigger, a farmer who was raising seven children, aged six to fifteen, alone. His children were transformed.
Bayard broke the news of his solo endeavour just as word reached Switzerland of a successful experiment by David Marine in Akron, Ohio, in which iodine tablets were dispensed to schoolgirls (Marine's results were published in 1917 in the US, but communication to Europe was disrupted by the war). Bayard set to work on another winter project to prove that the salt would work at scale; not for five families, but for two villages. He chose Grachen again and a village of the same size on the other side of the valley called Torbel. With funding from the Swiss Health Authority, he formalised his operation, preparing highly concentrated batches of iodised salt to be given to one trusted person from each community, along with a small set of scales and precise instructions. At their village salt depots, these representatives painstakingly portioned out three tonnes of salt, a kilogram at a time, and when Bayard returned six months later, the goitres had gone. He continued his experiments in Grachen, adjusting the dose, until, at the end of 1921, he received an invitation to present his results at the new Swiss Goitre Commission in Bern.
There were  sixteen men at the first commission meeting on 21 January 1922, almost all of them senior figures in Switzerland's top institutions: the universities, the Federal Health Authorities, the army. Although Hunziker and Bayard were only country doctors, their work was at the top of the agenda. Other possible experiments were discussed, such as intestinal disinfection against imagined goitre microbes, but Bayard's sensational trials were the focus of attention. The attendees fiercely disagreed about the reason the salt worked, but the evidence that it did seemed irrefutable. How could it be put into practice? Bayard believed that iodised salt should be compulsory; others thought that citizens should choose for themselves whether to use it. Some advocated a clandestine programme, in which iodine would be secretly added to the salt supply, to be revealed only when its positive effects had become evident. There was another complication: in a tradition that went back to the Middle Ages, each of the 25 Swiss cantons held monopoly rights on the sale of salt within its borders. Even if iodisation were to be imposed, it could not be done at federal level: the Swiss people would have to be convinced the salt was safe, canton by canton - a 'Sisyphean task', as Bayard later wrote.
One man at the meeting was sure it could be done. Hans Eggenberger was the chief doctor at the hospital in Herisau, the tiny capital of the sparsely populated canton of Appenzell Ausserrhoden. Unlike Bayard, Eggenberger had no doubts about Hunziker's theory. The previous May, he had proposed salt iodisation to the canton's health authority, only to be told, in the recollection of his then assistant, that 'the people will never, ever permit themselves to accept something like that.' Then and now, Appenzellers are famed throughout Switzerland for resisting change, but Eggenberger took a different view of his fellow citizens. Returning to Herisau three days after the commission met, he announced an addition to the programme of light entertainment at the town cinema - a lecture on iodised salt. Perhaps it was curiosity, or the colour slides, or the reputation of the charismatic 40-year-old doctor, but the cinema was packed.
Goitre was embarrassing, ugly and a subject for humour, so Eggenberger began his presentation with the image of the Madonna from Albrecht Durer's Dresden Altarpiece: unimpeachable, unmockable and exhibiting, he claimed, an obvious goitre. Speaking in the local Swiss-German dialect, he filled his talk with jokes and tugs on the emotions. He called iodised salt 'whole salt', in an echo of 'whole milk' and 'wholemeal', to make it sound natural and healthy. And he began a petition - a request that the cantonal government 'take responsibility for the production of whole salt, support it financially and make it accessible to the public wherever salt is sold'. In Switzerland's system of direct democracy, petitions have weight; in Appenzell Ausserrhoden, as in other cantons, authorities are constitutionally bound to review them and respond without delay. In pursuit of signatures, Eggenberger embarked on a breakneck tour of evening lectures, commandeering an ambulance to visit all fifteen communities in the canton in just three weeks. In five days alone, he gathered more than three thousand signatures. On 20 February, the cantonal government granted permission for production. Two days later, just one month after the Goitre Commission met, 'whole salt' went on sale in Appenzell Ausserrhoden. An entire canton had iodised salt: not by diktat, but by popular demand.
In June, the Goitre Commission met again. Before it lay a report on the history of using iodine to treat goitre by Professor Fritz de Quervain, the country's leading authority on thyroid disorders. De Quervain was unconvinced by Hunziker's unproven theory and wary of Eggenberger's propaganda. His mentor and predecessor at the Bern Inselspital, the Nobel prizewinner Theodor Kocher, had, before his death five years earlier, publicly insisted that goitre prophylaxis should be undertaken only once its mechanism of action was proven. Yet De Quervain's report set out the case for iodised salt: he was ready to give iodine to an entire country, without understanding how it worked. It was not a calm meeting. There were accusations of poor scientific practice, and allegations of corruption. The men knew they were on the verge of a historic decision, one that might liberate the country, or kill innocent people and destroy trust in the medical profession.
On 24 June, they formally recommended iodised salt to the cantons. Nothing like this had ever been done before, anywhere in the world: it was the first food fortification programme; the first attempt by a government to improve the lives of an entire population by adding a chemical to its food supply. In November 1922, the first batches were delivered. Within a year, iodised salt was on sale in seventeen cantons. By the end of the decade, it was available nationwide. And so - as in a fairy tale - the 'national evil' was banished from the land. By 1930, wherever the salt was used, goitre had all but disappeared. The rate of deaf-mute births fell fivefold in just eight years, from one in six hundred, to one in three thousand. Across the country, schools for deaf-mute children shut down. Since 1930, not a single baby has been born in Switzerland with congenital iodine deficiency syndrome.
It was a sensation. 'Switzerland - free of goitre!' the front page of the Basler Nachrichten announced in February 1922, days after the first Goitre Commission. 'Unless all the signs prove deceptive, Switzerland today stands at the gates of a goitre-free future.' The syndicated piece praised Hunziker and Eggenberger 'as benefactors of humanity and heralds of a new era of healthcare'.
So why isn't this story more familiar? Why has the achievement of these pioneers been forgotten, the evidence languishing in a dusty archive? On 20 July 1922, less than a month after the recommendation by the Goitre Commission, an unusually long leading article appeared in the Swiss Medical Weekly. It began: 'If one looks through medical journals, political dailies, newspapers ... one might come to believe that, next to Einstein's Theory of Relativity, the iodine treatment of goitre is the most important discovery of the last decades, and that ... a "goitreless" golden age has arrived.' What followed was an astonishing attack on the Goitre Commission. Its author, Dr Eugen Bircher, son of Heinrich Bircher and his successor as chief surgeon at the cantonal hospital in Aarau, was a member of the commission, and had voted in favour of iodised salt. Yet now he raged against the 'downright careless - not to say criminal - praise of iodine'. Insisting without any basis on the risk of the Jod-Basedow effect, Bircher failed to address the success of Bayard's trial. One explanation for his vitriol is that in 1918, when Bayard began his experiments, Bircher launched Strumaval, an expensive, eight-day goitre treatment, which was still available when his article appeared but whose future seemed unsure.
Bircher was an influential man in 1920s Switzerland. Tall and domineering, he was a senior figure in the army, and the founder, in 1919, of the Swiss Fatherland Association, a far-right militia with links to the government and fascist groups abroad. He was the subject of scandal in 1924, when he was alleged to have given funding to Hitler in the months of hyperinflation before the Munich Putsch (German intelligence services have a record of a meeting; Swiss intelligence services do not). Hunziker, Bayard and Eggenberger had no attachment to a university or institution, but Bircher became the editor of the Swiss Medical Weekly in 1926. During the 1930s and 1940s, he occupied an ever increasing number of senior positions in the Swiss industrial, political, medical and military establishment. His opposition to iodised salt was fixed and unchanging, long after its effects were essentially beyond dispute. Until his death in 1956, annual sales of iodised salt in Aargau, the fourth-largest canton, Bircher's home and the centre of his power, amounted to less than 10 per cent of all salt sold there. In 1931, by which time goitre had virtually disappeared among Swiss young people, 95 per cent of the schoolchildren in Aarau still had swollen thyroids.
By the time of Bircher's death, three decades had elapsed since the headlines of 1922. A generation had died, taking with it the memory of the way life had been. In 1927, Bruno Galli-Valerio, a member of the Goitre Commission, in a speech in Valais, railed against the 'absurd idea, sadly so widespread, that goitre and cretinism bring shame to a country, and that they must therefore be ignored'. Yet the shame and the silence were widespread. A year later, Eggenberger noted how 'hastily people forget past plagues'.
Eggenberger died in a climbing accident in 1946, Bayard of cancer in 1957. Hunziker outlived Switzerland's last cretin, dying in 1982, at the age of 102. None of them could have achieved the breakthrough alone. Hunziker was a visionary, with a theory so compelling it could not be ignored; Bayard, the scientist, showed the salt would work for entire towns; Eggenberger was an activist, able to convince the cautious Swiss to embrace innovation. Yet they remain unknown, while other Swiss members of their generation are household names: Hermann Rorschach, of the inkblot test, was a colleague of Eggenberger's in Herisau; Albert Einstein went to the same school as Eugen Bircher; Max Bircher-Benner (no relation) lives on through his muesli. Carl Jung documented the strange depression that struck his mother when the family moved to Laufen - a village that, as Heinrich Bircher's survey shows, was badly afflicted by goitre.
In 1990, Hans Burgi, another enterprising Swiss medic, published a paper in English on the forgotten iodine pioneers. That year, iodised salt was used in less than 20 per cent of households worldwide, and a global campaign by the WHO and Unicef was set in motion. Today, iodised salt is used by more than 88 per cent of the world's population. Internationally, it is regarded as one of the most successful public health measures ever devised. Yet in today's prosperous and healthy Switzerland the tale seems more fantastical than ever: an evil vanquished so completely it has been all but forgotten.
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Poem
Before
Jorie Graham



it came, before the turn in the cherished
wind, what we called history, the turn
towards, all of it more and more
towards - what is it that is
coming - must come - unfathomable, unbreakable - you want it so, your
future, no the
future, so
badly - you stand
on the threshold of your century as on a high
parapet, brush in hand, a ladder wrinkling the air as it rises,
a kind of singing,
rung by rung -
all of you bowing to it saying thank you, thank you my lucky stars I am living
now - right now -
of all times this is the one now,
the air ahead all tongues, they are actually red why don't you
see it - & all will burn my friend -
are you there -
where are you now -
is there a place to still be
out there
now, in the actual future, which came about
after all - because none of this
will survive, though from here see, so sun-dappled in
what we called hours,
long strings of human eagerness, & wonder curiosity hope expectation belief -
(under the skin greed)
(greed feeling its way into the hours)
but the story above so shiny,
the whole prepared-for-the-future soul nodding, saying you're welcome, yes,
you're even more welcome
[I'm letting you go now are you ready]
[I trust you to catch me]
and the afternoon went on forever,
and the path to the walled garden
went on forever,
the repast the Sunday the sunlight burning this leaf then that one,
the wine on the table, burning, the bread,
the thudding of the minutes inaudible,
of what's in the minutes,
that greed,
like a fleet of bombers actually,
as the empty path filled up with men, rows and rows
stacked on the sides,
bodies crying or no longer able to,
a small path maintained for the stretcher-carriers,
but all of this still invisible
[except in the brushstroke]
the one with no legs saying to no one
what's this all about,
engines, sweat, memory of marching as one,
huddled up till he's a rag now calling for his mother,
vital fluid seeping into the dirt,
growling of plane circling low,
what's got you boy,
nerves got you boy,
till the path to this garden delivers its message,
its millions of faces
crying medic, crying mom, one of them whispering this was my home
once, right in there -
this hour -
in our garden -
where I look in my parents' eyes and see nothing but
the surfaces of things,
unbreakable,
all round us
the sun perjuring itself promising
the world cannot turn on you,
gold firing on every leaf and pane,
ricochet of sunstrikes on glass, twig, stone,
the wall of vines all mouths whispering here you are here you are,
fill your glass the promises shall be kept,
& that quiet in the light, that quiet that cannot die,
over our repast in the garden,
over my one fear that I would spill the glass
in the conflagration
of simplicities ...
Those who will never walk again on this earth.
Those who will never walk again
in the shadows of the garden.
What did I become.
Oh, the future said, this train can go faster than this track can withstand,
why not,
we're heading out,
it's speed which is carrying us now,
the vehicle is an illusion,
the bend up ahead you keep squinting into, you can
forget it,
after the bend, wonders, after the bend
the soul will be made to expand - tongues - more tongues - so blue -
whispering a little life
a little more
that's the ticket
that one day
in the garden
at the small table,
it is coming on evening,
the blossoms have just fallen, all of them, all at once, a gust just
came through,
we can still smell them,
the earth is white with their silks,
no decay taints or wrinkles
mother father child,
it must be Sunday,
the sun has not yet gone,
it fingers around the garden tending, selecting,
who is this speaking here,
the sun touches our jackets where the small boy who is me
must be hearing something,
something unheard of,
he wants to hear it,
he raises his arms out to his sides as if to cry out
but does not,
how happy we are he thinks,
how perfect they are,
my arms rising mid-reach above the blossoms,
my fingers stretching out,
the evening the blossoms the sun descending,
soon there will be a smile,
they will begin to smile
their rare smile,
all is what it seems I am thinking,
he is thinking,
the painter is thinking.
It is 1898.
We are in the lull
before history dissolves,
before terror comes and demands its payment in full
for what will not be delivered.
We will not be delivered.
(Edouard Vuillard, Repast in a Garden, 1898)
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How to Plan an Insurrection



 James Connolly: Socialist, Nationalist and Internationalist 
by  Liam McNulty.
 Merlin, 398 pp., PS25, December 2022, 978 0 85036 783 6



The  1996 film Michael Collins shows a badly wounded James Connolly being carried on a stretcher to a chair in Kilmainham Gaol, to which he is tied before being shot by a British firing squad. Connolly was one of the fifteen rebel leaders executed in May 1916 for their part in the Easter Rising, when at least 1200 rebels battled the British forces in Dublin for six days with the aim of establishing an Irish republic. The rebellion led to a wave of arrests, mainly of innocent people, as well as around 450 deaths, mostly of civilians. In Neil Jordan's film, Connolly's contribution lasts ten seconds. He is one of the 'men of 1916' whose collective sacrifice inspired a revolution led by Collins and Eamon de Valera that reconfigured the UK, created the Irish Free State and generated a bitter civil war. Who Connolly was, what he had stood for and the reasons he took part in the rising were of no consequence in Jordan's film. What was important was the goal of independence for which the fifteen had given their lives. This depiction was in line with the way the rebels had been remembered in Ireland. In 1966, to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the rising, train stations across the republic were named after the fifteen men. Amiens Street station became Dublin Connolly. The state's appropriation of Connolly's memory was paradoxical, given the highly conservative nature of 1960s Ireland and the fact that Connolly was not only a socialist but a revolutionary Marxist - affiliations out of tune with a deeply conservative, Catholic and patriarchal state that for many decades had shunned socialism and class politics. How Connolly ended up participating in an insurrection that became central to such a nation's creation myth has never been all that clear, so it was simpler just to honour the action.
Connolly was born in 1868 to Irish parents in Cowgate, a slum area of Edinburgh dominated by Irish migrants. He joined the British army at fourteen, giving a false name and age, and served in Ireland. In 1890 he married Lillie Reynolds, a domestic servant from a Protestant family in Co. Wicklow, and the pair returned to Edinburgh, where Connolly worked as a manure carter, as his father had done. Until the 1890s he was a practising Catholic, but abandoned his faith around the time he was first politically active. He became involved in several of the groups that made up the early labour movement: he was secretary of the Scottish Socialist Federation (in 1895), a founder of the Irish Socialist Republican Party (1896) and the Socialist Labour Party (1903), a propagandist and activist for the Socialist Labour Party of America (from 1903 until 1910), and the leader of the Irish Transport and General Workers' Union (1914).
He was one of the early beneficiaries of the 1872 Education (Scotland) Act, which made primary education compulsory, and like many of the Scottish socialist activists of his generation, he was a prolific journalist, producing pamphlets and essays, editing papers and writing books on politics and Irish history. But Connolly's work has not always been taken seriously. Last year, Richard Bourke and I tried to remedy this by publishing a selection of his writings in The Political Thought of the Irish Revolution.* Liam McNulty's new book also helps us to understand the international and transnational contexts that shaped Connolly's ideas and actions. McNulty demonstrates the importance of late Victorian British socialism and of the Second International, founded in 1889. In the cities of Edinburgh and Dundee, organisations such as the Social Democratic Federation (SDF) and its offshoot, the Socialist League, sought to educate the populace in basic socialist ideas via meetings, speeches made on soapboxes and street corners, and through printed propaganda. As the 1890s progressed, movements such as the 'new unionism' of unskilled workers and calls for the establishment of independent labour representation in Westminster via the Independent Labour Party (ILP) made socialism both more obvious in Scotland, England and Wales and fragmented in purpose and design, with clear differences emerging among socialists as to how they might best achieve their goals. This rich world of socialist activity was where Connolly's political initiation took place; it provided invaluable training for his next venture, in Ireland. Despite his background, his move there in 1896 was coincidental. John Leslie appealed in the SDF's paper, Justice, for a socialist organisation to hire Connolly, who was facing destitution, and a job offer came from the Dublin Socialist Club at the modest salary of PS1 per week. His time in Ireland would help shape his thinking about international socialism, and Ireland would be the testing ground for many of his ideas.
From the outset it was clear that Connolly needed a thorough understanding of the national question if his fledgling Irish Socialist Republican Party (ISRP) was to attract the working class. He drew on Alice Stopford Green's The Making of Ireland and Its Undoing, the first study of its kind to employ rigorous research and referencing, to argue that a version of primitive communism had existed before the Norman invasion of the 12th century. He also made use of the ideas of European and North American anthropologists and historians such as Charles Letourneau, Lewis Henry Morgan and Henry Maine, who suggested that common ownership of land had been the basis of primitive society in most countries before its replacement by capitalist relations of production. In monthly pieces in the ISRP's paper, the Workers' Republic, later collected in his book Labour in Irish History (1910), Connolly made the argument that colonialism and private property steadily eroded the clan nature of Gaelic society, so much so that Ireland was now taking on the character of the ancien regime. What was required was not simply the replacement of one set of property owners (whether British or Anglo-Irish) with another (i.e. the Irish peasant), or an amendment to the constitutional relationship between Britain and Ireland through the introduction of Home Rule. Rather, Connolly envisaged establishing a new social order that would restore the pre-modern Irish socialist republic. What was needed was a wholesale revolutionary programme that would reform economic, social and intellectual relations.
But his efforts to advance this programme had to wait. In 1902 an invitation to the ISRP from Daniel De Leon's Socialist Labour Party of America (SLP) led to Connolly embarking on a highly successful speaking tour across the US East Coast and Midwest. In 1903 he moved to America, prompted by splits within the ISRP and mismanagement of party funds while he was away, as well as increasing difficulties with his own personal finances. During his time in the US, Connolly changed his views. He distanced himself from De Leon over his party's attitude to religion and socialism, arguing that socialism could be entirely consistent with the holding of religious belief, and soon left the SLP for the larger Socialist Party of America. At the same time he became involved with the Industrial Workers of the World, or the 'Wobblies', a militant body that promoted revolutionary syndicalism and industrial unionism through mass action and solidarity strikes. The Connolly who returned to Ireland in 1910 was a different man, with more advanced views on socialism and morality as well as on the importance of direct action in achieving political goals. This change of position has puzzled many scholars, but McNulty makes the development of his ideas clear.
Connolly joined forces with the trade unionist Jim Larkin, leader of the Irish Transport and General Workers' Union (ITGWU). They co-founded the Irish Labour Party in 1912 and were centrally involved in the Dublin Lockout, which began in August 1913 after the city's chief employers decided to sack workers they thought might be ITGWU members or who refused to say they wouldn't join the union. They then locked out at least 15,000 workers. There were violent attacks on both strikers and strike-breakers, and the police killed two workers and injured hundreds after a baton charge at a meeting where Larkin was speaking. The starving workers returned to work in January 1914. Connolly now believed, as he wrote in The Reconquest of Ireland (1915), that social democracy would be best achieved by a combination of labour unionism, political agitation and revolutionary militancy.
The necessity for revolution became all the more urgent after the outbreak of the First World War. McNulty highlights the way the collapse of the Second International in the face of war reconfigured Connolly's worldview, as socialists across Britain, France, Germany, Austria and Russia caved into the demands of their rulers. The working classes were to be sacrificed on the altar of capitalism; socialism seemed to be ceasing to exist. Connolly's writings suggest that courageous action was even more necessary now that working-class leadership across the UK and Europe had all but collapsed. Most of the British labour movement backed the government's war effort despite opposition from Keir Hardie, John Maclean and others. The picture was similar across Europe, and Connolly lamented the way socialists in France, Germany, Austria and Russia performed a volte face on whether to participate in war once the conflict began. Ireland, he thought, could and should lead a great wave of revolutionary action, a huge uprising of the working classes to stop the war, which would have a domino effect across Europe and beyond. As 1915 dragged on, not only was talk of conscription in the air across the UK, but Ireland had settled into the war, supporting the Allies in all kinds of ways, from recruitment to fundraising and war work. For Connolly in Dublin, at the heart of war mobilisation, this must have felt like the ultimate capitulation of the Irish working class to the demands of bourgeois nationalist leaders. Labourers and farmers felt the allure of profit and sold their wares to feed the war effort, while urban workers susceptible to the appeals to bravery, courage and sacrifice made by politicians, businesses and recruiters alike were enticed to join up. Never was the need for revolution clearer, and McNulty shows that Connolly was prepared to embark on insurrection alone (Larkin had gone to America in 1914 to raise funds for the ITGWU).
And yet he did not. Connolly had already worked with republicans and other nationalists when protesting against the Boer War and was familiar with Dublin's radical networks. In late 1915, however, his frustration with these groups was palpable. He goaded them in his writings, hinting at insurrection. In January 1916 the Military Council of the Irish Republican Brotherhood, the command centre of the secret society behind the rising, approached him to see whether a military alliance was possible. It was, and planning for an uprising began.
Connolly's involvement with the IRB and his subsequent participation in the rising can and should be distinguished from that of the other rebels. Divisions between Connolly's men and the republicans had existed for some time. In 1914, Connolly's workers' defence force, the Irish Citizen Army (ICA), which was drawn from members of the ITGWU, had clashed with the Irish Volunteers, a militia of more than 150,000 men prepared to defend Home Rule at all costs. The Volunteers were scathing about the ITGWU's radical syndicalism and the impact of the lockout on the capital, especially the violent response by the Dublin Metropolitan Police. Members of the ICA wondered aloud whether Home Rule would merely transfer 'the stick which beats the worker' from the British imperialists to the Volunteers. Connolly wanted a socialist republic, and didn't support the catch-all nationalism of Patrick Pearse, author of the Proclamation of the Irish Republic, which he would read outside the General Post Office at the start of the rising. Connolly had criticised Pearse in the Spark for glorifying the war and repeating the tropes about blood sacrifice that had propelled so many men to take up a rifle. 'The old heart of the earth needed to be warmed with the red wine of the battlefields,' Pearse had written, welcoming 'the homage of millions of lives given gladly for love of country'. 'Any person ... whether English, German, or Irish, who sings the praise of war is, in our opinion, a blithering idiot,' Connolly retorted in the Workers' Republic.
And yet an alliance was made. McNulty's book implicitly demonstrates that historians should not have been asking whether Connolly abandoned socialism for Irish republicanism. Seeing the two as opposed is a fundamental misunderstanding: Connolly increasingly came to believe that national and socialist questions were synonymous in the case of Ireland. Instead, we should be asking what inspired Connolly to embark on insurrection. The answers to this are now clear: his personal experiences in Scotland, Ireland and the US, the outbreak of the First World War, the collapse of the Second International, the weakness of the working-class movement in Dublin and elsewhere after the war began, and the opportunity of allying with a bigger organisation of Irish republicans. As McNulty argues, Connolly's journey from moderate socialist to Marxist syndicalist would in fact make more sense in the post-1919 world of the Comintern, as questions of national self-determination took on revolutionary importance in the chaotic aftermath of the First World War. Connolly might well have flourished in this context, but in 1916 he was ahead of his time. The reconquest of Ireland that he desired could be achieved because the cause of Ireland became the cause of labour. For republicans, however, the cause of labour was definitely not the cause of Ireland. And, ultimately, their view triumphed.
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Go for it, losers
David Trotter


