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It's Not Cricket
  Ben Walker's reflections on VAR invite the observation that VAR's problem is not the technology (which we love to doubt), or the people who operate it (whom we love to demonise), but the  relationship between VAR and the on-pitch referee it is supposed to be helping (LRB, 22 February). VAR's original sin is surely its insistence that the  referee remains sovereign. As Walker says, IFAB guidelines state that VAR 'may assist the referee only in the event of a "clear and obvious error" or "serious missed incident"', and that 'it must  not be seen to "re-referee" the game.' This polite fiction has generated a number of problems: it has done nothing to relieve the pressure on refs from players, for whom outrage is a professional  obligation; it has elongated games while refs consult the pitch-side monitor; and it has disenfranchised the ticket-holders in the stands, who are the last to know what's going on.
  In cricket, the introduction of technology has been far less disruptive despite the sport's ostensible traditionalism. This is partly because the tech is used to make judgments that are objective  (the Snickometer's oscilloscope shows unambiguously whether or not the ball hit the edge of the bat) rather than subjective (does that physical coming together of two players constitute a  penalty?). But it's also because by incorporating technology into its decision-making, cricket has straightforwardly abandoned the fiction of on-pitch sovereignty. When there is doubt over a  decision, the umpire is not invited to the boundary to participate in a twelve-angle tutorial on his putative folly; he is simply told in-ear whether he was right or wrong, and to confirm or change  his decision accordingly. IFAB insists that the football ref remains in charge, yet Sky Sports reported in January that of the 55 times referees had been 'advised' to overturn their decisions in  the Premier League this season, they had done so 54 times. If football plainly acknowledged that the true authority now lies upstairs in the VAR booth, players would have less incentive to get in  the ref's face, away fans at a midweek match would have a slightly better chance of making the last train home, and the crowd would be privy to the judicial process along with the rest of us.


Simon Skinner

				Cambridge
			

  Ferdinand Mount remarks on the 'triumph of fandom' in modern sport (LRB, 22 February). It should be added that this is in the context of industrial  capitalism, which has created a distinction between player and spectator, while also restricting the playing area to enhance the rights of property holders and the length of the game so as not to  disrupt the working day. Even the use of officials has a parallel with the creation of the industrial overseer to train the industrial worker.
  As a surviving example of what sport once was and could be again, Ashbourne in Derbyshire is the home of Shrovetide football, played annually over two eight-hour weekdays across a three-mile  'pitch' that takes in the town and local farms. Only churchyards and building sites are 'out of bounds'. There is no distinction between players and spectators, so hundreds of people can be  actively involved at any one time. The event is self-policing: there is a shared understanding of when to back off to prevent harm to a player or damage to vehicles, gates etc. When the land and  business-owning magistrates tried to ban the game in the late 19th century, it took place nevertheless, the ball surreptitiously thrown from a bedroom window to the waiting crowd, many of whom had  been arrested before for playing the game. A banner was at the same time unfurled proclaiming 'Britons shall never be slaves.'


Bunny Hambleton-Relf

				Grandes Roques, Guernsey
			


Which came first?
  I am glad Brian Vickers enjoyed my essay 'Henry and Hamlet' (Letters, 7 March). The scholarly points he makes constitute a lucid and patient effort to straighten  out the essentially hypothetical and peculiarly contentious context of Shakespeare's early histories. Since I am not everywhere in agreement with his summary, it is fortunate that these arguments  are less a direct response than a valuable addition to my own more critical or literary suggestion: that whichever of the play's three parts came first, we need to explain why Shakespeare was so  interested in Henry VI, this insubstantial late medieval monarch, in order to illuminate some of his later, greater writing.