 Every Man for Himself and God against All 
by  Werner Herzog, translated by Michael Hofmann.
 Bodley Head, 355 pp., PS25, October, 978 1 84792 724 8



The only reason  Werner Herzog hasn't yet made a film about the Ancient Mariner may be that, having already inadvertently incorporated so many elements of the poem into his own work, he has become him. Herzog certainly shares Coleridge's interest in the physical and spiritual toll taken by epic voyages into uncharted waters. There are several rafts as well as a phantom schooner stuck up a tree in Aguirre, the Wrath of God (1972), the film about a berserk conquistador which established him as a leading figure in German New Wave cinema; and a steamboat hauled over the isthmus separating two tributaries of the Amazon, and then flushed down a flight of rapids, in Fitzcarraldo (1982), the film about a 19th-century rubber baron and opera fanatic which sealed his international reputation. Boats carrying a cargo of corpses drift lazily into view towards the end of 'The Rime of the Ancient Mariner' and of Nosferatu the Vampyre (1979), Herzog's elegantly inventive homage to 1920s German Expressionist cinema.
 Like Coleridge, too, Herzog has an eye for spectral landscape. The Mariner's journey to the edge of the Antarctic, a land of 'mist and snow' where 'ice, mast-high, came floating by,/As green as emerald,' finds several echoes in Encounters at the End of the World (2007), his Oscar-nominated documentary about the 'dreamers and scientists' employed at the US Antarctic Programme's McMurdo Station, on Ross Island. Herzog, for whom nature is an obscenity, a squalid turmoil in which life-forms flourish briefly in order to kill or be killed before, as he puts it, 'just rotting away', reserves an especial distaste for the 'sheer hell' of underwater existence. He has perhaps seen what the Ancient Mariner saw from the deck of his ship: 'The very deep did rot ... Yea, slimy things did crawl with legs/Upon the slimy sea.' I don't think he'd mind too much if his films were to leave their audience in a state similar to that of the Wedding Guest to whom the Mariner tells his tale. 'He went like one that hath been stunned,/And is of sense forlorn.'
 These days Wedding Guests are easier to come by. Herzog has always steered well clear of social media, but he's a veteran of the festival circuit, the TV studio and, more recently, the podcast couch. His website describes him as the director of 'more than sixty' films; in fact, it's more than seventy. And we need to add the 23 operas he has staged (Mozart, Beethoven, Verdi, a lot of Wagner). What's striking about this back catalogue, apart from its sheer size, is the degree of curation it has involved. There's a flame to be kept alive. Herzog must be one of the few directors to provide all the commentaries on the DVD versions of his own films. He's a provocative, erudite interviewee, live and on the page. The image on the front cover of the most substantial collection, Werner Herzog: A Guide for the Perplexed, edited by Paul Cronin, somehow contrives (it's not Photoshopped) to pair an implacable-looking Herzog with a grizzly bear standing on its hind legs, jaws agape. Be, if not afraid, then just a little abashed. In the preface to the 2014 edition of the Guide, Cronin observes that fifteen years before, when he first started to pull these interviews together, Herzog had not yet 'attained the godlike status the world now accords him'. The internet has paid its ambiguous respects by converting his distinctive voice - already a fixture on The Simpsons - into a meme. Have a look at the YouTube videos in which an imitation Herzog narrates well-known children's stories like Madeline and Mike Mulligan and His Steam Shovel as though they were updates on the Book of Job.
 The flame to be kept alive is the doctrine of 'ecstatic truth' that Herzog first fully articulated at the end of the 1990s as an attempt to explain his extreme dissatisfaction with cinema verite. Film - fiction or documentary - should not concern itself with the facts of ordinary existence, which are the province of the journalist, the bureaucrat and the accountant. 'Facts don't illuminate,' Herzog explained to Cronin. 'Only truth illuminates. By making a clear distinction between "fact" and "truth", I penetrate a deeper stratum that most films don't even know exists.' Herzog's primary characteristic as a filmmaker is his willingness to scan the horizon for the faintest sign of a filmable event. This unquenchable intellectual curiosity is, however, accompanied by an almost complete incuriosity about what it is in our equipment as human beings that enables some of us, at least, to recognise an ecstatic truth when we see one. Nor has Herzog taken the trouble to define his version of the doctrine against those put forward by its several ancient exponents and their innumerable modern avatars. We're left guessing. There might be a clue in the final stanza of Friedrich Holderlin's 'Lebenslauf' ('The Course of Life'): 'The gods say: let man test everything/So that, powerfully nourished, he'll learn to be thankful/For all and realise his freedom/To set out wheresoever he choose.' I'm quoting from Nick Hoff's translation of the Odes and Elegies, for which Herzog supplied an enthusiastic blurb. The reason most films choose to remain unaware of these deeper strata may be that some of them, at least, are already well-trodden ground.
 Curation has a tendency to reiterate rather than expound. Herzog certainly does like to double down. When Lessons of Darkness, his film about the aftermath of the First Gulf War, was shown at the Berlin Film Festival in 1992, it caused a minor riot. Sequences of sumptuous shots which travel over the Kuwaiti oilfields set ablaze by Saddam Hussein's retreating army represent ecstatic truth at full visionary throttle. But we're never told that we're in Kuwait. Herzog's mesmerising tour of hell elides any attempt to understand the causes of the war or assess responsibility for its outcome. After the screening, Herzog was to recall, the two thousand people in the audience 'rose up with a single voice in an angry roar' to denounce him for aestheticising the evidence of destruction. Relishing the palpable hostility, he proceeded to claim Dante, Goya, Breughel and Bosch as his models, before concluding with the observation that 'You cretins are all wrong.'
 That was a long time ago, but testiness remains in his repertoire. To 'pedantic theoreticians' scanning Bad Lieutenant (2009) for references to Abel Ferrara's film of the same name, he had a simple message: 'Go for it, losers.' 'You have to brace yourself for the bozos,' he told an audience at the BFI in 2016. The bracing goes on. The title of his new memoir presents him as a modern-day Thomas Hobbes come to demonstrate, in as disobliging a manner as possible, that human existence tends to the nasty, brutish and short. What's more, it is itself a reiteration. Every Man for Himself, and God against All was the original title of one of Herzog's best-known films, subsequently released in America as The Enigma of Kaspar Hauser (1974). So here he is, nearly fifty years later, at the age of 81, still giving it large.
 Herzog is a skilful raconteur, and the narrative of his life bowls along at a lick, anecdote spawning anecdote. A good number of these will be familiar to anyone who's had any contact at all with the Wernerverse, but there's plenty of informative background detail, especially concerning his early years. Herzog was born on 5 September 1942 in Munich. His mother, Elisabeth Stipetic, relayed the exciting news to his paternal grandfather, Rudolf Herzog, the patriarch of the family, but not to her husband, Dietrich, who was serving in the army in France (and probably, since he 'knew how to make himself scarce', well to its rear). Both men were academics: Rudolf a classics professor turned archaeologist who made significant discoveries on the island of Kos; Dietrich, more 'pirate' than professor, a perma-tanned jack of all intellectual trades replete with duelling scars, and an enthusiastic Nazi to boot. The parents separated soon after the war, and it's pretty clear whose side the son is on: Dietrich and his contemporaries were a 'waste', he says, a generation lost to fascism and inertia. Elisabeth, who came from an Austro-Croatian family of administrators and army officers, trained as a biologist under the future Nobel laureate Karl von Frisch. To escape the bombing, she took Werner and his brother, Till, up into the mountains, to the remote village of Sachrang on the Austrian border. We learn a lot about life in Sachrang, about the family's return to Munich after the end of the war, about expeditions to Africa and America. Well-travelled barely does justice to a man whose 'Wanderjahre' appear to have begun in his mid-teens, and not yet to have ended.
 Somewhere in the middle of all this, films began to be made. 'I learned the basics about cinema in about a week from reading the thirty or forty pages on radio, film and TV in an encyclopedia. I still think that's about all there is to know.' By the age of 21, Herzog had his own production company. There's more to come in the memoir about family, but not much. Wives and children find themselves parcelled up together into a single, shortish chapter. Wives and children, we gather, are not the stuff of ecstatic truth. 'I almost always had helpers, family, women,' Herzog declares in his foreword. 'With a very few exceptions, this book is not about them.'
 Herzog has long proclaimed his affection for the Oxford English Dictionary, and while browsing in it he may conceivably have dwelt on the original meaning of the term 'projector': someone who 'plans or designs an enterprise or undertaking; a proposer or founder of some venture'. He has always been a maker of projects rather than films: that is, of projects whose primary but by no means only expression is a film. Fitzcarraldo, the most demanding of them all, is a film about a project. Carlos Fermin Fitzcarrald Lopez (1862-97), the opera-loving rubber baron, once got a boat across an isthmus by having it taken apart on one side and reassembled on the other. Herzog's fascination with the methods used to transport and erect the huge stones at Carnac gave him a more exciting idea: rather than dismantle the damn thing, use a system of ropes and turnstiles to manoeuvre it up and over the intervening hill. At one point, he began to wonder if he should play Fitzcarraldo, because the task (Aufgabe) set by his Carnac obsession had turned the film's protagonist into a version of himself. Forty years after its release, he remains a student of prehistoric technologies. 'I pursue the progress of the research with curiosity, ready at any time to revise my ideas.' The longest chapter in Every Man is the one devoted to 'Unrealised Projects', of which there are a large number. It all makes for an interesting selection of Wedding Guests. 'I receive regular invitations from the community of particle physicists who admire my films as much as rock musicians, skateboarders and various other enthusiastic denominations do.'
 Herzog likes to insist that a director should be more of an athlete than an aesthete and, perhaps as a result, the memoir devotes a great deal of attention to the human body in states of distress and disrepair. I soon lost count of all the many injuries and diseases ('My shit was bloody froth') endured in pursuit of ecstatic truth. Damage is evidently the price to be paid for projecting. But there's more to this chronicle of fractures and abscesses than exposure to accident as a professional hazard. Every Man is in its self-mythologising way the record of a charmed life. The tarantula Herzog once found asleep in one of his shoes and the giant scorpion which spent the night under him in a hammock both declined, for reasons best known to themselves, to put an end to him. A plane on which he has a seat booked leaves without him and promptly crashes into a mountain. He turns down a group invitation to meet a senior guerrilla commander; those who attend are summarily executed. Herzog has become a virtuoso of the near miss. Watch on YouTube as the bullet he doesn't quite dodge while being interviewed on the streets of Los Angeles barely grazes him.
The  projector may in undertaking his ventures have left family and friends behind him, but he rarely operates alone. There's an understanding among those who share his 'hunger for transcendence' that ensures a measure of moral support at the very least, and often a great deal more. Herzog's childhood desire to fly - 'by myself, with my body, without any gear' - soon found an inspiration and model in the Swiss ski jumper Walter Steiner, whose talent he claims to have spotted from the first. 'This quiet young man had something ecstatic in the way he flew, though technically he still had flaws ... His element seemed to be the air, not the earth.' In 1972 Steiner won gold at the Olympic Games in Sapporo and the World Championships in Planica. In 1974 Herzog made a film about him which expresses the 'immediate kinship' the two men had felt with each other. Then there's Bruce Chatwin, whose leather rucksack Herzog inherited, and apparently still uses; and the Indochina veteran and photojournalist Denis Reichle (it was he who squashed the scorpion groggily exiting the hammock); and Werner Janoud, 'completely primal and self-made, the only person I know who is absolutely and totally not deformed by human society'. These are the ecstatic truth bros. Herzog's more recent Hollywood career (he played the villain in the first Jack Reacher movie) has brought him into contact with legends of a different sort. 'Tom Cruise was extremely respectful to me. For my part, I was impressed by his absolute professionalism.' The Ancient Mariner seems about to embark on a victory lap.
 That's not at all what Coleridge had in mind for his poem's protagonist, whose guilt at the wanton slaughter of a blameless bird seems likely to keep him on the road for some time yet. Every Man does in fact explicitly raise the topic of guilt in relation to an albatross of a kind: Klaus Kinski, the leading man in five of the fiction films (Aguirre, Fitzcarraldo, Nosferatu, Woyzeck, Cobra Verde). Herzog was in his early teens when he first met Kinski, then 26 and already well launched on a career as a 'misunderstood starving genius'. Kinski had the use of a back room in the pension in the Schwabing district of Munich where Herzog lived with Elisabeth, Till and his half-brother, Lucki Stipetic. He apparently lost no opportunity to abuse or assault his landlady and fellow lodgers, before eventually being kicked out for trashing the bathroom. This crisis constituted a rite of passage. 'I know that, aside from my mother, I was the one who was not afraid of him. To me, he was a force of nature.'
 Herzog's task as a director was, as he once put it, to shape the 'craziness' inside this force of nature into form. Kinski became integral to Herzog's most ambitious projects, his screen presence appearing somehow to incarnate rather than merely inhabit the character he was playing: successively maniac, dreamer, vampire, misfit, and maniac again. 'No one,' Herzog observed, 'tamed him as well as I did.' Like My Best Fiend, the documentary he made about Kinski in 1999, Every Man ends its account of their relationship on a note of reconciliation - 'we had times of deep comradeship' - after a long and often bitter struggle. 'I was always prepared at any moment,' he remarks of the making of Fitzcarraldo, during which the two comrades fought incessantly, 'to confront anyone and everyone, whatever work and life threw my way.'
 In 2013 Kinski's daughter Pola, who was born in 1952, published a memoir, Kindermund, in which she describes in harrowing detail the sexual abuse she suffered at the hands of her father ('Babbo') between the ages of five and nineteen. 'Pola - like a number of young women lately - had asked me for advice and support before she published her book,' Herzog reports in Every Man. 'I have absolutely no doubt about her account.' Does that mean, he goes on, that he should 'withdraw' the films he made with Kinski? His answer is a series of further questions. Should we cancel Caravaggio because he killed someone in a brawl, or Wagner because he was an antisemite? It's a slippery slope. But you can be against cancellation and still feel that what Kinski did requires a fuller reckoning than the sort of attribution of exalted status Pola must have heard often enough in her earlier years, and quite possibly understood as an incentive to remain silent. In November 1991, Pola's mother, Gislinde Kuhlbeck, called to tell her that Babbo was dead. 'Ah, I can't be angry with him,' she remembers Gislinde saying. 'He was a brilliant mind!' Pola hung up.
 Herzog has in the past proved an eloquent witness to the extent of the violence of which Kinski was capable. In Every Man, he describes Kinski's arrival in the Urubamba Valley in Peru, where the opening scene of Aguirre was to be shot. After a couple of wet nights under canvas and a succession of tantrums, there seemed to be no alternative but to put him up in the only nearby hotel; where, however, his 'rampaging' continued. 'The maniac hit out at his fleeing Vietnamese wife and drove her down the stairs in front of him.' There's a fuller account of this episode in Conquest of the Useless, the journal Herzog kept between June 1979 and November 1981 of the endlessly troubled production in similar locations of Fitzcarraldo. The entry for 19 August 1979 records a conversation with Walter Saxer, the producer of both films, during which the two men reminisce about the making of Aguirre. Herzog is reminded that 'night after night' Kinski would fly into a rage and drag his 'Vietnamese wife' through the hotel corridors, hurling her against the walls. The hotel-keeper had to be bribed not to throw him out. 'Walter described how every morning at four he went around discreetly scrubbing off the splatters of blood ('Blutspuren') that the madman's poor wife had left on the walls. Yet these were minor rites. To this day I have not dared to write down anything about those events.' Herzog is no stranger to hyperbole, so it's difficult to know exactly what happened. But it does look as though the man who prides himself on his ability to confront anything 'work and life' might throw in his way has admitted to a degree of complicity in what were by his own account sickening acts of violence. Minhoi Genevieve Loanic, the 'Vietnamese wife', had a child by Kinski and divorced him in 1979.
Conquest includes in the entry for 28 to 30 June 1981 a further revealing commentary on the damage done by Kinski's manias. He was threatening yet again to bring the whole production down around him. 'I listened to him unmoved, although I knew what a trail of destruction he has left behind him in his life.' Kinski, Herzog notes, 'did not give a fig for the laws'. 'Then he described, as a threat to me, what he had done to his two daughters, Pola and Nastassja: for that alone, he would in the USA have got twenty years in jail.' By this stage, Herzog had little reason to believe a word Kinski said, because the aim of his tantrums was evidently to intimidate rather than to inform. All the same, Kinski was now confessing to a crime so despicable that it would if proven have landed him in prison. His constant refrain to Pola had been that, while what he did to her was the 'most natural thing in the world', she must nonetheless never tell anyone about it. 'Never, or I'll end up in jail!' In January 2013, Nastassja Kinski told Bild am Sonntag that while Kinski had 'always touched me way too much', she'd been able to prevent him from going any further.
Kinski  has always loomed large in Herzog's self-mythologisation. But he only ever appeared in a handful of the films. The doctrine of ecstatic truth is, by contrast, pervasive. There are further questions to be asked - even or especially in the absence of its malevolent talisman - of the broader premise on which it is based. Documentary has customarily been regarded as a genre duty-bound to deal in facts. But the only duty Herzog has ever felt as a filmmaker is, as he puts it, to 'follow a grand vision'. His talent as an inquirer, backed by monumental self-confidence, has gained him access to sealed locations as disparate as death row and a cave full of prehistoric animal paintings. You sometimes wish that he'd handed his grand vision in at the door. It's disconcerting that when he introduces the idea of ecstatic truth into Every Man, he does so in order to associate it closely with the way in which 'fake news' (his term), if repeated often enough and acted on, can 'evolve' into or assume the 'structure' of a fact.
 One of my regrets about the memoir is that it barely touches on the friendship Herzog maintained with Fini Straubinger, the 56-year-old disability campaigner who features in Land of Silence and Darkness (1971). Straubinger lost both sight and hearing as a teenager, and for decades thereafter suffered from a debilitating addiction to painkillers. Herzog became her constant ally and companion in mischief. At the beginning of the film, Straubinger tries to explain the strange freedom she claims to feel in her solitude by recalling the ecstasy she saw on the faces of the ski jumpers she used to watch as a child. Herzog cuts to three successive shots of jumpers taking off or in mid-flight, tilted forward over their skis, mouths open in a kind of astonishment. It turns out that Straubinger had never been anywhere near a ski slope in her life. The words she utters are Herzog's, as, I think, is the ecstasy they articulate. When she later speaks for herself, it is to describe - to emphasise - the 'furchtbare Einsamkeit' ('terrible loneliness') of the lives the deaf-blind have no choice but to live. What we witness, as we observe her daily routine, is the vivid sense of a blissful momentary release from solitude engendered by human contact. If there's any ecstasy, here, it lies in the technique of tactile translation the deaf-blind use to communicate with each other and with their carers: rapid sequences of dots and dashes deftly etched on the palm and fingers of a hand. Such bliss reinforces, and is itself in turn reinforced by, the intervening solitude.
 Herzog first met Straubinger when researching a documentary on the provision of facilities for the disabled. The film they subsequently made together is a stirring testament to her courageous efforts to mobilise support for fellow-sufferers throughout Bavaria. Images of ecstatic flight pale into insignificance by comparison with the love Straubinger shows towards the guests - each accompanied, in small blizzards of signalling, by a carer - at her 56th birthday party. In the memoir, Herzog describes Land of Silence and Darkness as his 'deepest' film. Its depth lies in the generous, precise attention it gives to the workings, for better as well as worse, of the 'human society' so despised by the ecstatic truth bro. This is the Herzog crux: that a filmmaker able as few others are to sense and grasp the uniqueness of what is happening in front of his own eyes should have expended so much effort in recycling the more ornate elements of Romanticism's extensive detritus. I doubt there's anything in his copious meditations on the obscenity of nature to match Delacroix's Wild Horse Felled by a Tiger (1828).
 In complete contradiction of the propaganda accompanying them, Herzog's fiction films share with his documentaries a tendency to belie their often asserted reluctance to let an event speak for itself. In a fiction film, of course, everything is the stylised product of a grand vision. The obstacle to vision, in this case, is narrative, which if not necessarily productive of 'facts' is nonetheless prone to rely on a certain mundane logic, a bureaucratic calculus of cause and effect. So Herzog resorts to a further distinction, between its 'inner' and 'outer' manifestations. In Aguirre, for example, after the dramatic opening sequence of a baggage train in hectic descent from a mountain peak, he cuts to a shot, held for at least a minute, of the raging waters of the Rio Urubamba in the valley below. Three seconds of this would ordinarily have been enough, he has explained, to set a scene; the point of dwelling on an image of turbulent chaos is instead to prepare the audience for the enormity of what is to come. Such 'frozen moments' don't advance the action. Instead they connect 'more deeply' to an 'inner narrative'. The film 'almost holds its breath as the multiple threads of a story moving in all directions are tied in a knot for one brief moment'. The function of the knot-tying is to figure ecstatic truth.
 We could say that the Herzog formula involves two kinds of breathing: no breath at all, as the knot of ecstatic truth is tied in the film's depths; and a series of often rather laboured gasps for air as its outer narrative seeks to establish the encompassing rigidity of social and cultural norms. Fitzcarraldo the film amounts to a very long wait for Fitzcarraldo the project to begin: ninety minutes elapse before anyone makes any attempt to imagine how they might actually get the boat over the hill. Several of the intervening scenes would not have been out of place in a spaghetti Western: Kinski and his co-star Claudia Cardinale, both veterans of European New Wave cinema, were at that time better known to American audiences for their roles in, respectively, For a Few Dollars More and Once Upon a Time in the West. In general, however, the formula does also allow for moments when a film just breathes easily, to a rhythm of its own. In one of its boldest applications, Heart of Glass (1976), the actors playing the inhabitants of a late 18th-century Bavarian village dependent for its livelihood on the local glass factory performed throughout under hypnosis (the poor fools are sleepwalking towards catastrophe). The only un-hypnotised actor, Josef Bierbichler, plays Hias, a visionary herdsman often identified with Herzog himself, whose infallible prophecies in effect script the film. The marked differences in performance style between Bierbichler and the other members of the cast help to divide inner from outer narrative.
 Of greater interest than either sequence of events, however, is what happens in the gap between them. Herzog has always insisted that a film is made in the camera, not the edit suite. In Heart of Glass, however, which was edited by Beate Mainka-Jellinghaus, a long-serving 'helper', the tried and tested techniques Herzog claims to despise (parallel editing, a key shot/reverse-shot sequence) combine to create a third narrative space, neither wholly inner nor wholly outer. The use of such techniques draws a subtle connection between hero (Hias) and villain (the mad, murderous factory-owner). Both men end up in jail, one because he set light to his own factory, the other because he foretold the conflagration. When Hias remarks that he would like nothing better than to get back to his cattle, the response is telling: 'And you don't want to see any people? I like you. You have a heart of glass.' A heart of glass, whether it beats in prophecy or in mania, will remain forever indifferent to mere human concerns. This is Herzog's most complete depiction of the ecstatic truth bro couple.
 The closest equivalent to Straubinger in the fiction films is Kaspar Hauser, the teenager who turned up in a square in Nuremberg on 26 May 1828, in peasant dress, speechless apart from a few rote phrases. Kaspar's behaviour soon made it clear that he possessed no conception at all of ordinary existence. By his own later account, he had spent the whole of his life up to that point confined to a sunless basement or shed, surviving on the bread and water brought to him by a keeper whose face he never saw. Kaspar is played by Bruno Schleinstein (always credited, at his own insistence, as Bruno S.), a 26-year-old Berlin truck driver and street musician who as a child had been so badly beaten by his mother that he lost the ability to speak, and thereafter spent miserable years in a variety of institutions. The Enigma of Kaspar Hauser holds its breath on more than one occasion as it ties in a knot the threads of an inner narrative moving 'in all directions' through a grand vision that owes a good deal more to Herzog than it does to the historical record. Fini got the fantasy of flight; Kaspar gets a dream based on some 8 mm film shot by his brother, Lucki, in a valley full of temples somewhere in Burma and, as a deathbed scene, the beginning of a story Herzog had long wanted to tell about a desert caravan. The outer narrative, meanwhile, caricatures those representatives of 'human society' - policeman, parson, town clerk, philosopher, philanthropist - whose sole ambition is to bully or cajole Kaspar into conformity. But the film's achievement lies elsewhere. As long as its dramatic focus remains on the protagonist, it breathes easily. Under Herzog's direction, Bruno S. summons into opaque vivacity a singular being as remote from the arbitrary orientalism of the fantasies wished upon him as he is from the banal groupthink of his entourage. 'His appearance was always rough,' Herzog says, 'as though he slept under bridges even though he had an apartment, but his face and his imposing speech gave him an unconditional dignity.' Bruno S.'s performance in The Enigma of Kaspar Hauser has something ecstatic truth just can't buy: mystery without mystique.
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Slimed It
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The World We Make 
by  N.K. Jemisin.
 Orbit, 384 pp., PS9.99, October, 978 0 356 51272 3