Barbara Everett

				Oxford
			

  Brian Vickers writes that he was disturbed by Barbara Everett's scepticism about the validity of current methodologies for identifying 'authorship, dating and text, style and subject' in the study  of Elizabethan drama, especially where Shakespeare is concerned. But his own certainty in such matters is equally disturbing. To assert of a play (Henry VI Part 1) that it was 'written a  year later' than the other two parts is troubling, given that we only ever have a terminus ad quem for any play - a 'date by which' it must have existed. As Margreta de Grazia and Tiffany  Stern have recently urged, following Kevin Gilvary's Dating Shakespeare's Plays (2010), it would be better to give a broad range of 'years within which', when trying to place a play  chronologically, rather than to pinpoint a date of composition. Henry VI Part 1 may have been a response to Parts 2 and 3; but it may have preceded them. Its differences from the old  harey the vi may be the result of changes made by Shakespeare to a play by other hands; or they may constitute his revision of his own earlier work. To say that praise of Lord Strange is  implied in the portrayal of Lord Talbot, Strange's ancestor, and that this seems to back the claims made for co-authorship of the proto-play by Strange's proteges Thomas Kyd and Thomas Nashe, does  not rule out a priori that Shakespeare authored the whole play - he too might have been under Strange's patronage, or bidding for it.
  But the main cause for concern is the solid conviction that stylistics in its current state can give certainty as to authorship. The quarrels between Vickers and Gary Taylor on the subject are  notorious. Vickers has in the past ascribed Shakespeare's A Lover's Complaint to John Davies of Hereford, but Marina Tarlinskaja has undermined that claim. As Joseph Rudman has said,  stylistics should be a last resort, not a foundational hermeneutic. Everett has elsewhere expressed her scepticism towards the vogue for new attributions, highlighting the potential for parody and  imitation in a group of such 'theatrical' writers. And the whole question of the reliability of the database from which Shakespeare's style is extrapolated is, it seems to me, never properly posed.  What about the Shakespearean apocrypha? Should some, or none, or all be added to his oeuvre? Should the deeply Shakespearean Thomas of Woodstock be added, as a precursor of Richard  II? Different answers will yield different conceptions of what 'Shakespeare's style' is. Everett is right not to accept these 'certainties'.


Penny McCarthy

				London SE3
			


Apostle of Apostles
  Marina Warner writes about several portraits of Mary Magdalene with writing instruments in hand by a French artist from the early 16th century, the Master of the Female Half-Lengths, 'surely some  of the earliest depictions of a woman writing' (LRB, 22 February). Dating from more than five hundred years before that, on the Lakshmana temple in  Khajuraho in central India, there is a sculpture of a woman seen from behind in the act of writing a letter, generally identified as an Apsara, or celestial nymph. And from first-century Pompeii,  now in the National Archaeological Museum of Naples, there is a fresco of a woman with a wax tablet and stylus, popularly known as 'Sappho'.


Peter Bisschop

				Leiden University
			

  Jane M. Card writes that illustrations of Mary Magdalene preaching are 'rare not least because of St Paul's injunctions against women preaching' (Letters, 7  March). In fact the injunctions come from the later Church. Paul commends to the Romans 'our sister Phoebe, a deacon of the church at Cenchreae' (Romans 16:1), and includes almost as many women  as men among his personal greetings. For Paul it was normal for women to 'prophesy' and pray. He thought they should keep their heads covered when doing so (I Corinthians 11:5). The contradiction  in the same epistle - 'Let your women keep silence in the churches' (I Corinthians 14:34) - is a later interpolation designed to deny female participation.


Robert Johnstone

				Richmond, Surrey
			


Currywurst
  Richard J. Evans takes the popularity of doner kebabs and currywurst in Germany to be a sign of a 'new era of multiculturalism' that began with reunification (LRB, 7 March). Currywurst was in fact created in 1949 by Herta Heuwer in her kiosk in the Kantstrasse in Berlin. When she tried to register the sauce, called  Chillup, her claim was disputed by a cook in Hamburg, who insisted that she had concocted it in 1947 from curry powder given to her by an American soldier.


Martin Kitchen

				Vancouver, British Columbia
			


In Surrey Quays
  Owen Hatherley's tour of postwar Scandinavian architecture in Britain would have been considerably longer had he included the 2444 flatpacked timber houses which were prefabricated in Sweden and  quickly erected across rural Britain following the Second World War (LRB, 8 February). They are pretty and humane. The deal was initially brokered for  the Ministry of Works by Cyril Sjostrom during the war. Unfortunately the first shipment was seized by a U-boat. The admirable Prefab Museum has been documenting them, and estimates that around two  thousand survive. One pair of the bungalow type in Auckley, near Doncaster, is listed, but examples of other types deserve to be protected, not least an attractive group in Stinchcombe,  Gloucestershire, which are currently under threat of demolition.