MC  Shan really shouldn't have done it. By common consent, hip-hop didn't start in Queens, it started in the Bronx. So when Shan, on his 1986 track 'The Bridge', put Queensbridge Houses at the centre of his potted history of rap without so much as mentioning the Bronx, there was going to be pushback. It duly arrived with 'The Bridge Is Over', from Boogie Down Productions, on which the rapper KRS-1 laid down the law, borough to borough: 'Manhattan keeps on making it, Brooklyn keeps on taking it/Bronx keeps creating it, and Queens keeps on faking it.' BDP won the war of words for the South Bronx, hands down. MC Shan's career never really recovered.
If you grew up listening to rap in the 1980s and 1990s - even in faraway London - battles like BDP v. MC Shan, the Bronx v. Queens, were part of the music's history and folklore. Each of the New York boroughs had dozens of avatars: BDP and Ultramagnetic MCs were the Bronx; Kool G Rap and A Tribe Called Quest stood for Queens; Biggie and Jay-Z repped Brooklyn, and so on. Hip-hop's message that an individual can stand before the world as the symbol of a borough, a city, even a whole coast, is embedded in global popular consciousness. The embodiment of New York's boroughs in living people, as in N.K. Jemisin's Great Cities duology of novels, The City We Became (2020) and The World We Make, isn't an unfamiliar idea.
Great Cities was supposed to be a trilogy, but Jemisin cut the series short at two. Even that was a struggle: in the acknowledgments to The World We Make, she says the combination of Covid and America's 'swan dive into Deep Fascism' meant that the New York she was writing about no longer existed. 'My creative energy,' she writes, 'was fading under the onslaught of reality.' Unlike the incarnate city of the books, New York's boroughs didn't come to the city's rescue, or to hers. Each of the novels' four leading characters is a New York borough made manifest. There's Manny, a charming sociopath with a violent streak, who's good with money and keeps on making it; bold and ambitious Brooklyn, who eventually becomes the city's mayor; Bronca, the doughty creative director of a Bronx community art space; and Padmini, a mathematically gifted Tamil Dalit immigrant, faking it to make it in Queens. (The fate of the city's fifth borough, Staten Island, is a different matter; I'll come back to it later.)
We don't meet the individual boroughs immediately, because the Great Cities story begins with New York: a skinny homeless kid who paints graffiti. He will become the city's principal embodiment, the Primary, though when we first meet him he doesn't fully understand his destiny and is being taught the ropes by a mentor city - a patient, suave, chain-smoking Sao Paulo. After enough human energy has been imprinted on a city, Paulo explains, it shudders into life and chooses a human avatar to defend it. New York is ready to be born: the vulnerable, streetwise kid who narrates the opening and closing chapters of both books is the chosen one, New York City in the flesh. Sao Paulo, sent by the grand council of elder cities, is there to act as midwife - and to warn New York about the ancient danger that he will face: the Enemy, who since time immemorial has sought to strangle living cities at birth.
New York and Sao Paulo share sandwiches, coffee, cigarettes and a bed, but before Sao Paulo's lessons in cityhood are complete, NYC comes under attack: the shape-shifting Enemy boils forth from the East River to launch an assault on New York harbour, while Manhattan and Brooklyn reel from a giant tentacle swipe that destroys the Williamsburg Bridge. But New York has been empowered as a cosmic extension of decayed infrastructure and hyperkinetic vie quotidienne. He strikes back at the Enemy: 'I hip-check it with the BQE, backhand it with Inwood Hill Park, drop the South Bronx on it like an elbow ... I cut the bitch with LIRR traffic, long vicious honking lines; and to stretch out its pain, I salt the wounds with the memory of a bus ride to LaGuardia and back.' (BQE is the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway; LIRR is Long Island Railroad.) Wounded and chastened, the Enemy sinks beneath the waves. The first attack is over, and for now New York is the victor: 'Don't sleep on the city that never sleeps, son, and don't fucking bring your squamous eldritch bullshit here.'
Great Cities started out in 2016 as a short story, 'The City Born Great', which is included in Jemisin's collection How Long 'Til Black Future Month? (2018). The story reappears as the first chapter of The City We Became, the text largely unaltered though shorn of its original ending, which jumped forwards fifty years to find the veteran New York, now rich and experienced, waiting in a car on Mulholland Drive as he prepares to guide Los Angeles into the world. It's a perfectly styled short, the neat conclusion elegantly clipping the concept before it gets tangled up in itself. It doesn't happen like that in the novel: although the Enemy is repelled, the first attack on New York seriously wounds the young man, and the city sequesters him away in the bowels of the subway system to recuperate. The birth of the city hasn't gone according to plan, and as the Enemy regroups, New York respawns fivefold into new avatars, one for each borough. Their task is to unite, find the comatose Primary and hold the squamous eldritch bullshit at bay until he's strong enough to vanquish it for good.
In 'The City Born Great' those two words - squamous, eldritch - are the only overt indication that Jemisin's story might have a specific critical aim. Any reader familiar with the heritage of horror and fantasy will immediately recognise the reference to H.P. Lovecraft, in whose overwrought prose the archaic 'eldritch' - an old Scots word meaning 'ghostly' or 'otherworldly' - recurs frequently. It's a deliberate invocation of Lovecraft's literary world, and in picturing the Enemy as a vast, tentacled creature from the depths, Jemisin is summoning his most durable creation, the cacodemonic alien Cthulhu, octopus-headed high priest of the Great Old Ones. 'Squamous', though it sounds very Lovecraftian, seems to have appeared only once in his writings; but since that instance occurs during a horrible climax in 'The Dunwich Horror', one of his best-known stories ('the back was piebald with yellow and black, and dimly suggested the squamous covering of certain snakes'), it punches above its weight when Jemisin uses it.
It's smart and satisfying that Jemisin's newborn New York hands the Cthulhu-like Enemy a beatdown. The critical and political motivations of the match-up are clear: in one corner, the virulently racist Lovecraft's archfiend, one of fantasy's most enduring creations, still spreading its conceptual tentacles through fiction, gaming, philosophy, magic, ecology, art, cinema and more; in the other, Jemisin's New York, a homeless gay black kid, mouthy and keen, ready to stomp out the Great Old Ones in spirited defence of his - and Jemisin's, and our - time and place, trash-talking them all the while. 'Oh, now you're crying! Now you wanna run? Nah, son. You came to the wrong town ... Fuck you, this city is mine, you don't belong here, get out!'
The backstory to this battle with Cthulhu was widely covered when The City We Became first appeared. It stretches back to 2011, when the Nigerian American writer Nnedi Okorafor won the World Fantasy Award for her novel Who Fears Death. The prize came with a trophy - an ugly sculpture of Lovecraft's head - and Okorafor wrote a thoughtful, measured blog post about her conflicted feelings on getting the award, having discovered just how racist Lovecraft was. A petition was drawn up to have the Lovecraft trophy replaced, and there was something of a furore in the sci-fi and fantasy community about what to do with Lovecraft now that, belatedly, his influence and reputation had to be squared with his racism.
The debate that followed had the disheartening outlines familiar from other culture war clashes of the time. A reactionary bitterness at progressive political gains came to the surface, a sure sign of festering prejudice. A few years later, that lurking ressentiment assumed a more active form: a concerted effort by two organised groups of authors and fans (known as the 'Sad Puppies' and 'Rabid Puppies'), to skew the public nomination process for the prestigious Hugo Awards in sci-fi publishing. In response to a perceived bias in favour of the liberal left in all its manifestations - Black and brown people, women, novels with progressive themes ('boring message fic'), gay writers and so on - the Puppies flooded the nominations with their own picks. Some of the people involved were connected to the then ascendent alt-right, and racist abuse was aimed at Jemisin herself. But though the campaign succeeded in souring the atmosphere, it didn't achieve its desired result: in 2016, on a slate dominated by the Puppies' astroturfed nominees, Jemisin won the Hugo for best novel with The Fifth Season, the first book in her Broken Earth trilogy. She was the first Black writer to win the award. Both the book's sequels, The Obelisk Gate and The Stone Sky, won the Hugo in subsequent years; a fourth Hugo followed in 2019 for the novella Emergency Skin.
The alt-right of the 2000s and early 2010s was preparing the ground for the subsequent radicalisation of the mainstream. The neofascist ideologies that once lurked in the subcultural margins have since become the basis of the 'war on woke', as an endless succession of manufactured outrages have bound small-c conservatives ever more tightly to what were once outre far-right positions. The eldritch bullshit that turbo-charged the Trump era wasn't put back in its box. Jemisin evidently felt there was unfinished business. 'The City Born Great' was a knowing literary confrontation with the noisy and reactionary elements in the sci-fi community for whom Lovecraft remains talismanic.
In the novels, New York's initial scrap with the Enemy expands to take in wider, ongoing struggles. Lovecraft, however, remains elemental. It eventually emerges that the Enemy is the personification of R'lyeh, the lost city from Lovecraft's 'The Call of Cthulhu'. Lovecraft's stories often feature dead, inhuman cities from an unfathomably ancient past. Jemisin's cities are the opposite, alive and defiantly human - real people, right now. And Jemisin makes sure to embody them in just the sort of people Lovecraft loathed. All the boroughs (bar Staten Island) are Black, Asian or Indigenous; and Manhattan, Queens, the Bronx and New Jersey - later an honorary sixth borough - are gay or queer.
Lovecraft's racism, though most overt in his letters, extends into his stories, including 'The Call of Cthulhu', a fever dream in which the secret and murderous cults of the monster have been kept alive by a parade of bogeymen drawn from the most perverse corners of the colonial imagination. The horrors animating his fiction - inhuman ancients, implacably hostile, physically disgusting - induce a stricken, wordless paralysis in his characters: nausea, confusion and the failure of language in the face of that which has no name and can have no name. (Like the other phrases and words in the language of the Great Old Ones, 'Cthulhu' is an attempt to generate an unpronounceable non-word, functioning as a mockery of languages that don't conform to European phonemic conventions.) It isn't too much to say that this fixation on the liminal, the impure and inhuman is grounded in the codes of race-thinking, in particular the twin spectres that terrorise the white supremacist imagination: disgust at the threat of racial miscegenation, and the fear that the subaltern will one day take violent revenge for past wrongs. The former was one of Lovecraft's personal and fictional obsessions; the latter can be detected in the racist caricatures that populate his work, which are often the accomplices of dark powers threatening total annihilation. Lovecraft's images speak in the guttural language of white America's most unreconstructed fears.
All this is fairly old news. Lovecraft's name rarely appears today without the requisite condemnation. Yet nobody is really suggesting that we stop reading him, cancel Cthulhu and de-platform the Great Old Ones. The vision of a limitless, ancient, anti-human universe is simply too fertile a notion for speculative fiction to resist, and despite Lovecraft's clunking purple prose, elements of his style persist, in particular his habitual use of intertextual devices. The fragments of scholarship and references to books and other writer's stories, real and imagined, is Borgesian avant la lettre. The stories retain their weird power and the cult transforms, but survives. Okorafor kept her award, but adorned it with cowries; China Mieville kept his too, but turned it to the wall. It seems the question isn't whether we should strike Lovecraft from the record, but what exactly we should do with him.
Jemisin is clear-eyed about all this: she sees through Lovecraft and his creations. She sees through the adulation, too. Historically, the culture of sci-fi and horror has been overwhelmingly white and male, and the eminence of such Black writers as Samuel R. Delany and Octavia Butler notwithstanding, it hasn't always been welcoming to minorities. 'As a Black woman drawn to science fiction and fantasy,' Jemisin has said about the early stages of her career, 'I had almost no chance of getting my work published, noticed by reviewers, or accepted by a readership that seemed to want nothing more than endless variations on medieval Europe and American colonisation.' A reckoning was overdue, and all Jemisin had to do was to let Lovecraft stand for what he stood for. In Great Cities, his creations take on roles in keeping with the ideological ugliness they always harboured. R'yleh was an anti-human city, so Jemisin lets it be one, representing the most destructive features of contemporary society.
The outlines, then, are clear: a composite contemporary New York is made messily and joyously incarnate in the form of marginalised and repudiated figures who represent the creative, resilient, variegated heartwood of the living city. The Enemy manifests as the Woman in White ('portly, short and white' when we first meet her, and dressed in white too), whose weapons include the oppressive forces of officialdom and orthodoxy. She attacks the newborn NYC with violent cops, busybodying Karens, skinhead boot boys and alt-right trolls; she undermines the city with brazen gentrification, political corruption and corporate greed. Racism, sexism and white cultural reaction are pitted against genderqueer Black and brown superheroes who fight to save themselves using art and music, film and food, book learning and street smarts.
It's a tale for the times, told in broad strokes. Jemisin seems to have had no time for obliquity or patience for hand-holding: the books read as though the need for a cultural counterstrike against the ancient evil reanimated in the Trump era was too pressing for any of that. This urgency bleeds into the style of the books. The pithy first-person narration of 'The City Born Great' is transformed into a breathless third-person present. This generates pace, but at a cost. Because the authorial voice has little space to do anything but describe the action, the characters must learn about their trans-dimensional multiverse of living cities at the same time as the reader. As a result, there is a good deal of explanatory dialogue and almost everyone speaks with the same voice as the narrator. The major exception to this is when Brooklyn, a former MC, battles the Enemy's monstrous spider-like agents by rapping. The rap is exceptionally well-turned; the acknowledgments reveal that Jemisin had the assistance of the celebrated Brooklyn-based rapper Jean Grae.
There's a sense, too, that Jemisin is trolling the trolls, seeking to trigger the kind of blowhard reactionary who obsesses over the spectre of wokeism. The almost complete exclusion of any white characters (and the total exclusion of white men) except as antagonists; the concentration on queer sexualities (which can be a bit prurient); the tendency for characters or the narrator to deliver factual digressions on issues such as Rudy Giuliani's 'broken windows' policy or the bureaucratic hurdles faced by immigrants to the US: all this seems calculated to rile exactly the same people who got into a rage over the Lovecraft affair, just as it seems intended to delight readers who felt under-represented in fantasy writing until Jemisin and others began their work of recalibration. And that is surely to the point: Great Cities isn't a note of conciliation to the Puppies and their like; it's a fuck-you. The books are fighting the same battle the story describes: they aren't intended for right-wing shut-ins, but for people who want and need to see themselves and their struggles represented, victoriously.
The  polemical aspect of Great Cities does cause narrative complications. Demographically, the New York of today is majority Black and brown, but people of European ancestry remain the largest single group in the city. It would be weird if the living embodiment of New York had no hint of, say, Irish or German, and so the fifth borough, Staten Island, is made incarnate as an Irish girl, Aislyn Houlihan. But Aislyn won't join the battle with her counterpart boroughs. Sheltered, racist and improbably stupid, she is too frightened to leave Staten Island on the ferry and can't even recall the name of her favourite cookies. She is easily co-opted by the Enemy and turned into a traitor. Historical anti-Black racism among the Irish in America is well documented, but Aislyn herself could be seen as a mish-mash of stereotypes: to a British or Irish reader, there are some obvious problems with the depiction of an Irish character as gullible, provincial and treacherous.
If this seems to sell Staten Island short, it's entirely deliberate: the character of Aislyn exists to make a point. Staten Island is 'the one part of New York that consistently votes red when the rest of the city consistently votes blue', Jemisin has explained. 'There's something cultural happening there that makes it very different from the rest of the city. They've tried to secede from the city! They have failed! I needed to acknowledge all of this.' But acknowledging it by making Staten Island an Irish racist brings its own difficulties. Since all the boroughs must combine to wake the Primary and defeat the Enemy, it seems at first that Staten Island must be brought into the fold: surely Aislyn will eventually see the light, the five will join together and the Enemy will be defeated? The other characters spend a lot of time trying to make this happen, a device that risks falling in with the 'white saviour' trope - brown and Black characters begging the white girl to come on board and save the day.
In the event, the other four boroughs are rebuffed by Staten, who has chosen her side, and eventually an unexpectedly incarnate Jersey City - 'Port Authority makes it honorary New York' - steps into the breach at the end of The City We Became. After that, there is no real use for Staten Island: she can neither win nor take a redemptive role, so in the second novel she is sidelined, becoming increasingly irrelevant to the plot. Staten Island's story could be read as a subversion of convention - a knowing double bluff about the tiresomeness of the white saviour narrative - but it seems equally likely that Great Cities is so absorbed in the requirement for a direct response to real-world crises that it suffers as a fiction. For all the right reasons, Jemisin has instrumentalised the life out of her characters and their world.
Maybe this is why the Lovecraft theme quietly disappears from the second novel: in the effort to take him down a peg or two, the novel might have risked making it all about him. This is indeed what happens in The City We Became, where Lovecraft is regularly referred to by name. A group of alt-right artists name a painting after one of his racist remarks about the Chinese ('dangerous mental machines'), prompting an exchange between Bronca and her gallery colleagues about Lovecraft's letters, and later a reflection on his attitudes towards race; a character wonders if this is 'how Lovecraftian horror works now'; R'yleh says 'Lovecraft was right' about cities being sinks of evil and depravity. The text often takes up Lovecraft's language: Bronca faces off against an 'eldritch abomination'; Brooklyn vanquishes a brood of 'eldritch daddy-long-legs'; and just as in the Cthulhu stories, the characters are all reluctant to pronounce the name 'R'yleh', such is its inherent evil. All this has the paradoxical effect of making Lovecraft the writer, as well as his fictional inventions, a concrete part of the world that Jemisin is crafting. It's not just that Great Cities borrows Lovecraft's monsters in order to hand them a humiliating symbolic defeat: he and his fictions are actually in the story. The R'yleh that the characters fight is Lovecraft's R'yleh as written, so that he is given the unwarranted honour of being made a prophet within Jemisin's story-world.
It is notoriously risky to summon a demon: they are dangerous, they might not do what you want and you may not be able to get rid of them. Similarly, if inventions such as Cthulhu or R'yleh are brought into a story - powerful cults, saturated with negativity - they might not behave themselves. As Claude Levi-Strauss understood, every version of a myth, however distant or apparently contradictory, belongs to the myth; every retelling is owned by the story, not by the teller. Freud's Oedipus isn't just Freud talking about Oedipus, but one more manifestation of the Oedipus myth itself. In the same way, Jemisin's importing of Lovecraft's stories means that instead of striking against Lovecraft's ubiquitous presence in American sci-fi and fantasy, The Great Cities contributes further to the Cthulhu mythos and so to Lovecraft's legacy. No matter the intention, novels about R'yleh can't avoid being absorbed into this canon. Just as R'yleh infects New York in the story, Lovecraft has infiltrated Jemisin's books. Even the subtle spot-gloss tentacles on the cover of The World We Make confirm his malign presence: he's slimed it. Then again, perhaps this too is part of the point. You can drape Lovecraft in cowries, make him face the wall or beat him up with KRS-1's beloved South Bronx, but it's very difficult to get rid of him altogether.
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At the National Gallery
On Frans Hals
Julian Bell



Whatever  the Laughing Cavalier is so pleased about, I've no wish to know. That bumptious bar-room menace from the Wallace Collection has me taking to my heels. I gravitate instead towards a black-hatted roue from the Fitzwilliam, more at ease with his slouch and sad wry smile. Elsewhere in the National Gallery's Frans Hals exhibition (until 21 January), a debonair 12-year-old in a family group from Madrid looks up and away from dad, who is busy rolling bedroom eyes at mum, his demure elder sister and the household's glum African servant boy. The boy's demeanour reads I can just about take this, while the dreams of the future heir drift airily, as yet unruffled. Each holds me; I warm to them. But it is the quiet young woman loaned by the Ferens Art Gallery in Hull whom I'd most like to know. She surely gave Philip Larkin the cue when he wished for a friend's newborn daughter to be neither 'ugly nor good-looking/Nothing uncustomary', but bent on that 'unemphasised, enthralled/Catching of happiness' that sustains a well-lived life.
Encounters are Hals's business. He is a host: clients come to his studio door and he ushers them in and on - to us, the viewers, and to a flattering mirror. He foists on them positivity: let happiness be caught. Come on, chin up, cock your arm - fist to hip, 'Renaissance elbow' outwards - and project! He grins, and they grin back. Often he offers them a platform to perch on and with it clear advantage. Now, don't you feel good? And so, for some fifty years from the 1610s, the burghers of Haarlem rose to the occasion and thrust themselves forwards, as swaggeringly as they could manage. Four centuries on, am I pleased to meet them thus? Not much, in many cases. So often Hals's portrait subjects seem all too up for this charade, insufferably brash and loud. But it's like any party: individuals are various, you hunt for those you get on with.
[image: 'Portrait of a Young Woman' (c.1660)]'Portrait of a Young Woman' (c.1660)




On what level, though, do I meet their host? In a sense, he's self-effacing: he speaks second person, forever exclaiming you! Other humans are what he cares for, and nothing could matter more. A pompous nouveau riche; a ragged fisher-boy; that African lad and a jester in blackface; a crazy old lady in the local and a posh little girl's impeccable young nurse: he does his utmost to catch every eye and achieve an understanding. From which, I read decency into Hals. The prevailing smiliness suggests he's been venturing wisecracks. But if they fail to laugh, he's still there for them. Let the world fall away - indeed, there is almost no over-and-beyond in the art of Hals, who likely leaned on a colleague for the landscape surrounding that family from Madrid - but the need to attend remains. These paintings are status symbols rather than devotional aids, yet Christian notions of the soul underpin them.
But then, the pizzazz accrues both to client and producer. You have chosen the flashiest studio in town - Haarlem having a number of portraitists on offer - and your choice helps advertise a business that aims no more, perhaps, than to stay afloat. It is hard to read large ambitions into the career presented in Steven Nadler's recent biography of Hals, The Portraitist (Chicago, PS28). Its protagonist scurries from one rental to another around the busy cloth-trade city, incessantly juggling his debts, until the 1660s, when the burgomasters are recorded making winter fuel payments to an indigent town worthy. Hals's one significant excursion - to Antwerp, for some months in his early thirties - seems a marker of his self-positioning. His family had come from there: he would stake himself out as the Fleming among those exactingly descriptive northern Netherlanders, a painter louder and more flamboyant, offering a glint of Rubens stardust.
Hals's flash is the flash of the passing moment. He has an unsurpassed grip on what's transitory: smiles, cackles, a boy sticking out his tongue, a man tilting his chair so far back that he's just about to fall over. His art is a stand-out instance of that taste for the snatched impression that ran from Caravaggio, circa 1595, painting a boy startled by a lizard's bite, to Velazquez, circa 1655, painting the whizz of a spinning wheel. I gawp at the sleight of hand involved. In 17th-century Dutch studios, you worked in at least two stages. First, you structured your image tonally, in an earth pigment monochrome. Then over this 'dead colour' you brought in your hues progressively, finally capping them with highlights. You'd need to allow an interval for the monochrome to dry, or else your reds and blacks would end up not bright but sludgy. Hals's technical trick, so far as I can make out, was to collapse that interval by brushing the dead colour in a dryish stiff impasto and the live colours in lushly liquid oils - with the result that the whole image could coalesce in a single brisk session. This means that he can bypass the sag and drag that sitters' faces are prone to, and the forlorn hope of getting them to re-enact expressions. At points, his overpaints move like the 'live' mode on an iPhone camera, scooting over appearances for a three-second slither.
As a comparator to this act, cross over to the National Gallery's Rembrandt rooms. There you meet a puzzler and a fretter, a draughtsman of driven, explorative scribbles, a yearner for what's beyond. Against that, Hals can be seen tackling things not by line, but by masses and swipes - quickfire serried whisks of the brush, surehandedly registering whatever light gleams on flesh, hair or fabric. Hals doesn't draw. Indeed, Hals doesn't think. He knows. His comprehension of heads and hands, of the way they fold back on themselves, is consummate. He alerts you to the shadows that eyelashes cast on the bridge of a nose and to the deep dark pools opening up, once palms are crumpled for the sake of those shoved-forward elbows. Just how Hals acquired this rounded understanding and the bravura handling with which he deployed it are questions without certain answers. The show's opening portraits - of a grouchy grandee and his no less guarded wife - betray not the slightest hesitancy. Dating from around 1612, the year Hals turned thirty, they are among the earliest pieces of his now known.
The exhibition, then, presents less an artistic progress than a succession of encounters. Nadler's biography offers no great twists or turns either. Its author, a judicious and affable scholar, finding the life itself just a little elusive, devotes himself extensively to the times. He has much to say about guild regulations and the ups and downs of the Dutch economy. Nonetheless there is a gradual imaginative shift to which Nadler attends, one with tangential political connotations. Head painting in Holland, when Hals entered that trade, came, as it were, with or without the definite article. There were big somebodies who asked you to immortalise their likenesses, but there were also generic personalities - entertainers, flavoursome lowlifes, sweet little kids - whose images were good to liven up interior decor. Initially Hals reserved his hog-brush hack and slash - the rouw handling, as contemporaries termed it, the 'rough style' - for the latter category, the so-called tronie. VIP faces would be rendered with the same punctiliousness as their cartwheel ruffs and the gold-braid stitching on their velvets. But as his reputation firmed up, Hals took liberties. It turned out that patricians and commodity traders could also enjoy being caught in paint fights. And as he grew older, he pushed his luck further: a 1645 portrait of the fashionista Jasper Schade, one of his boldest, speediest action paintings, has a near satirical edge. It was this co-ordination of open brushwork with raised chins and cocked elbows that caused republicans, two centuries later, to seize on Hals anew. For the likes of Manet, here was the look of liberte.
In a 1904 essay, Alois Riegl built on that interpretation. Present Hals with eleven proud burghers - as in his Banquet of the Officers of the St George Civic Guard, painted around 1627 - and he arranges their interactions, Riegl argues, so as to abolish 'subordination'. But somehow the power to see that has gone. Or if this more than eight-foot-wide canvas delivers egalite, that principle amounts to no more than defensive containment. Hals may not be ambitious, but his clients are, and it's his task to corral them. He struggles a bit - witness the contrived matching arm-sweeps of the officers on the far left and far right - but he wrests from the challenge a concerted blare of hot (and symbolically royalist) orange sashes, within a clatter of jagged forms: just as the brushwork is bristly and discontinuous, so the couture of the era, angular and accessory-cluttered, seems to contradict the bodies beneath. Of Hals's non-ambition, the handsomest record - thanks to the painter Pieter Codde, who took it out of his hands - is the so-called Meagre Company, a sixteen-man, fourteen-foot-wide commission from another civic militia, this time based in Amsterdam. Hals seems to have abandoned it halfway through because the ten-mile journey from home was proving too tiresome. Devil-may-care was his default mode and Nadler is overly prudent when he baulks at hearsay about Hals's booziness. It feels unmistakable to me: beer and chasers, this exhibition fairly reeks of them.
[image: ]'Banquet of the Officers of the St George Civic Guard' (1627)




Bring the numbers down to two and Hals, whose Lysbeth accompanied him through every change of address, is more completely in his element. The variety of conjugal dynamics tickles him. In one pair of canvases that the curators have reunited we see both husband and wife pose with arm akimbo: but it is she, Cunera van Baersdorp, who stands rock-like, firm and pivotal while her Michiel de Wael supplies the compass's moving foot, whirling round giddily to face us in another bravura kapow! As well as the let's-get-it-on of the father from Madrid (whose matronly wife cautiously returns his stare) there is the cat-that-got-the-cream afterglow shared, in a loan from the Rijksmuseum, by a well-heeled young Russian trader and his wife, again posing before some other painter's landscape background. Hals, Mr Immediacy, had no truck with storytelling and little with symbolism - another portrait of the same trader once sported allegories of Envy and Envy's enemy, Death - whoever overpainted them probably did the canvas a favour. But if you had pushed Hals for a thought about his agenda, he might well have plumped for happiness-catching, such as we see in that dual portrait. Or in the numerous tronies on show at the National Gallery - merry musicians, cheery children and so on. His oeuvre, Nadler suggests, 'may contain more laughs and smiles than that of any other painter in history'.
This puts the viewer on the spot. Is it churlish not to smile back? But happiness won't be blowtorched: to grow that flame you need kindling. It sparks in little gaps and catches in sideways leaps. In the National Gallery's own Young Man Holding a Skull, death's emblem is quite as joyous, in its dozen-brushstroke sprint into solidity, as the swanky ostrich plume in this actor's cap. More than his parted rosy lips, it is the shock of his foreshortened outstretched fingers that invigorates. Spaces between - eye-sockets, dark palms - offer charge points for the viewer who wants to draw power. Those intervals expand. The octogenarian nailing down the six Regents of the Old Men's Alms House in 1664 is no longer concerned with corralling or composition. He merely faces you, you, you, you, you and you within a big dark space. His hand is near tremulous, but his mind's grip has sharpened. We are in something more like a world.
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Chairs look at me
Alex Harvey


 Sojourn 
by  Amit Chaudhuri.
 Faber, 144 pp., PS8.99, June, 978 0 571 36035 2



Amit Chaudhuri  visited Europe for the first time at the age of eleven. In 1973 the world felt steady; it had 'a kind of wholeness to it'. The co-existence of capitalism and communism seemed permanent. Forty years later, visiting Berlin, he felt the need 'to grasp fleetingly, what one had lost'. He had grown up in non-aligned India, which balanced democratic commitment with a sympathy for the Soviet Union, and his sense of 'what it meant to be human' was formed by the Cold War's antitheses. 'By the time I arrived in Berlin ... all that was over, like a nap on a train.'
A six-month spell at Berlin's Free University in 2005 gave Chaudhuri the premise of Sojourn. Like most of his fiction, it has a male Indian protagonist who resembles Chaudhuri himself. The unnamed narrator is a visiting professor at a Berlin university, 'an ornament to an internationalisation initiative', and is staying in a large apartment once occupied by the Nobel Prizewinner Kenzaburo Oe. Chaudhuri signals his ironic distance from his authorial doppelganger when the narrator, at his inaugural lecture, 'rambles on about why India was a "modern" idea, not a colonial or postcolonial one' - a subject about which Chaudhuri has written. In fact, he stages an act of fictional self-erasure when his narrator becomes so involved in Berlin that he loses his sense of self. He becomes a conduit, open to the intimations of the past within Berlin's present:
I don't feel anxious because the streets are familiar. Where I find myself is related to the return of some old memory. I don't know what the memory is, but I recognise where I am. On the other hand, I'd say the world I belonged to, the one I came from, has little veracity anymore. It began to vanish in the 1980s and 1990s. I don't feel lost in Berlin - here, I'm in the present.