Otto Saumarez-Smith

				University of Warwick
			


Give your mom a gun
  Geoff Mann states that the .223 ammunition used by most AR-15s contains 'a bullet 0.223 inches in diameter' (LRB, 7 March). The diameter is in fact .224  inches, the error no doubt owed to the misleading naming practices for rifle calibres: the .218 Bee, the .219 Zipper, the .220 Swift, the .221 Fireball, the .222 Remington, the .223 Remington, the  .224 Valkyrie and the .225 Winchester all fire the same size bullet, .224 inches in diameter.


Vernon Shetley

				Cambridge, Massachusetts
			


Origins of the Gay Novel
  Tom Crewe remarks that Zola 'did not write a novel about a gay man' (LRB, 8 February). Actually, he did. Paris (1898) has Hyacinthe Duvillard, a  young minor aristocrat in hopeful correspondence with a London counterpart, for whom read Lord Alfred Douglas. He is described as a languid parasite of 'appetites without scruple', one of a group  of decadents professing 'the worst philosophical and social ideas, running always to extremes, by turns collectivist, individualist, anarchist, pessimist, symbolist, even sodomist'. Worst of all  for the pro-natalist Zola, he finds women and fertility loathsome, aspiring to a sterile aesthetic purity. Paris also features Silviane, an actress whose innocent image conceals some  unspecified 'monstrous perversity', strongly hinted to be lesbianism. There is, sadly, no modern English translation of Zola's Belle Epoque blockbuster, though it is the only one of his novels with  a happy ending. Perhaps his publishers didn't want to spoil the brand.


Robert Poole

				Sale, Cheshire
			







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n06/letters
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The Shoah after Gaza
Pankaj Mishra



In  1977, a year before he killed himself, the Austrian writer Jean Amery came across press reports of the systematic torture of Arab prisoners in Israeli prisons. Arrested in Belgium in 1943 while distributing anti-Nazi pamphlets, Amery himself had been brutally tortured by the Gestapo, and then deported to Auschwitz. He managed to survive, but could never look at his torments as things of the past. He insisted that those who are tortured remain tortured, and that their trauma is irrevocable. Like many survivors of Nazi death camps, Amery came to feel an 'existential connection' to Israel in the 1960s. He obsessively attacked left-wing critics of the Jewish state as 'thoughtless and unscrupulous', and may have been one of the first to make the claim, habitually amplified now by Israel's leaders and supporters, that virulent antisemites disguise themselves as virtuous anti-imperialists and anti-Zionists. Yet the 'admittedly sketchy' reports of torture in Israeli prisons prompted Amery to consider the limits of his solidarity with the Jewish state. In one of the last essays he published, he wrote: 'I urgently call on all Jews who want to be human beings to join me in the radical condemnation of systematic torture. Where barbarism begins, even existential commitments must end.'
Amery was particularly disturbed by the apotheosis in 1977 of Menachem Begin as Israel's prime minister. Begin, who had organised the 1946 bombing of the King David Hotel in Jerusalem in which 91 people were killed, was the first of the frank exponents of Jewish supremacism who continue to rule Israel. He was also the first routinely to invoke Hitler and the Holocaust and the Bible while assaulting Arabs and building settlements in the Occupied Territories. In its early years the state of Israel had an ambivalent relationship with the Shoah and its victims. Israel's first prime minister, David Ben-Gurion, initially saw Shoah survivors as 'human debris', claiming that they had survived only because they had been 'bad, harsh, egotistic'. It was Ben-Gurion's rival Begin, a demagogue from Poland, who turned the murder of six million Jews into an intense national preoccupation, and a new basis for Israel's identity. The Israeli establishment began to produce and disseminate a very particular version of the Shoah that could be used to legitimise a militant and expansionist Zionism.