Chaudhuri's first two novels, A Strange and Sublime Address (1991) and Afternoon Raag (1993), were praised for their lapidary prose and alertness to the sensory world. A Strange and Sublime Address concerns an only child who (as Chaudhuri did) lives with his parents in a Bombay flat but spends holidays with his wider family in Calcutta. Sandeep is entranced by the sounds and smells, diurnal rituals and rhythms of his uncle's house. 'The rhythms of the book,' Colm Toibin wrote in an introduction to the 25th anniversary edition, 'follow the faded happiness of things, the strange, remembered moments, but render them as urgent, present, almost pure.' Its success lies in this atmosphere rather than in the book's plot; in a revealing passage from one of his stories, Chaudhuri makes clear his doubts about the value of traditional narrative:
But why did these houses - for instance, that one with the tall, ornate iron gates and a watchman dozing on a stool ... or this small, shabby house with the girl Sandeep glimpsed through the window, sitting in a bare, ill-furnished room, memorising a text by candlelight, repeating suffixes and prefixes from a Bengali grammar over and over to herself - why did these houses seem to suggest that an infinitely interesting story might be woven around them? And yet the story would never be a satisfying one, because the writer, like Sandeep, would be caught up in jotting down the irrelevances and digressions that make up lives and the life of a city rather than a good story - till the reader would shout 'Come to the point!' and there would be no point, except the girl, memorising the rules of grammar, the old man in the easy chair fanning himself and the small, empty porch that was crowded, paradoxically, with many memories and possibilities. The 'real' story, with its beginning, middle and conclusion would never be told because it did not exist.

Chaudhuri's novels seek moments or epiphanies, which are often found in the exploration of a city: Calcutta in A Strange and Sublime Address, Freedom Song and A New World; Oxford and Bombay in Afternoon Raag; Bombay in The Immortals and Friend of My Youth; London in Odysseus Abroad; Berlin in Sojourn. His own sensibility was primarily formed by Calcutta. 'The Calcutta that I'd encountered as a child was one of the great cities of modernity; it was that peculiar thing, modernity, that I first came into contact with here (without knowing it), then became familiar with it and was changed by it. By modern I mean ... a self-renewing way of seeing, of inhabiting space, of apprehending life.' Long at the centre of Indian cultural life, Calcutta was by the 1960s becoming peripheral. A wealthy middle class enjoyed its leisure but was constrained by the city's socialist economics; leftist intellectuals debated in coffee houses, while outside men pulled rickshaws. It was a city of dust and power cuts, of Marxist uncles reading newspapers on the toilet amid the crowded interiors of middle-class family life.
A short story, 'Portrait of an Artist', recalls the relationship between the young Chaudhuri and his Bengali mastermoshai (private tutor), who encouraged him to write and engaged him in long discussions on philosophy and literature:
He compared himself explicitly to Leopold Bloom and me to Stephen Dedalus, adding, 'Every writer needs a guide, a father figure' ... Even more provincial, and marginal to Europe, than Dublin was in the early 20th century, was Calcutta at the century's close. Trams, rickshaws, markets, office buildings with wide creaking stairs, bookshops, little magazines, literary critics, uncles, aunts, created this Dublinesque metropolis of which mastermoshai was a part.

Stephen Dedalus's account of his place in the world in his geography book is mirrored by Sandeep's cousin's address: '17, Vivekananda Road, Calcutta (South), West Bengal, India, Asia, Earth, The Solar System, The Universe'. Writing on the centenary of Ulysses, Chaudhuri noted that Joyce had slipped the word nainsook (a fine Indian cotton muslin) into the novel, to describe the texture of Gerty MacDowell's knickers.
Nainsukh is a Hindi portmanteau of nain (eye) and sukh (happiness or delight). Joyce, as hoarder of meanings, would have known this, as he might have known that Nainsukh was also the name of one of the great 18th-century Indian painters. The eye must not master or memorise detail; it must surrender to and delight in it. 'Nainsook' reminds us, too, that not only place and body, but also the world, or everything we know of the world, partakes of the celebration.

Afternoon Raag moves between the strange and the familiar with scenes of hesitant postgraduate life in mid-1980s Oxford (Chaudhuri wrote his PhD on D.H. Lawrence at Balliol) and listless periods in Bombay. The tone is melancholic: returning to Calcutta, the narrator finds the fertile city of his youth has grown tired, outdated. 'Nothing has changed for the last twenty years ... The air is awash with Marx and Trotsky; the airport, to which no international flight but Aeroflot and the Bangladesh Biman has been coming for years, is no gateway to fresh influences from abroad ... in Calcutta nothing has happened after Marxism and modernism.' Freedom Song (1998) is set in mid-1990s Calcutta and gives a fragmented portrait of an extended family. The city has 'one of the last socialist governments in the world', but, after sixteen years in power, it's enfeebled and out of touch. An elderly businessman called Shib wastes his time trying to revive Britannia Biscuits, an imperial firm (where Chaudhuri's father was an executive), now nationalised and obsolete. His nephew, a member of the Communist Party of India (Marxist), can't find a suitable wife because of his commitment to the cause; Shib's own wife complains about the Muslim birth-rate and the noisy call to prayer. In the background is the recent destruction of the Babri Masjid mosque by Hindu extremists.
In Sojourn, the narrator's attempts to negotiate Berlin give rise to absurdist humour. He doesn't know any German and can't understand his cleaner. 'I echoed her grave, matter of fact expression with a nod and knitted eyebrows, since there was no question of disagreement. We only agreed on everything. I've never had conversations in which I've been in such harmony with the person I'm talking to.' He finds that his lack of German liberates him. He is happy to spend his evenings watching Heimat, even though he can't follow the dialogue. 'I stayed with the inexplicable images, of people drinking beer in the sun, of movement inside rooms, interminable conversations. I didn't know what year it was - there was no ostensible period detail. Everything was humdrum "normal".'
Chaudhuri's elliptical approach, which excludes nearly everything about the professor's background and life in India, tells us something about the narrator's sensibility. He describes his time in Berlin as 'a windfall', meaning, we assume, that it will be academically fruitful because he has no family distractions. Instead, he drifts into a reverie, and fails to fulfil even his minimal teaching requirements. His splintering mind isn't that of an alienated outsider, however; he is absorbed in the city, capable of entering the lives of others. 'There are apartments opposite. Rather than being an observer, I tend to enter the lives of things I see. I'm now in that building. Mimicking myself, I look back from there to this window. I become a detail.' At a restaurant in Mitte, he's 'distracted by the wavering figures' of men and women who have been
coming here for decades to dance ... Studying the dancers - not with envy but absorption, even faint astonishment - I couldn't decide where I was. I wasn't confused. It's just that I didn't feel enough of a divide - between present and past, them and myself. The dance floor had a boundary. The tables were arranged accordingly. But to study the dancers was to be undivided from their world.

He becomes so absorbed in the city, the immediacy of its history, that his identity becomes increasingly irrelevant. He meets Birgit, a German postgraduate student who expresses an interest in his work (and in him, it seems), but 'I told her very little of my life. It wasn't as if I kept my life from her. I simply forgot about it. It was like it never happened.'
Birgit abruptly disappears from the narrative (she has to visit her mother and loses her phone) then re-emerges later. But whether she spent the night with the narrator, or has any sexual interest in him, is left opaque. Faqrul, a Bangladeshi poet expelled from Calcutta for insulting Muhammad, is a 'Bengali local' who has lived in Berlin since 1977. He's a tour guide to the city's present (Indian restaurants, department stores) and past (a synagogue smashed on Kristallnacht, the remains of the Berlin Wall, the forest of Grunewald - 'from there they sent Jews to the camps'). Faqrul acts as a counterfoil to the narrator. He is 'a man who liked to share. He gave you food; he stood next to you in solidarity when you tried on jackets,' and he helps the professor feel that something apparently foreign can be experienced as familiar, personal.
The narrator is taken to visit the Jewish Museum, which seems like a department store: 'It showcases banalities ... we were in a daydream, going where recognition took us.' Later, in a real department store, he reflects that the 'families that had been wiped out had left behind a handkerchief, or a doll ... They were nothing if not ordinary; recognisable. I knew them.' At another moment, he realises 'just how many political poems are about things you find in the home - even in the kitchen. Matchsticks, burned bread, boiled rice.' In an upstairs room where East German women used to practise ballroom dancing, 'the chairs looked back at me. There are spaces in which you sense time but also inhabit the viewpoint of those who've already been there. You see through the eyes of those who've gone. These perspectives are intense but momentary.'
Sojourn is interested in our relationship to the history we are living through, conscious that no one is fully aware of living in an historical epoch, perhaps as fictional figures can't know they are in a story. Chaudhuri admires Stanley Kubrick's method in Barry Lyndon, in which the horses or patches of grass have a 'disorganised banality, a forgetfulness of the role they are playing'. In an earlier visit to Berlin the narrator was shown 'the 'prefabricated flats' that were home to workers in the GDR. 'Most still lived there. The balconies were bright blue.' The novel ends with him losing his 'bearings - not in the city; in its history. The less sure I become of it, the more I know my way.' He wakes up from a blackout to find himself in a chair: 'The balcony across the street is blue.' A mysterious, fabular quality takes hold. In imagining the blank state 'when the thought - "I'm in East Berlin in 1983" hasn't formed,' he can enter 'the GDR; in reliving the distraction from what's at hand' he can become 'one with it for a few moments'.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v45/n23/alex-harvey/chairs-look-at-me
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On the March
Georgie Newson



On  11 November, Armistice Day, some 800,000 people, a crowd larger than the population of Manchester, congregated in Central London to march in solidarity with Palestine. Measuring the exact size of demonstrations on this scale is difficult. In 2019, the Met said that it didn't 'have the expertise' to make accurate calculations and would no longer release estimates. That policy seems to have been discarded; the Met said there were 'more than 300,000' marchers on 11 November. But it seems likely that the protest was one of the largest in British history, and certainly the largest in response to an international cause since the build-up to the invasion of Iraq in 2003. The turnout was owed to the organising efforts of the Palestine Solidarity Campaign, Friends of Al-Aqsa, and many activist and community groups, but it also reflected the wide gulf between the feelings of the British public - more than half of whom support the call for a ceasefire or a pause in Israel's military action - and the positions of the government and senior figures on Labour's front bench. At the march, 'Keir Starmer, shame on you' was as popular a chant as 'Rishi Sunak is a wasteman.'
For all the bluster from politicians and the right-wing press about 'disrespect', there is no better occasion than Armistice Day on which to advocate for a ceasefire in a war zone. For many, mourning the British killed in the terrible conflicts of the 20th century is not incompatible with mourning the Palestinians who are currently being killed by Israeli forces in Gaza. Any blindness in this respect is evidence not just of a racialised regime in which some lives are considered more grievable than others, but also of a disregard of the historical intersections between British imperial history and the vicissitudes of Palestinian self-determination. No one in government wants to remember the Armistice of Mudros - which was signed by the British government and the Ottoman Empire two weeks before the general armistice in 1918 and paved the way for the establishment of the British Mandate for Palestine - or the irreconcilable promises made during the First World War to Arab rebels (who had been essential in securing an alliance against the Ottomans) and Zionists (via the Balfour Declaration).
As home secretary, Suella Braverman attributed a series of increasingly inhumane and insupportable policies to the 'will of the people'; one of the claims she made in her last few days in office was that those on the march 'insist their agenda trumps any notion of the broader public good'. The idea that a mass outpouring of grief over preventable civilian casualties could be at odds with the 'public good' is perverse. To Braverman, the people who go on demonstrations are not citizens or members of the public but 'activists' (asked on Sky News whether she had ever been on any sort of demonstration, she replied: 'That's a very good question - I haven't, no'). Her successor, James Cleverly, seems to favour a more muted authoritarianism. Questioned on the Today programme about the Supreme Court's rejection of the government's Rwanda plan, he defended the use of emergency laws to bypass the ruling. 'Find me two lawyers,' he said, 'and I will give you three opinions.'
The people on the march didn't share a single political 'agenda'. Asked for their views regarding Israel's territorial rights and the limits of self-defence, they would have varied widely in their responses. But they weren't there to propose policies; they were there to dissent from the idea that any form of peace, including the fanciful 'total annihilation of Hamas', could result from Israel's current course of action. Many of the marchers called on the British government to stop arming Israel and to stop lending it legitimacy on the international stage.
The march progressed south from Marble Arch across the river to the US embassy. My friend and I peeled off early in an effort to avoid the crush that would follow its official finish at 4 p.m. Away from the main drag, people were kneeling on prayer mats, chatting, handing out snacks to tired kids. A small crowd barrelled past us at Victoria Station chanting 'Shame on you!' at a man who was moving away from them as fast as he could. It turned out to be Michael Gove, looking, as he often does, like someone who has woken up from a bad dream in which he was Michael Gove. Within minutes, a number of police officers, excited to have something important to do, had descended on the crowd, broken it up and bundled Gove into a van. Wandering back towards Parliament Square in search of a bus, we stumbled on the remnants of the far-right counterprotest, still milling about beneath the statue of Churchill. They had gathered at the Cenotaph to 'pay their respects', but in a manner that led to more than a hundred arrests. A drunk man screaming 'Free Israel!' was being handcuffed while a group of tourists took photographs of Big Ben and tried not to make eye contact with anyone. When we reached the river, we noticed that the London Eye had been lit up in the colours of the Palestinian flag. 'Someone's getting fired tomorrow,' my friend said. Later we realised that the red and green were supposed to represent a poppy.
Since the 7 October attacks, it has become common for politicians and commentators, whatever their political orientation, to behave as if mourning is a limited commodity. The logic according to which a march for peace can't exist alongside a remembrance ceremony is also a logic that rejects our capacity to mourn the deaths of Israeli and Palestinian civilians alike. The reverent official attitude to Armistice Day often occludes the remembrance of individuals and organisations, from the No-Conscription Fellowship to the Independent Labour Party, which were opposed to Britain's entry into the First World War, as well as the long history of 11 November as a day of protest for peace, especially during the CND campaigns of the 1980s: the 1983 demonstration is another candidate for the largest ever held in London.
Wars don't end on a single day. Long after 11 November 1918, British garrisons remained in the former Ottoman territories to monitor and enforce an unsteady peacekeeping campaign. A month after the Armistice, as revellers in Britain celebrated the return of thousands of demobilised soldiers, a regiment stationed near the Palestinian village of Surafend discovered that a soldier had been shot during an altercation with a local thief. The regiment - which consisted of soldiers from Scotland and the Anzac Mounted Division, most of whom had fought the Ottomans at the Battle of Beersheba the previous autumn - wanted revenge. Fortifying themselves with a 'good issue of rum', they made their way into the village and massacred around a hundred Arab and Bedouin civilians. In 2017, as part of Australia's celebrations of the centenary of the First World War, a troupe of volunteer cosplayers were shipped out to Israel to re-enact the Battle of Beersheba for Netanyahu and other dignitaries, who hailed the Anzac Mounted Division for its part in the eventual creation of the state of Israel.
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After the Coup
Francis Wade on resistance in Myanmar



KZa  Win seemed to know how his life would end. 'Before the Revolution opened out,' he wrote in 'Skulls', his final poem, 'a bullet blew someone's brains out.' Eight days later, on 3 March 2021, security forces opened fire on a group of protesters in the city of Monywa, in central Myanmar. K Za Win was among them. A bullet hit him behind the ear. 'Skulls' seems prophetic, but K Za Win - a former monk and political prisoner - wasn't writing about himself. On 1 February, hours before the parliament elected in November 2020 was due to sit for the first time, the military launched a coup, arresting senior members of Aung San Suu Kyi's National League for Democracy (NLD) and the other parties that had won a resounding victory at the expense of the military-backed Union Solidarity and Development Party. President Win Myint, Aung San Suu Kyi and other senior political figures were detained along with their aides, and protests broke out across the country, including, for the first time, in Naypyidaw, the fortress capital built by the military in the mid-2000s. A 19-year-old supermarket worker, Mya Thwe Thwe Khine, was taking cover from water cannon in Naypyidaw when a police officer shot her in the head. She died in hospital on 19 February and images of her face soon started to appear on T-shirts and placards.
'Skulls' is included in Picking Off New Shoots Will Not Stop the Spring, a collection of poetry and essays that makes clear the transformation of Myanmar brought about by the coup and the nationwide resistance to it.* In one essay Suragamika, a pseudonym for the writer and surgeon Ma Thida, writes of the military's violent response. 'Quite often, a person who was picked up at night would have to be collected from hospital the following morning as a dead body.' These bodies often showed signs of torture. 'The authorities claimed that the detainee had fallen thirty feet to his death while trying to escape from custody,' Suragamika says of Zaw Myat Lynn, a popular activist and NLD aide. 'And yet his body - eyes gouged out, facial skin flayed, teeth missing, tongue blackened and melted, internal organs absent, speaks volumes about the circumstances of his horrendous death.' To date, more than four thousand people have been killed by the security forces and pro-junta militias. The military has razed villages and shelled camps for internally displaced people. Twenty thousand people are being held in detention, 1.6 million have been internally displaced and tens of thousands have left the country.
Resistance to the coup began almost immediately. Doctors and healthcare workers at Mandalay General Hospital walked out the morning after the MPs were arrested. As the Civil Disobedience Movement grew over the following months, hundreds of thousands of civil servants joined the strike - including employees from the ministries of defence, home affairs and border affairs, which had remained under military control during the liberalisation of the previous decade. Disaffected police officers and soldiers resigned. Trade union members and workers in banks, hospitals, schools, factories and airports walked out. So did employees at oil refineries, leading to power cuts at military-run facilities. A Covid-19 vaccination drive was rejected, leading the Unicef country chief to write that she had 'never seen people so hostile to the authorities that they would refuse healthcare that they needed'. The State Administration Council (SAC), as the new junta named itself, attempted to lure back civil servants with promises of higher pay, as well as threats of dismissal and arrest. But the strike continued to spread, crippling the country's administrative system and economy. There were also boycotts of military-owned businesses, and a widespread refusal to pay tax contributed to a significant drop in government revenue.
In March 2021, 28 organisations - political parties, ethnic armed groups, women's and youth groups and unions - formed the National Unity Consultative Council. The following month, it announced the establishment of a parallel administration, the National Unity Government (NUG), which included MPs from the NLD and other parties, as well as leaders of ethnic minority groups. The NUG began to act as a combination of pressure group and government-in-hiding, asking businesses to divert taxes to it, helping to provide basic public services in areas outside military control and encouraging foreign countries to recognise it as the legitimate government. The composition of the NUG, half of whose ministers were from ethnic minority and religious communities, mirrored what seemed to be happening among protesters. 'We witnessed a solidarity we never thought existed in Burmese society,' Suragamika writes.
The military crackdown was also intensifying, and in a single day in late March 2021 around a hundred people were killed across the country. Violent repression had helped put an end to the last nationwide uprising, in 2007. But this time, young people from a broad cross-section of society - students, labourers, bankers, civil servants, sailors, even soldiers - began to leave towns and cities for the rural border regions where ethnic forces opposed to the state have long been based. At training camps in the eastern and northern borderlands, members of the majority Bamar ethnicity learned guerrilla warfare tactics alongside Karen, Shan, Kachin and other ethnic groups; in the west, they trained with Rakhine and Chin armies. Shows of cross-ethnic unity have occurred before in Myanmar's recent history, but this was unprecedented: hundreds of People's Defence Force (PDF) battalions and other civilian armed groups formed. Ye Myo Hein, a researcher at the United States Institute of Peace, estimated late last year that almost 100,000 civilians - roughly the number of combat-ready soldiers in Myanmar's army - had joined an armed group since the coup.
Just as significant is the geography of the conflict. Since the coup, the fighting has been most intense in central Myanmar, in places like Monywa, where K Za Win was killed. Since independence in 1948, dozens of insurrections have been launched, for the most part by ethnic minority groups seeking self-determination and later autonomy within a federal system. Until now, these conflicts have largely been confined to the seven 'ethnic states' on the country's western, northern and eastern/southeastern borders. Now, PDFs are striking at the Bamar heartland, which the military has long seen as secure. Bridges on key supply routes are being blown up; military outposts have been seized in townships near Naypyidaw. The generals moved the capital there from Yangon in 2005 precisely because its site on the plains inhabited mostly by people of Bamar ethnicity reduced the risk of attacks. But the army's grip is now loosening. In a massive operation launched in eastern Myanmar in late October, the Three Brotherhood Alliance of ethnic armies, supported by PDFs and rebel groups, seized more than 150 military positions, as well as several towns and border crossings. In Rakhine State in the west, the Arakan army, one of Myanmar's largest rebel forces, launched a series of attacks in November that the International Crisis Group said might 'open a significant new front', with serious implications for the already overstretched military so soon after the actions in the east of the country. Since the regime first came to power more than half a century ago, it has taken just enough military action, or made just the right placatory offers, to hold off its opponents. But the danger posed by the alliance of PDFs and ethnic armed groups feels greater than any previous threat.
The decision  by Min Aung Hlaing, the commander-in-chief of the Tatmadaw - Myanmar's armed forces - to end the decade-long experiment in liberalisation baffled even those who thought they understood something of the way the military operates. Its key political interests seemed to be secure. The 2008 constitution, drawn up during an earlier period of outright military rule, gave it 25 per cent of parliamentary seats, enough to veto any constitutional changes. Although Min Aung Hlaing ordered attacks on minorities in Kachin, Karen and Shan State soon after the start of the transition to a civilian government in 2011, he was still able to convince Western diplomats eager to see a success story in Myanmar that their governments should end sanctions and invest in the country. After the military allowed the NLD to enter parliament in 2012, where it became the formal opposition - the first since the early 1960s - and then to form a government in 2016, it kept hold of key ministries. The generals always had ultimate control; in this sense, the 2021 coup wasn't a fundamental break.
The military did have some reason to be concerned. Monitors in Myanmar and overseas had been building a proper picture of its finances, revealing not just that billions of dollars in earnings from commercial interests were being kept from the public, but also that money earned through partnerships with international firms was being funnelled to combat units implicated in mass atrocities. Had the NLD taken office in 2021, it would have pushed for reforms aimed at weakening the military's control of the financial sector. Yet the generals are so deeply embedded in both the legal and the illicit economy that this would have had only partial success. Perhaps the liberalisation period was only ever intended to last long enough for an injection of foreign capital to boost army reserves. Or perhaps the real aim was the destruction of Suu Kyi, and of all opposition to the military. Min Aung Hlaing, who was chosen to lead the junta after Than Shwe's retirement in 2011, sees himself as the sole guarantor of the country's unity and stability. But, as Mary Callahan has written, Min Aung Hlaing and Suu Kyi 'share more than they differ. Both are moral, economic, religious and social conservatives' who 'consider themselves the embodiment of the nation'. He was unable to accept the electorate's choice of Suu Kyi; therefore, she and her party had to go.
Over the eight decades since the founding of the Tatmadaw, successive juntas have reduced it from a vaunted anti-colonial force to an institution interested only in maintaining the political and economic dominance of its leadership. General Ne Win, whose coup in 1962 established the military as the dominant political force, was a key figure in the campaign to force out the British, and remained popular even after deposing the country's first civilian government. Myanmar had been so fractious in the years after independence that the coup was viewed more as a rescue operation than a power grab. But, as Yoshihiro Nakanishi wrote in Strong Soldiers, Failed Revolution: The State and the Military in Burma 1962-88, Ne Win soon 'reinvented the state for his dictatorship'. Over the next quarter-century he ran the country into the ground, until discontent over his regime's economic mismanagement triggered a popular uprising in 1988. He was overthrown in an internal coup and the so-called State Law and Order Restoration Council took control. A generation of officers shaped by ruthless counterinsurgency operations, the new junta placed violence at the centre of its regime. Two decades of plunder and self-enrichment contributed to Myanmar's becoming one of the least developed countries in the world by the late 2000s. In 2010, the year before the liberalisation process began, life expectancy was 63, compared to 76 in neighbouring Thailand. Annual expenditure on healthcare was less than a dollar per person. Thousands of political activists were in jail; the military was at war with more than a dozen armed groups, and had lost control over many border areas.
The cruelty and neglect of successive juntas caused great hardship, but it also made Myanmar's 55 million inhabitants less dependent on the state. The social and economic infrastructure the resistance now relies on filled that gap. The civil society organisations that have long provided vital public services have been working alongside PDFs and other non-military groups to deliver healthcare and education in areas where schools and hospitals have been turned into military bases (more than 90 occupations of health facilities have been recorded since the coup; there have been 320 attacks on healthcare facilities this year), or are understaffed as a result of strikes and staff joining the PDFs. Meanwhile, the informal remittance systems that proliferated during previous periods of military rule have been used to send millions of dollars from diasporic Burmese to striking workers and destitute families, as well as to buy weapons from deserting soldiers and on the black market. The NUG has made a point of supplementing remittances with funds raised in a way that mimics a functioning state. In February, it sold a lease for a military-controlled gems mine in central Myanmar to an anonymous buyer for $4 million, on the understanding that the mining rights will only come into effect if the military is toppled. It has sold interest-free 'Spring Revolution bonds' and shares in military-owned real estate on a similar basis. The bonds have generated around $50 million in revenue, according to the NUG, while taxes on landowners and businesses in liberated areas have brought in additional funding. In June the NUG launched the crypto-based Spring Development Bank, circumventing the SAC's control of the banking sector.
Not everyone  who opposes the military agrees with the resistance's tactics. Critics claimed the walkouts by doctors and healthcare workers after the coup were a form of self-sabotage, noting that they left state hospitals barely functioning at a time when Covid-19 was rampant and the military was hoarding oxygen supplies. 'Fifty years of previous military rule failed to develop our health system and instead enshrined poverty, inequality and inadequate medical care,' a group of doctors wrote in a letter to the Lancet. 'We cannot return to this situation.' It wasn't a total stoppage: doctors, nurses and ambulance workers continued the tradition of providing care outside formal spaces, working in the streets or at clandestine mobile clinics set up, for instance, in shipping containers in industrial zones. Field medics moved between razed villages, and doctors made discreet home visits or used telemedicine to advise from afar.
There has been friction within the resistance movement over the targeted killings of military collaborators by PDFs. More than two thousand non-combatants have been killed in assassinations and bombings, despite an NUG code of conduct forbidding such actions. Some of the targets aren't directly connected to the junta - meter readers working for state-owned electricity companies, for instance. But the majority are military informants, known as dalan, who haunt teashops and workplaces, passing on what they overhear. The NUG, which has set up more than twenty prosecutors' offices in liberated areas, has sent a number of people to jail for killing these collaborators. But the body count continues to rise. The killings show two things the NUG has yet to address adequately: first, it has only nominal authority over many of its armed elements; second, there is no clear consensus on which actions are justified. Some members of the resistance, especially those from ethnic minority communities, celebrate the PDFs for retaining their independence from national bodies. But any civilian government that wants to unify Myanmar society will face a conundrum: how to deal with the crimes committed by its own side without turning the groups that have joined together to fight the junta against one another.
Another remarkable feature of this period has been the central role played in the resistance by marginalised groups - young women in particular - and the alliances forged across religious and ethnic lines. But this unity seems fragile. It was only six years ago that a broad cross-section of society backed the army's genocidal attacks on the Rohingya, a Muslim minority from Rakhine State in the west of the country. With the help of civilians, the army drove 750,000 Rohingya into Bangladesh, burned more than 350 villages and killed more than 10,000 people over a period of just a few months. The campaign revealed that many in Myanmar who had long opposed the military's brutality were capable of excusing it in certain situations. When the attacks began, NLD members began repeating the regime's claims that the Rohingya were interlopers from Bangladesh who fabricated tales of atrocities in order to win international sympathy. Suu Kyi even travelled to The Hague in 2019 to defend Min Aung Hlaing and his subordinates against allegations of genocide. But since the coup, opinion has shifted. The NUG released a statement in 2021 declaring that the 'entire people of Burma is sympathetic to the plight of the Rohingya as all now experience atrocities and violence perpetrated by the military', pledged to begin the repatriation of Rohingya refugees when it is safe to do so and in July this year appointed a prominent Rohingya activist, Aung Kyaw Moe, as a deputy minister.
The NUG is more representative of Myanmar society than the NLD, which was a vehicle for elite Bamar domination. But its statement on the Rohingya isn't entirely convincing. The wording of the statement ignores the real reasons the Rohingya genocide went largely unopposed. Those who disbelieved Rohingya claims of atrocities did so not because they thought the military incapable of such actions, but because of an ingrained belief that nothing the Rohingya said - most of all their claim to have been living in Myanmar for centuries - was to be trusted, and that they would do anything to claim a citizenship they didn't deserve. It followed, therefore, that their reports of massacres and gang rapes must be false. So deeply held were these views that many people proved willing to support the campaign of mass killing and expulsion. Attitudes may well have changed, but it would be rash to assume that this is a long-term shift.
In March last year, as the generals gathered in Naypyidaw for Armed Forces Day, Min Aung Hlaing spoke of his intention to 'annihilate' the resistance. According to most measures, the war is intensifying. The UN reported in August that civilians and resistance fighters are being killed in detention with growing frequency. The military has also destroyed more than 75,000 buildings of all kinds across the country, with soldiers sometimes returning to the same town as many as a dozen times to finish the job. There are regular reports of civilian massacres, suggesting that collective punishment - long a military practice - is now effectively state policy. The nature of the fighting has also evolved. As resistance groups have become more capable of launching attacks, the junta has begun to carry out more airstrikes: last year there were more than three hundred, triple the number of the previous year; the total for this year will be even higher. In April a vacuum bomb - which sucks oxygen from the air to trigger a massive explosion - was dropped on the village of Pazigyi in lower Sagaing Region, a resistance stronghold where hundreds of people had gathered to mark the opening of a local PDF office. Scores were killed in the initial strike; then a helicopter gunship strafed people trying to flee, bringing the total death toll to more than 150. Among them were school children who had been taking part in a ceremonial dance. For several days afterwards, helicopters and jets flew over the village, preventing anyone from retrieving the body parts. Nine days later, the village was bombed again.
It's clear that there won't be a peaceful resolution to the war. Any attempt to set up alternative state structures is now treated as an act of treason, as the obliteration of Pazigyi showed. The stunning success of the Three Brotherhood Alliance operation meanwhile reveals operational weaknesses that the military has tried to hide by acting with ever greater aggression: jets have pounded the territory seized in eastern Myanmar, 50,000 civilians have been displaced and unknown numbers have died. The pattern of heavy losses spurring extreme violence is a familiar one. Efforts by Western powers to undermine the junta have been sluggish: last month the US followed the European Union in imposing a ban on financial transactions with the state-owned Myanmar Oil and Gas Enterprise, a major source of revenue for the junta; the UK and others have also sanctioned individuals and companies supplying arms to the SAC. The former will impede a key source of funding; the latter will have limited effect. Since the coup, the junta has imported weapons and equipment worth more than $1 billion, mainly from Russia and China. Myanmar's neighbours have been either unwilling or unable to take meaningful action. ASEAN, which holds the greatest leverage with the junta, initially barred it from senior-level meetings, but continued to allow it to co-chair, with Russia, its counterterrorism working group. A five-point peace plan drawn up by the bloc in 2021 has been a resounding failure, and in June the Thai government pushed for ASEAN to re-engage with the generals. But Min Aung Hlaing's reference to annihilation shows that his strategy for ending this conflict doesn't involve much talking.
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Water on the Brain
Dinah Birch


'The Virgin of the Seven Daggers' and Other Stories 
by  Vernon Lee, edited by Aaron Worth.
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'Aren't you tired  of them? One hears nothing else nowadays.' The peevish Mrs Snowdon, a character in Mary Louisa Molesworth's 'The Story of the Rippling Train' (1887), is grumbling about the popularity of ghost stories. Nevertheless, she is gripped by the one that follows. Accounts of the supernatural proliferated in the 19th century, as the certainties of orthodox religion were undermined and the hard realities of industry and commerce became increasingly oppressive. People were eager to read about incidents that transcended the everyday, and that might confirm or at least imply an existence beyond the grave. Spiritualism flourished and seances were held in drawing rooms across the land. The Society for Psychical Research (founded in 1882) attempted to formulate a rational approach to paranormal phenomena, or 'human experiences that challenge contemporary scientific models' (it was mostly interested in hypnotism, telepathy, mediumship, apparitions and haunted houses). The society is still going strong. You can join for PS84 a year.
The expansion of the periodical press during the 19th century created a competitive market for short fiction, and writers met the appetite for the supernatural in diverse ways. 'The Story of the Rippling Train' (published in Longman's Magazine) concerns the ghost of a young woman, Maud, whose elaborate dress catches fire, leaving her horribly disfigured and condemned to an agonising death. Such accidents were common in an age of flowing skirts, candles and open fires, and women might well have been haunted by the thought of following Maud into the flames. The tale was designed to create a pleasurable shudder, but also voiced fears that were widely shared, if not always acknowledged. Molesworth, a prolific writer who had separated from her husband and was financially responsible for her children, combined her output of morally upright literature for girls (another thriving market) with stories of respectable people confronting visitors from the afterlife. The spirits who drift through her pages are doleful, but they have a wholesome intent. They are not threatening in the least. Those who encounter them are usually improved by the experience - shaken out of complacency, and more alert to the suffering of others. Molesworth had been taught by William Gaskell, the Unitarian minister and husband of Elizabeth Gaskell, who was another accomplished practitioner of supernatural fiction. Gaskell's ghost stories, more ambitious and substantial than Molesworth's (try her unforgettable 'Old Nurse's Story'), were also written with serious purpose. She could chill the blood, but she wanted to unsettle comfortable assumptions about the operations of vice and vengeance in the world of the living.
Many of the best ghost stories were written by women (Mary Elizabeth Braddon, Margaret Oliphant, Edith Nesbit and Edith Wharton all made notable contributions to the tradition), and they often depicted extremes of female experience. The phantoms in these stories carried warnings, admonitions or silent appeals for justice. Violet Paget, who wrote as Vernon Lee, learned from this body of writing, and from Gaskell especially. But the moral drive of High Victorian literature was alien to her, and she confounded the expectations that had formed around supernatural fiction written by women. Spiritual guidance is rare in her stories. Her ghosts are usually the undoing of those who encounter them; they represent compulsive desires rather than fears, and the glamour of history more than the anxieties of modern life. Lee's tales speak for those who are in love with the past.
Lee was an English writer who wrote at a sceptical distance from England. Born in France in 1856, she spent her early years shifting around on the Continent with a domineering mother and ineffectual father. Eventually the family settled in Florence, largely because Lee's half-brother, the poet Eugene Lee-Hamilton, was struck by paralysis in 1873, and became bed-bound. A measure of stability was good for the teenage Lee, and she soon saw Italy as her home. She was precociously learned and astonishingly productive, publishing over her lifetime a stream of essays, stories, novels and drama, as well as pioneering work on theories of aesthetics and art, together with studies of history, music and literature. She was influenced by the work of Walter Pater, and by her friendships with Henry James, Robert Browning and John Singer Sargent. But she was never swayed to the extent that she relinquished her intellectual independence. An atheist and materialist, she had no time for contemporary flirtations with the occult. In 1885 she attended a meeting of the Society for Psychical Research, then overseen by Frederic W.H. Myers and Edmund Gurney, observing to her mother that she had found the proceedings 'a very dull business, consisting mainly of avowals of failed experiments. Gurney looks weary and embittered. The rest singularly water on the brain.'
Lee was hardly suited to writing ghost stories. But, like other unmarried women of her generation, she needed an income and understood the market. When she approached William Blackwood (a publisher associated with the supernatural) with 'Oke of Okehurst', one of her strongest tales, she was delighted by 'an astounding letter' offering to publish it 'as a shilling dreadful, which of course I shall accept'. It's difficult to imagine Pater publishing a 'shilling dreadful'. But Pater had a salary, and Lee did not. Her supernatural stories were skilfully calculated to please readers, and they have remained her most widely read works. There are good reasons for their prominence. They embed Lee's most challenging and original thinking in vivid and entertaining narratives, many of which linger in the mind long after the details of her theoretical arguments have faded. Aaron Worth's careful edition of these stories, with an introduction that does justice to their centrality in her oeuvre, includes Lee's own discussions of the genre. In her preface to Hauntings: Fantastic Stories (1890), a collection of four of her most celebrated ghost stories, she claimed:
My four little tales are of no genuine ghosts in the scientific sense; they tell of no hauntings such as could be contributed by the Society for Psychical Research, of no spectres that can be caught in definite places and made to dictate judicial evidence. My ghosts are what you call spurious ghosts (according to me the only genuine ones), of whom I can affirm only one thing, that they haunted certain brains, and have haunted, among others, my own and my friends.