Amery noted the new rhetoric and was categorical about its destructive consequences for Jews living outside Israel. That Begin, 'with the Torah in his arm and taking recourse to biblical promises', speaks openly of stealing Palestinian land 'alone would be reason enough', he wrote, 'for the Jews in the diaspora to review their relationship to Israel'. Amery pleaded with Israel's leaders to 'acknowledge that your freedom can be achieved only with your Palestinian cousin, not against him'.
Five years later, insisting that Arabs were the new Nazis and Yasser Arafat the new Hitler, Begin assaulted Lebanon. By the time Ronald Reagan accused him of perpetrating a 'holocaust' and ordered him to end it, the Israel Defence Forces (IDF) had killed tens of thousands of Palestinians and Lebanese and obliterated large parts of Beirut. In his novel Kapo (1993), the Serbian-Jewish author Aleksandar Tisma captures the revulsion many survivors of the Shoah felt at the images coming out of Lebanon: 'Jews, his kinsmen, the sons and grandsons of his contemporaries, former inmates of the camps, stood in tank turrets and drove, flags waving, through undefended settlements, through human flesh, ripping it apart with machine-gun bullets, rounding up the survivors in camps fenced off with barbed wire.'
Primo Levi, who had known the horrors of Auschwitz at the same time as Amery and also felt an emotional affinity to the new Jewish state, quickly organised an open letter of protest and gave an interview in which he said that 'Israel is rapidly falling into total isolation ... We must choke off the impulses towards emotional solidarity with Israel to reason coldly on the mistakes of Israel's current ruling class. Get rid of that ruling class.' In several works of fiction and non-fiction, Levi had meditated not only on his time in the death camp and its anguished and insoluble legacy, but also on the ever present threats to human decency and dignity. He was especially incensed by Begin's exploitation of the Shoah. Two years later, he argued that 'the centre of gravity of the Jewish world must turn back, must move out of Israel and back into the diaspora.'
Misgivings of the kind expressed by Amery and Levi are condemned as grossly antisemitic today. It's worth remembering that many such re-examinations of Zionism and anxieties about the perception of Jews in the world were incited among survivors and witnesses of the Shoah by Israel's occupation of Palestinian territory and its manipulative new mythology. Yeshayahu Leibowitz, a theologian who won the Israel Prize in 1993, was already warning in 1969 against the 'Nazification' of Israel. In 1980, the Israeli columnist Boaz Evron carefully described the stages of this moral corrosion: the tactic of conflating Palestinians with Nazis and shouting that another Shoah is imminent was, he feared, liberating ordinary Israelis from 'any moral restrictions, since one who is in danger of annihilation sees himself exempted from any moral considerations which might restrict his efforts to save himself'. Jews, Evron wrote, could end up treating 'non-Jews as subhuman' and replicating 'racist Nazi attitudes'.
Evron urged caution, too, against Israel's (then new and ardent) supporters in the Jewish American population. For them, he argued, championing Israel had become 'necessary because of the loss of any other focal point to their Jewish identity' - indeed, so great was their existential lack, according to Evron, that they did not wish Israel to become free of its mounting dependence on Jewish American support.
They need to feel needed. They also need the 'Israeli hero' as a social and emotional compensation in a society in which the Jew is not usually perceived as embodying the characteristics of the tough manly fighter. Thus, the Israeli provides the American Jew with a double, contradictory image - the virile superman, and the potential Holocaust victim - both of whose components are far from reality.