The 'spurious ghosts' of Hauntings emerge from European memory, and they are not well disposed to those who succumb to their charms. 'Amour Dure' is the story of Spiridion Trepka, a Polish historian, whose scholarly enquiries in Italy gradually concentrate on the nefarious doings of Medea da Carpi, a 16th-century beauty. Academic interest develops into a deranged obsession, as the hapless Trepka unearths examples of Medea's handwriting and broods over a portrait in which she wears a gold collar inscribed with the ominous motto 'Amour Dure - Dure Amour' ('Love Endures - Hard Love'). Medea, though dead for hundreds of years, proves as lively as ever, and finally uses the besotted Trepka as an instrument of long-delayed revenge. A letter for Trepka arrives on 16th-century paper and in Medea's hand, arranging a tryst: 'Look out, in the left aisle, for a lady wearing a black mantle, and holding a rose.' Boundaries between fantasy and fact seem to dissolve, as the magnetism of the past frustrates the aspirations of the present. The narrators of these stories have their own projects - they are painters, musicians or writers - but their plans come to nothing. They are overwhelmed by their longing to possess forgotten forms of beauty. Trepka's days as a hopeful young historian are over.
Lee shares some themes with her contemporaries. Heinrich Heine's 1853 essay 'The Gods in Exile' imagines disguised Greek gods wandering disconsolately through the Christian world, and this conceit was picked up by a generation of writers who had turned away from Christianity. They lament the old 'Gods dethroned and deceased, cast forth, wiped out in a day', as Swinburne put it in his sorrowful 'Hymn to Proserpine' (1866). Pater's 'Denys L'Auxerrois' (1886) and his 'Apollo in Picardy' (1893) depict Dionysus and Apollo living, with calamitous consequences, in medieval France. Pater characteristically overlays these stories with plangent regret. Thirteenth-century Auxerre is an uncomfortable place for a Greek god. Dionysus is no longer his old bacchanalian self:
With all the regular beauty of a pagan god, he has suffered after a manner of which we must suppose pagan gods incapable. It was as if one of those fair, triumphant beings had cast in his lot with the creatures of an age later than his own, people of larger spiritual capacity and assuredly of a larger capacity for melancholy.

Lee's 'Dionysus in the Euganean Hills' (1921) pays homage to Pater, and adopts his tone: 'Exile like this, implying an in-and-out existence of alternate mysterious appearance and disappearance is, therefore, a kind of haunting; the gods who had it partaking of the nature of ghosts even more than all gods do, revenants as they are from other ages.' Her late story 'Marsyas in Flanders', published in 1927, owes much to 'Apollo in Picardy'. But the story suggests a connection between the crucified Christ and Marsyas, the mythical satyr flayed by Apollo, that would have disconcerted the more cautious Pater.
'Dionea', a story from Hauntings, features a quite different kind of returned deity. Here Lee describes the reappearance of the divine Aphrodite in latter-day Italy. There is nothing tragic about this cruel goddess. First appearing as a shipwrecked child in need of charity, Dionea causes chaos in her community as she grows. Like Medea, she exploits her helpless male worshippers, driving Waldemar, the sculptor who is using her as a model, to madness and death. The narrator, supposedly writing a book about the survival of pagan deities (another never-to-be-completed project), is baffled by her presence. Magnificently strong, compellingly beautiful and utterly ruthless, Dionea is the antithesis of Molesworth's mournful Maud. She has become an intoxicating vision of a woman freed from all social and ethical restraint. Lee had experienced her share of masculine condescension, and no doubt took satisfaction in her fictions of pitiless female dominance. Pater's story of Denys L'Auxerrois concludes with his being torn to pieces by a frenzied mob, and his heart is buried 'in a dark corner of the cathedral'. But Lee's unvanquished Dionea sails away into the Mediterranean sunlight 'in a Greek boat ... singing words in an unknown tongue, the white pigeons circling around her'. Pater counted Lee as a disciple, but she had her own point to make about female sovereignty.
'Oke of Okehurst' is, unusually among these stories, set in England. Alice Oke, like Trepka, has been fatally ensnared by her dream of union with a long-dead lover, convincing herself that she is the reincarnation of the woman loved by the poet Christopher Lovelock in the 17th century. Her dull, uncomprehending husband becomes crazed with jealousy, and the story ends in bloodshed. The oddly detached narrator, an artist who has been employed to paint portraits of Alice and her husband, is fascinated by the unfolding disaster, and no portraits are completed. Instead, he coolly observes Alice, an etiolated fin-de-siecle creature, as she wafts around the old house - 'exquisite', 'strange', 'exotic'. She 'did not trouble herself about her husband in the very least' and insists on being painted in the 'yellow drawing room' that he fears and loathes (yellow was the colour for such a rebellion: one of Lee's supernatural stories was published in the Yellow Book).
Lovelock is among Lee's 'spurious ghosts', and whether or not Alice's devotion has in fact summoned him from the grave remains uncertain. In this ambiguity Lee anticipates other writers. James wrote of his admiration for 'the special savour' of Hauntings, but in rather patronising terms. 'The supernatural story, the subject wrought in fantasy, is not the class of fiction I myself most cherish ... But that only makes my enjoyment of your artistry more of a subjection.' Worth notes that James may have been more impressed than he was willing to admit. After Hauntings appeared, he returned to writing supernatural fiction, aligning himself with Lee's reformulation of the mid-century conventions. His equivocal The Turn of the Screw (1898) has much in common with 'Oke of Okehurst'.
Lee's  interest in the imprints that aesthetic experiences leave on the body led her to develop a theory of empathy, a term sometimes confused with sympathy (an older word, primarily referring to the exercise of compassion). The need for sympathy in human relations had been central to George Eliot's intensely moral interpretation of what art can do for us: 'The greatest benefit we owe to the artist, whether painter, poet or novelist, is the extension of our sympathies,' she wrote in her 1856 essay on 'The Natural History of German Life'. Empathy, as Lee understood it, operates on different, less assertively ethical terms. Her fullest definition can be found in The Beautiful: An Introduction to Psychological Aesthetics (1913). In this groundbreaking exploration of empathy (the word is translated from the German Einfuhlung, or 'feeling into') Lee shows how we can enter the experience of others as we look at pictures, listen to music or reach out to touch a sculpture.
For Lee, empathy is rooted in physical memory: 'the mysterious importance, the attraction or repulsion, possessed by shapes, audible as well as visible, according to their empathic character'. What would it be like to live and feel within another body? Or to connect with lives caught in the web of history? These are the themes she had explored in her ghost stories. 'Am I turning novelist instead of historian?' Trepka wonders, before he turns into a victim. Is empathy always to be welcomed? Perhaps not. In Hauntings, Lee suggests that its potential obliteration of the self is dangerous. Imaginative collaboration between the present and the past can overturn the haunted brain's certitudes. Allow yourself to be entranced by the past, and your attempts to place yourself in the contemporary world may be paralysed.
The four stories collected in Hauntings form a coherent group. Others of Lee's ghost stories experiment with different formal strategies, and are sometimes more playful. 'Prince Alberic and the Snake Lady' has the feel of a folk tale, and here too an irresistible woman is the ruin of a love-struck young man. In 'The Doll', among the eeriest of these stories, the spirit of an unhappy woman merges with the life-sized doll made in her image after her death. If a woman's devotees might be trapped in their empathic identification, so too might the woman herself. 'The Legend of Madame Krasinska', set in Florence, suggests that this kind of association might after all have something in common with Eliot's concept of sympathy. The wealthy and thoughtless Madame Krasinska, who lives for pleasure, appears at a fancy-dress ball dressed as Sora Lena, a pitiful old woman whose shabby figure has become a familiar sight in Florence as she shambles through the streets in search of her dead sons. Sora Lena hangs herself at the moment of Krasinska's perverse triumph at the ball. Empathy then shades into sympathy, as Krasinska finds that she cannot control the consequences of her crass assumption of Sora Lena's identity, and must share her misery. In a resolution that echoes that of Gaskell's 'The Poor Clare', Krasinska becomes a nun, devoted to the service of those she had mocked: 'Ah, the old! The old! It is so much, much worse for them than for any others. Have you ever tried to imagine what it is to be poor and forsaken and old?'
'The Legend of Madame Krasinska' is an exception among Lee's ghost stories. Its cautionary message would not have been altogether appropriate for the Yellow Book (where 'Prince Alberic and the Snake Lady' appeared) but it was a good fit for the more sober pages of The Fortnightly Review, where it was published in 1890. The florid tale of 'The Virgin of the Seven Daggers', which first appeared in French in 1896, and in English in 1909 (in the English Review), scorns any notion of sympathetic duty. A vicious and unrepentant Don Juan, living in 17th-century Spain, requests protection from the ludicrously ornate statue of the Madonna, the revered Virgin of the Seven Daggers, who presides over a 'pompous, pedantic and contorted' church in Granada. Despite her devotee's history of spectacular sin, the Virgin acknowledges Don Juan's prayer and promises salvation. Reassured, he goes on to commit further crimes in order to resurrect, in hope of seducing, the legendary 14th-century Moorish Infanta buried beneath the Alhambra. When he is beheaded on the orders of the chief eunuch (who, inconveniently, has also been restored to life), Don Juan is horrified to discover that he has become a disembodied ghost. He nevertheless ascends to heaven as a reward for his loyalty to the Virgin.
This scathing burlesque can be attributed in part to Lee's unhappiness at the failure of her long-term partnership with the poet Mary Robinson, who left her to marry the Orientalist James Darmesteter in 1888. The trip to southern Spain that inspired the story was undertaken so that Lee could recover from a nervous collapse. But the story isn't just the product of a bad break-up. The Virgin's heart was pierced with the daggers of her seven sorrows; Lee, knowing the feeling, at first found nothing to restore her spirits in Spain. She couldn't rid herself of the belief that Spain was infected by death. 'You hit upon death wherever you go, you meet your own funeral, you sit with dead women.' Depressed but self-aware, she began to wonder whether this response was simply due to her distress. 'Perhaps it is the fault of my illness that I should have received so gloomy an impression of this place, and so far, of Spain.' Aesthetic models of associative identification carry intellectual weight, and make a perfect starting point for ghost stories. They might also close the mind to the possibility of healing and change. Don Juan's unearned redemption is outrageous, and we might feel that Mozart did the proper thing in dragging his Don Giovanni off to hell. But Lee's version offers a wonderful moment of transfiguration as hopelessness is left behind and the sinner floats upwards
through the cupola of the church, his heart suddenly filled with a consciousness of extraordinary virtue; the gold transparency at the top of the dome expanded; its rays grew redder and more golden, and there burst from it at last a golden moon crescent, on which stood, in her farthingale of puce and her stomacher of seed-pearl, her big black eyes fixed mildly upon him, the Virgin of the Seven Daggers.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v45/n23/dinah-birch/water-on-the-brain



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Vol. 45 No. 23 * 30 November 2023

Diary
When I Met the Pope
Patricia Lockwood



The invitation  said 'black dress for Ladies'. 'You're not allowed to be whiter than him,' my husband, Jason, instructs. 'He has to be the whitest. And you cannot wear a hat because that is his thing.'
We are discussing the pope, who has woken one morning, at the age of 86, with a sudden craving to meet artists. An event has been proposed: a celebration in the Sistine Chapel on 23 June with the pope and two hundred honoured guests, to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the contemporary and modern art collection at the Vatican Museums. I am somehow one of these two hundred; either that, or it is a trap. 'I think if you're invited to meet the pope, you go,' Jason tells me. 'It will make a perfect ending.' For what?
Uneasily, I pack a suitcase. My black dress for Ladies might be a swimsuit cover-up; it doesn't matter. It looks like what a nun who is also a widow would wear to the Y; who cares. Everything has gone wrong, is going wrong. I wake at 6 a.m. on Monday, the day I'm supposed to fly to Rome, and find that Jason has gone to the ER. He has been hospitalised for ileus twice in the past month. Twice in the past week he has got lost on his way home and said strange things like he could feel his brain burning. 'No, I'm not going,' I say, when he returns from the hospital with antibiotics, having just drunk something called a 'GI cocktail'. But he tells me I have to, in the strongest possible terms. He says: 'I will be upset if you don't.'
'Maybe the pope can cure me,' he says, not entirely joking. The pope, it turns out, is a Bowel Guy. In 2021, he had a hemicolectomy - the same surgery Jason had last August after a caecal flop. Two weeks ago, he was hospitalised with complications. There is some question over whether he'll even be able to meet us, but apparently the way to get the pope to do something is to tell him not to do it, or vice versa. Jason is very much the same. He is perhaps the person, alone on earth, who would be unaffected by a papal audience. 'Yeah,' he says reflectively, 'if I were there, I would just be like "Hey".' Not that he's immune to celebrity. The actor Bob Balaban once asked him how to use the curl machine at the gym, and he talked about nothing else for the next two years. But the way to get me to do something is to tell me you'll be upset if I don't. He tucks his own treasured fanny pack into my bag. 'All right,' I say. Perfect ending. I'll go.
The flight to Rome is sentient; it knows exactly where I'm going and what to provide. At my gate, I find myself sitting next to a guy eating a massive perfect panini. He smells like ten men, perhaps because of the additional paninis he is smuggling on his person. On the phone to his mother, he utters the immortal words: 'And my sanweeches'. My doppelganger is on the flight: someone called 'Aftiola Locka', whose name keeps being called out over the loudspeaker. She never makes an appearance, though, so possibly she is me, misspelled. When I board the plane, I immediately overhear a conversation about the possible reasons for Pope Benedict's resignation. 'I think he was just overwhelmed emotionally and spiritually by it,' a man sighs, his cardigan redolent of a clergywear catalogue. Across the aisle, naked and rosy, dangles the largest baby foot I have ever seen. I text my friends a picture of it, to give them an idea of the infant's proportions. King Baby, I call him, and steal looks at him throughout the flight; reassured, protected, in the presence of a monument.
At the airport, I text my Lady's Companion, my friend Hope. 'Were you joking when you invited me to come with you to Rome?' she wrote to me tentatively last week. 'Hoe, I would never joke about needing another lady to help me stay alive.' She bought a ticket and immediately began rotating a series of organisational apples in her mind. Hope is an artist and art historian, she has never been to Italy, and much like Jason, she is an optimiser. By the time my taxi arrives at our place - un-air-conditioned, and where we will share a bed - she has already walked seven miles, been to the Pantheon, and sent me a picture of a McDonald's billboard with a picture of French fries above the word 'Gnammm'.
I feel I have hardly left the house, or the inside of my own head, since Jason's surgery last summer. Hope and I have, we have calculated, exactly 72 hours to be tourists. But the elements are against us - it's 35degC, it'll be 38degC tomorrow, and I forgot to bring deodorant to meet the pope. So we head to the farmacia, first things first, and buy me an Italian one that somehow makes me wetter than I have ever been in my life.
Here's the word I cannot remember: ciao. Here's the thing I should not go around humming: 'Mambo Italiano'. The website I look up halfway through to see everything I've been doing wrong defensively informs me that the one thing Italian men DON'T do is go around singing all the time. I had never heard this stereotype before in my life but it is ALL that I'm experiencing. Sometimes they come up and sing a word directly in your ear. We're supposed to be offended, but I actually find it valiant, considering the severity of my sock indentations. Then I realise it's all for Hope: in the US, she is blonde, but here she is gold. She looks put into her portrait. I guess it's how I would look peeping out of a Basque cave. Still, I have my admirers. At one point I become entangled with an Italian waiter to such a degree that he shows up at our table with a full quarter of a watermelon. Then he makes me eat all of it. Italy rules.
I JUST SAW A PRIEST IN BLACK JEANS, I text Jason, almost hysterical. Imagine how different my childhood would have been if it had been populated by priests in black jeans. He is an emissary, like a seagull near shore, because moments later Hope and I turn into an alley and find ourselves, dazed and swivelling, in the priest fashion district, in front of a shop called Gherri. The windows are full of chasubles, albs, monstrances, amethyst rings, silver patens, violet socks. Scattered here and there are bags of wafers. This is a chance to set up the photo shoot I have always dreamed of: me in the bathtub like Whoopi Goldberg, covered with unblessed hosts. In the end, though, I am too shy to enter. Knowing what I know - of ambition, fondling of crosiers and will to power - Gherri is too close to nakedness: it is like a lingerie store.
My understanding of Keats is that the Spanish Steps personally threw him down. I do not wish to strip Hope of her illusion that I have a deep knowledge of, and a passion to appreciate, Rome's literary history, so I keep this to myself as we wend our way to the Piazza di Spagna. The stairwell of the Keats-Shelley House is hung with sketches and lithographs of Englishmen perishing in a palm-tree climate, the lines fine as human hair. 'Did you know George Eliot's husband KILLED HIMSELF on their honeymoon?' I say gaily in the gift shop. This is not true! I had just got too hot! This becomes clear when I start crying at the informational video, which juxtaposes stiff ambassadorial footage of King Charles talking about his nonna with a female voice intoning: 'She stood in tears amid the alien corn.' I'M in the alien corn! The effect of poetry is reliable, still. Your skin gets a whole size smaller.
Upstairs, I walk past the life-mask, with its visible eyelashes and long muzzle like a deer's, into Keats's room. A plaque informs me that the bed is not original; after his death, the Vatican ordered everything to be burned. 'How long will this posthumous life of mine last?' Keats demanded in this place every morning, before the Spanish Steps tumbled him. But there is something live in the room, a loose red tile in the middle of the floor like a tooth, so that when you step on it you lurch forward and go 'Whoa! Hey!' That is the picture I take, for some reason, my aching foot pressing it down.
From there, we head to the Capuchin crypt. My Tyrolean mountain climbing outfit is judged too revealing, so I am asked to tie a sort of barber's cape around my waist. 'Just the waist!' the man yelps, when I try to put it around my whole body; I'm not going to cheat him out of an arm view. Downstairs, I start my period immediately while looking at an illumination of Christ as a sausage, coming violently uncased. I contemplate the bloodstained sheets of the stigmatic Padre Pio. But really we are there for the 3700 corpses, for the monk patience, bordering on madness, that assembled them into their tableaux and proximities and pinwheels. The Barberini princess stays flying on the ceiling, now swinging the same scythe that struck her down. Some people find it awful, and some find it funny. 'It is funny,' I say aloud, in the Chapel of Pelvises. One woman was so devoted to the Capuchins - she loved comedy - that she asked to have her heart buried in the wall, where it beats.
Those six words  every girl wants to hear: an Irish bishop is sponsoring me. He finds us at the welcome party on the second night at the Vatican Museums. Afterwards he takes us out to dinner, where I somehow, and to his grave disappointment (he had recommended the pasta), order the deepest salad in the world. There is literally no bottom to it, like mercy. What are we doing here, exactly? 'What is this?' I ask the bishop at one point. He answers with the question that inspired the whole event: 'Can we be friends again? The Church and the artists?' I feel a deep bodily tug, somewhere near the bottom of my salad, into the kind of conversation that I know so well. Pretty soon I am going to hear a Bible quote. Then it happens, and when the bishop says, 'Who do you say that I am?' I begin to cry. 'But I'm not sure we should be friends,' I say to the bishop. There is a connection that is more intimate and probably more true. I think they should burn everything in my room when I die.
I wake in total darkness, certain that I am about to see the sunrise over St Peter's Square. It is 1.27 a.m. I call Jason, who sounds a little better after his GI cocktail - more coherent, at least, than he did yesterday. Then I hang up, feeling the swell I do when clouds are moving in, and begin to assemble my notes.
'We are writing about it,' I told Hope at the very beginning. How do you do it? You find some sort of frame, or an occasion for pattern recognition, and the corresponding colours fall into your hands like gems. You might step through a doorway and find anything. Yesterday we walked into a random basilica that housed the body of Catherine of Siena - well, everything except her head. 'The people of Siena wished to have Catherine's body,' I learn. Don't we all.
Knowing that they could not smuggle her whole body out of Rome, they decided to take only her head, which they placed in a bag. When stopped by the Roman guards, they prayed to Catherine to help them, confident that she would rather have her body (or at least part thereof) in Siena. When they opened the bag to show the guards, it appeared no longer to hold her head but to be full of rose petals.

This is constantly happening to me.
But what is more difficult to explain is the way the pattern pulls people and dialogue towards it as well. Sometimes it even seems to create them. This is another reason to write essays - during the period of composition the world does nothing but give you gifts.
They love David Foster Wallace here, and I have read no one but him for months. His books are everywhere in tall voluble stacks - a writer is always everywhere when you are working on them. I feel partially disrobed when I see his name. At my sickest, I had begun asking myself, from the tall throne of judgment that is the piece, what are we doing? Why are we writing about people this way, as if we are sifting their souls? I feel as if I'm wearing Wallace's sweatband. At the English-language bookshop Otherwise, we make friends with the man behind the till, Donato, who poses for a picture while exclaiming: 'I'm ugly as fuck though!' He has excellent taste in literature. He gives us a free tote bag. On the back of it is printed: 'Good fiction's job is to comfort the disturbed and disturb the comfortable.' I have the chance to do the funniest thing possible and carry this into the Sistine Chapel.
Today Hope is walking around with one giant David Bowie pupil, the better to see Italy with. We are looking for gifts and, in particular, a rosary for my mother. We find nothing until in one shop we find everything. In the front window hang glimmering tin and silver body parts - ex voto. Hope buys a leg for her father, a mouth and throat for herself, and for her mother, an entire little girl, intact. 'Do you have any rosaries?' I ask at the last minute, while Hope is on the phone to her credit card company, which is cruelly trying to prevent her from buying more appendages. 'Just these,' the woman says, opening the glass case I've been leaning on, and lifting out some old, old garnets for the recitation of the Seven Sorrows. They are almost black, and their facets have been clashed into a kind of glitter; where a cross should hang, there is an empty reliquary in the shape of a heart. I had been staring at them for a long time without knowing what they were. 'Yes, I'll take those. And the torso,' I tell her, pointing to the window, where a little tin belly button winks in the afternoon light.
At dinner  with the bishop, we had mentioned that Hope couldn't get a ticket to the Sistine Chapel. Can you help us with that? we asked him. 'I'll see what I can do,' he said. I thought this meant that he would scrounge one from somewhere. Instead, Hope says she'll just come with me tomorrow morning and see if they'll let her pop in for a minute. But this, because I am a tiny blind mole with my nose pressed to a copy of the rules, worries me. What if I'm accused of trying to sneak her in? What if I get yelled at, and then find myself unable to experience my moment?
The museum is surrounded by a huge wall, so it's like entering a mountain. People, even very early in the morning, wait in long snaking lines and we slip past them, embarrassed. It is a childhood feeling, walking to the front of the church and straight into the sacristy: my father is here, getting ready for the show. 'I know she can't come in,' I say to the bishop when we reach him, making a weird stop sign with my hands, and in turn he makes a gesture of smoothing the waters. His presence is comforting. Somehow it is easier to believe in Jaysus. 'Let's just see what happens,' he says. Imagine an Irish Catholic bishop telling you that you have no chill. A woman with a clipboard looks for Hope's name and then apologises profusely. 'No no no,' I squeal, a little rulepig, but she finishes: since she's not on the list, she will have to stand at the back with the journalists.
Before leaving that morning, we stuffed my bag with all sorts of objects, reasoning that if the pope blessed me, anything on my person would be blessed as well. It now has to go through the metal detector, a tense moment. I wonder what security will make of it - a jumble of legs, jaws, little girls, torsos and precious stones, all awaiting the gesture. How far does the principle of a blessing extend? Because there's a tampon in there that going forward I will hesitate to use.
We walk down winding stone stairs. I am conversing with an Australian conductor, the first woman to conduct the Vienna Philharmonic. 'So you're Tar,' I say thoughtfully. No, she actually is Tar. Suddenly we are in a dome that feels like a human head, full of flesh, climbing like ivy. But there is something strange: I see the old scaffolding, as if it is still in progress, and I see the paintbrush raised. That weirdo is still up there, Michelangelo. He's still going. The light is brutal for people but lays the art bare.
'Are you Ken Loach?' I ask politely, of the male flamingo seated next to me. 'No,' he says, chuckling, he switched seats with him. His name is Ross Lovegrove, he is Welsh, and the burr comes right up from his breastbone. He tells me who everyone is. We talk about voices, beards and great moon-faced Welsh actors. He has been to the Galapagos with Richard Dawkins. I almost ask, why? He says if Shakespeare had been born on a beach we would never have had the plays. Well, we would have, but they would all be called things like Pleasure Hammock.
I twist around and see Hope making friends with a brisk-moving young Portuguese priest. He is taking a picture of her? She wore her black jumpsuit that morning, so she fits the dress code for Ladies from the ankles up, but she alone in the Sistine Chapel is wearing Birkenstocks. 'That's what she should be wearing,' Ross says, with a granitic nod. 'You know who else wore sandals.' 'What are you?' I turn on Ross with sudden bluntness. He twinkles down like a piece of human bismuth. 'You could call me ... an architect of technology,' he tells me. What's that? Oh, it seems that he has designed a chair. That I can understand.
When the pope is rolled in in his wheelchair, everyone takes the same picture. This doesn't seem right - shouldn't your first encounter with the pope be primary? But then this is a room full of artists. I wonder what it is like to experience this visually, rather than whatever I'm doing. We are there as ourselves, but also as what we do. What is Andre Rieu feeling right now? Something in his baton? Is Rem Koolhaas hearing a strange buzzing in his building? But I feel myself here not as a heart in the wall, or a longtime practitioner of monk patience. I'm here as the caretaker of a Bowel Guy.
Someone is playing Bach on a cello made from the wood of Greek migrants' boats. We have a programme containing the pope's address in English, but I've only glanced at it to see a quote from Romano Guardini comparing artists to children. The cellist finishes, the pope begins. His speech, since I am looking at him instead of following along on paper, seems to consist of three words, repeated over and over: Bambini. Morta. Che bella. 'Che bella' comes out with his old strength of voice, so beautiful.
There are dark rumours of a woman with her midriff showing, and of a guy who runs around taking selfies and posting videos of the pope as he goes. This all seems in order to me. If my current self were here, perhaps I would be streaking down the aisle screaming FIGHT THE REAL ENEMY and CATS HAVE SOULS! But that's never been my method. I streak around later. I have a brief moment of panic. Is it wrong to meet the pope? Then: if Martin Scorsese did it, it's probably fine.
The photographer Andres Serrano is tall and his look is pastoral. His colour is mild and his eyes look like two skips of a stone across the water. This is not true in pictures but it is true in person. He walks through the crowd like he is looking for someone, another even taller man. When he approaches, the pope makes a little fake-mad face and then gives him a thumbs-up and a smile. This is what irreverence gets you - the frankest love of all. It is real but it is also canny, presenting a coprolite to the photographers as a gem.
Everyone is giving him things. This, to me, seems crazy. Why would you give something to the pope? He has like four things, and one of them is God. Imagine if I kneeled down in front of him and presented him with a critical essay about his 2015 prog rock album titled 'Notions of Sleep and Alertness in Bergoglio's Wake Up!' Actually, one guy does get down on his knees and then sets off a wave of other people all getting down on their knees. I guess that's how the whole thing started in the first place.
It's easy to pick out the Catholics (or former Catholics) because on the way back to their seats, they look vaguely like they've eaten something, like they're returning from Holy Communion. Gnammy. Will I look that way? It hits me for the first time that I have to speak to him. I haven't rehearsed this, haven't thought about it at all. I pull up my socks like a second-grader and step into the line. Nearer and nearer ... a flamingo kneels down ... something is taking a rather long time. Oh, it's Ross giving him a drawing called The Quantum Eternity of Love.
There now exist, in the world, several official photos where I appear to be cursing the pope in ermine language. As well as an image of his attempt to wrench his hand from mine, because when Ross stands and I walk forward to meet him, I glitch. I tell him my name, which seems untrue. 'I hope your stomach feels better,' I say, insanely, pointing to mine. Possibly I even say tummy.
A bit of weather crosses the pope's face. He's mad at me, maybe, for not giving him a drawing called The Quantum Eternity of Love. No, he's mad at me for not giving his hand back. He retrieves it, with surprising strength, and then raises two fingers and blesses my stomach. He is finally smiling - no longer trapped with the artists, but back with the bambini. Oh my God, I realise, as I walk back to my seat, he 100 per cent thinks I am pregnant.
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In my uninvented chair, I rearrange my nun-like folds. I am shivering, like my pandemic nephew when he saw strangers for the first time. Ross respectfully squeezes my knee to comfort me. At this moment, and at other times as well, it is the biggest knee in the world. 'What did you tell him?' I ask, when my teeth stop chattering. Ross, as if it were obvious: 'I have love in my name so love is everything.' He then adds, not quite irrelevantly: 'My parents were first cousins.' Let every chair that was not invented by this guy break instantly under my ass for the rest of my life.
I turn. Hope is walking down the aisle, my bride. She is going to meet the pope, she is one of the artists. The moment could be anything - and is so much easier to hold when it is someone else's. Jason will order a picture of my moment from the Vatican website, choose the largest version just to be sure, and receive something the size of a movie poster where I appear to be bitching out the primate of Rome.
Afterwards  Hope and I walk through another hall of human heads. The air inside the Vatican Museums is a whisper, of inside information, yes, of history, yes, but even more of that alternate reality, the parallel track that when you enter it carries you alongside life. 'Small dick equals big brain,' Hope says knowledgeably, indicating one statue; she is absorbed in her own parallel track. We take a picture of an enormous marble baby flexing his little muscles. Tiberius has a daddy-long-legs hanging from his right ear. Marble, onyx, alabaster. Alabaster is a stone of great penetration: eyesight, light and time all go knocking at the heart of it.
At the reception - no, excuse me, the 'vin d'honneur in the Lapidary Gallery' - they are serving wine from Sting's vineyard. 'What did you say?' I yell at Hope, who is flying on a single glass, and she points to a brochure from which Sting stares out with a look of intense fermentation, Trudie's arms wrapped around his chest from behind, both of them wearing the honey of great good health and presumably fresh from a seven-hour stomping. I guess the idea is that you meet the pope and then get a mouthful of Sting's grapes. I nod to the brochure and Hope nods back conspiratorially, slipping it into her bag. That is how it is done; we are doing it. The Vermentino, yes, is called 'Message in a Bottle'. So is the Sangiovese.
'Do the priests ... flirt with you?' Hope asks hesitantly. She is what is referred to as a 'grey ace', so she actually doesn't know. 'Oh yes,' I say, PLEASURED to jump in. That's not always the word for it, but sometimes it is. Sometimes it is camp - you know when the guy doing the wine-tasting flirts with your mom? Sometimes it's like stepping into the tiniest club in the world: we know what we are, and Carly Rae Jepsen is playing; we bounce together in a kind of unison. 'I don't know, I just ... I like guys,' a lesbian once told me, when I asked her why she always had big dogs. Exactly my feeling in the presence of priests.
The garnets are so heavy in my pocket. Suddenly I want to keep them, I don't know why. More often I am prone to giving possessions away. But the dolour of the garnets is so mellow, and it is so full of old feeling, long laid to rest, that I cannot help myself. Whose garnets, whose grief had it been? The sharp facets touched into a kind of velvet - what I really wanted was something almost human, which had clashed with itself for so long a time.
What if the pope cured me. Ha ha, but what if. I am flying another body alongside me, in the air, at shoulder height - it is not unlike religion. Keeping him up like the plane, across oceans. Ribs and piercings and the round red drop. And rose petals instead of a head, for believers.
What I might have asked the pope is, are you false? Do you ever feel yourself to be false? Does your name ever feel untrue, Francis? As you became larger and larger, did you feel yourself becoming smaller and smaller? Are the words ever strange in your mouth? Do you ever shake in this place? Can a blessing fly through you to someone else's belly? Who gets to be different, who gets to be bigger, who is allowed in? Who do you say that I am?
What is blasphemy? 'I want the pope's blessing,' Andres Serrano said in an interview. 'I am a Christian.' If you give Serrano's Immersion (Piss Christ) to students without telling them what it is, Hope told us that night, twirling her pasta, they will talk about the colour. Grading red from the edges to the centre, where the face drooping forward from its plastic crucifix is struck with piss and light.
Ithought  we might rest afterwards, but Hope is determined to see everything - in addition to the pope's juice, she is still experiencing Sting's wine. We'll ride the Metro to the Colosseum and then take a bus from there to the San Callisto catacombs. 'I know that the proper thing to do, when you get to a village or town, is to rush off to the churchyard, and enjoy the graves,' Jerome K. Jerome writes. 'But it is a recreation that I always deny myself.' The art historians among us are not so austere.
A few minutes into the Metro ride a series of teenagers rush into the carriage and hug us and lean on us and sit on our laps. The girl next to me is holding my hand. When I look at her she rolls her eyes at me heavily - like I just asked her if she was a Belieber. What's going on, is she my daughter? She flops her coat over my arm and I begin to experience a sensation that I can only describe as being invaded by a school of eels. Looking down, I am idly touched by the label; the coat is identical to the one I have from TK Maxx. It's 36degC, isn't she hot? I shift my grip on the pole and silently apologise to her for my Italian deodorant. Something tugs at the zipper of my fanny pack and I angle my hips away. Over the girl's head, I send a message to Hope, but since I have no idea what's going on, I'm not sure what the signal is supposed to mean: eels? 'What was going on with those weird children?' I ask, when the doors release us and the girls go bounding past us up the stairs. 'Oh yeah, they were pickpockets,' Hope says. 'Did you not ... wait, was it happening to you?' Pickpockets, I repeat, the word rolling out of my mouth as if for the first time. 'Did they get anything?' she asks. 'I don't think so,' I say, patting myself down - what was in there anyway, my keys, my money, my identity, my garnets? 'Oh no, they're not getting in there,' Jason says peacefully, when I tell him about it later. 'Those are triple-reinforced camping zippers.'
I am unsettled on the bus, still feeling the fingers. There's a better encounter we might have had that morning: the pope and I sit in a room with our possessions, and the girls of the world come and rob us. When we reach our destination we are taken on the least educational tour of the San Callisto catacombs possible, during which the tour guide ushers us past everything worth seeing, opting instead to show us a series of holes while reiterating that early Christians believed in the Resurrection. There are too many people jostling for space, all stumbling on one another's heels in the dark - either a flashback or a kind of preview. In mad defiance, Hope gets lost trying to find the mosaics, and appears twenty minutes later with a guy who looks like the Little Caesars mascot; he seems to be experiencing this descent into the grave as if it were a slice of pizza. To deflect from their rebellion, he asks the guide whether any of the bodies were buried with 'riches and dowries and, say, treasure'. The guide stares at him for a moment with patient hatred, then indicates an empty hole and repeats that early Christians believed in the Resurrection. We climb up out of the earth and into the air again. An entire tour bus of Croatians files past us, singing their national anthem. They are having - maybe always - a much better time.
We eat potato chips from the gift shop, which sells postcards of a laughing Francis literally hurling doves from his hands, and look out through the haze. The trees seem combed forward, like Byron's curls, under a layer of blue and gold two-dimensional dust. Do you think there's more haze than there used to be, I wonder - considering that the Earth, our home, is beginning to look more and more like an immense pile of filth? Hope considers it, the fresco light on her face. No, I think it always looked like this.
The last night, we meet on the terrace of a pope-themed hotel - no, seriously, there is a portrait of John Paul II outside the bathroom, caressing his left cheek like an author. The writers are there, and a handful of artists, and Ross and his partner, Ila. Halfway through - I'm not sure how it happens - Hope and I find ourselves at the end of the table with Ila, absolutely screaming about something called proxemics: the study of human bodies and the way they relate to one another. 'Oh, this is what I like!' I cry. I didn't know there was a word for it. Our knees grow closer and closer, until we create a kind of star. She has excellent boundaries, she says, but Ross is an amoeba like me, he just goes into people at parties and then collapses when he gets home. That's why it's necessary to create new kinds of chair, I guess.
It is still strange to be crushed together with other people. The last three years were like the modern idea of hell: no fire, but cold distance, abandoned to become more ourselves, sound more like ourselves, think more of our own thoughts. We are talking about AI: Ila lives in the future. We talk about hallucinations in the machine. I read the poem a chatbot wrote about my cat Miette, which ends with a line about 'a twinkle in her biz'. (This was in that two-month period when playing with chatbots was kind of fun, not a contribution to the decline and fall.) 'Here's where it begins to go weird,' I say, when it starts talking about 'the flick of her lights'. If the AI can have accidents, if it is subject to errata, then it can create poetry, which is also a kind of glitch in what we know. When I walked into the Sistine Chapel, what I felt was terror, as if the sum total of what I knew was in that place, and I was experiencing it all in a moment. A sunset like the long lowering of a robe is behind me, my back is to a row of human statues. 'We must make friends with it,' Ila says, as our knees grow closer and closer. Little fingers everywhere, reaching. 'The Singularity is coming,' she says. We won't know the moment - and as always, there are those who say it has already happened.
This  is how it is done. Appoint a representative - King Baby, for instance - and he will go out into the world and gather details for you. Mostly he will recognise other things of his kind: the Barberini princess swinging her scythe on the ceiling, the marble boy with his little muscles. The autograph I give to a girl on the plane ride home, on the back of the Baby Care bag.
The girl does not know who I am, of course. But she asks what I do, and I tell her. She is from Covington, Kentucky, across the river from where I grew up. She had four years of Latin in high school and it's her job to make tractors look sexy. She is Catholic, and goes to church every Sunday even though it is 'so hard'. She has served a bishop, and gone about among good and bad seminarians. In other words, she steps into the frame as if it were her portrait.
Our subsequent flights are delayed - a man has been ingested into an engine in San Antonio, though we do not know that then - so the girl and I meet again in Tigin, the Irish pub in JFK, where she speaks of a man who had stigmata that could not be explained by either her dermatologist father or her dermatologist grandfather. She asks about the background photo on my phone. I tell her it's my niece, Lena, who passed away, and then gently steer the conversation elsewhere. But she asks about her again, a minute or two later, and then I am crying a little in the Irish pub, telling her how it made my sister so much taller, so much bigger than me. She wants to hear everything, which is not true of everyone but is true of the kind of person I used to be. 'I believe your niece, Leia, is in heaven,' she says. A lovely mistake, in the raw now. King Baby pointing to another of his kind.
Under some blue dome it is all still happening. The raw now is where your elbows live, and your bruises, and your socks slipping down your ankles. It is what cannot be recovered later; the strap of your bag that has flopped over your grave Italian seat mate's programme; the fear that you have left the sound on your phone on; a text from Hope: 'You're about to meet the pope!' It is the point, probably, of the hair shirt and the cilice that we saw in the Capuchin crypt. Your awkwardness, the edge of confusion, irritation, pain, incomprehension on the pope's face as you approach him, your hand circling your tummy, clashes of bodies, like beads against one another, which will be worn smooth over time.
The time passes like nothing, like clear girdle-blue water. Nudity billows and purls all over the ceiling. It is like flesh in clouds, or falling in rills over stones. Kneecaps, elbows, scapulas. It is resting me, I am tired. I am here as an earlier self, who knows how to sit in rows. I have body parts in my bag, detached and jumbled, for the blessing. I am ill in myself and my beloved and the world, and I am listening for the breathing of someone who has lived a small part of my life. You know you saw Sinead O'Connor's hands trembling when she ripped up that photo on Saturday Night Live as my chin trembled when I walked into the Sistine Chapel. Shaken by the sum of something.
'Can we be friends?' the bishop asked, of the artists. I don't know. The fingertips reach forever, just above my head. I count beads in my pocket. If you recite the Seven Sorrows faithfully, they tell us, when you die, you will see the face of your mother.
How is it done? You can write about these things and still not be any the wiser. 'You are children,' the pope tells us, in his baby hat. When I go up to meet him, my body parts shining, I am calm, because I have thought of the right way to describe him. 'When they roll him down the aisle, he goes over a bump, and makes a little face like "Whoa! Hey!" He looks like a baby when it sees something it likes, when something very bright has been held in front of it. A ring of keys.'
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