Zygmunt Bauman, the Polish-born Jewish philosopher and refugee from Nazism who spent three years in Israel in the 1970s before fleeing its mood of bellicose righteousness, despaired of what he saw as the 'privatisation' of the Shoah by Israel and its supporters. It has come to be remembered, he wrote in 1988, 'as a private experience of the Jews, as a matter between the Jews and their haters', even as the conditions that made it possible were appearing again around the world. Such survivors of the Shoah, who had been plunged from a serene belief in secular humanism into collective insanity, intuited that the violence they had survived - unprecedented in its magnitude - wasn't an aberration in an essentially sound modern civilisation. Nor could it be blamed entirely on a hoary prejudice against Jews. Technology and the rational division of labour had enabled ordinary people to contribute to acts of mass extermination with a clear conscience, even with frissons of virtue, and preventive efforts against such impersonal and available modes of killing required more than vigilance against antisemitism.
When I recently turned to my books to prepare this piece, I found I'd already underlined many of passages I quote here. In my diary there are lines copied from George Steiner ('the nation-state bristling with arms is a bitter relic, an absurdity in the century of crowded men') and Abba Eban ('It is about time that we stand on our own feet and not on those of the six million dead'). Most of these annotations date back to my first visit to Israel and its Occupied Territories, when I was seeking to answer, in my innocence, two perplexing questions: how did Israel come to exercise such a terrible power of life and death over a population of refugees; and how can the Western political and journalistic mainstream ignore, even justify, its clearly systematic cruelties and injustices?
I had grown up imbibing some of the reverential Zionism of my family of upper-caste Hindu nationalists in India. Both Zionism and Hindu nationalism emerged in the late 19th century out of an experience of humiliation; many of their ideologists longed to overcome what they perceived as a shameful lack of manhood among Jews and Hindus. And for Hindu nationalists in the 1970s, impotent detractors of the then ruling pro-Palestinian Congress party, uncompromising Zionists such as Begin, Ariel Sharon and Yitzhak Shamir seemed to have won the race to muscular nationhood. (The envy is now out of the closet: Hindu trolls constitute Benjamin Netanyahu's largest fan club in the world.) I remember I had a picture on my wall of Moshe Dayan, the IDF chief of staff and defence minister during the Six-Day War; and even long after my childish infatuation with crude strength faded, I did not cease to see Israel the way its leaders had from the 1960s begun to present the country, as redemption for the victims of the Shoah, and an unbreakable guarantee against its recurrence.
I knew how little the plight of Jews scapegoated during Germany's social and economic breakdown in the 1920s and 1930s had registered in the conscience of Western European and American leaders, that even Shoah survivors were met with a cold shoulder, and, in Eastern Europe, with fresh pogroms. Though convinced of the justice of the Palestinian cause, I found it hard to resist the Zionist logic: that Jews cannot survive in non-Jewish lands and must have a state of their own. I even thought it was unjust that Israel alone among all the countries in the world needed to justify its right to exist.
I wasn't naive enough to think that suffering ennobles or empowers the victims of a great atrocity to act in a morally superior way. That yesterday's victims are very likely to become today's victimisers is the lesson of organised violence in the former Yugoslavia, Sudan, Congo, Rwanda, Sri Lanka, Afghanistan and too many other places. I was still shocked by the dark meaning the Israeli state had drawn from the Shoah, and then institutionalised in a machinery of repression. The targeted killings of Palestinians, checkpoints, home demolitions, land thefts, arbitrary and indefinite detentions, and widespread torture in prisons seemed to proclaim a pitiless national ethos: that humankind is divided into those who are strong and those who are weak, and so those who have been or expect to be victims should pre-emptively crush their perceived enemies.
Though I had read Edward Said, I was still shocked to discover for myself how insidiously Israel's high-placed supporters in the West conceal the nihilistic survival-of-the-strongest ideology reproduced by all Israeli regimes since Begin's. It is in their own interests to be concerned with the crimes of the occupiers, if not with the suffering of the dispossessed and dehumanised; but both have passed without much scrutiny in the respectable press of the Western world. Anyone calling attention to the spectacle of Washington's blind commitment to Israel is accused of antisemitism and ignoring the lessons of the Shoah. And a distorted consciousness of the Shoah ensures that whenever the victims of Israel, unable to endure their misery any longer, rise up against their oppressors with predictable ferocity, they are denounced as Nazis, hellbent on perpetrating another Shoah.
In reading  and annotating the writings of Amery, Levi and others I was trying somehow to mitigate the oppressive sense of wrongness I felt after being exposed to Israel's bleak construal of the Shoah, and the certificates of high moral merit bestowed on the country by its Western allies. I was looking for reassurance from people who had known, in their own frail bodies, the monstrous terror visited on millions by a supposedly civilised European nation-state, and who had resolved to be on perpetual guard against the deformation of the Shoah's meaning and the abuse of its memory.
Despite its increasing reservations about Israel, a political and media class in the West has ceaselessly euphemised the stark facts of military occupation and unchecked annexation by ethnonational demagogues: Israel, the chorus goes, has the right, as the Middle East's only democracy, to defend itself, especially from genocidal brutes. As a result, the victims of Israeli barbarity in Gaza today cannot even secure straightforward recognition of their ordeal from Western elites, let alone relief. In recent months, billions of people around the world have witnessed an extraordinary onslaught whose victims, as Blinne Ni Ghralaigh, an Irish lawyer who is South Africa's representative at the International Court of Justice in The Hague, put it, 'are broadcasting their own destruction in real time in the desperate, so far vain, hope that the world might do something'.
But the world, or more specifically the West, doesn't do anything. Worse, the liquidation of Gaza, though outlined and broadcast by its perpetrators, is daily obfuscated, if not denied, by the instruments of the West's military and cultural hegemony: from the US president claiming that Palestinians are liars and European politicians intoning that Israel has a right to defend itself to the prestigious news outlets deploying the passive voice while relating the massacres carried out in Gaza. We find ourselves in an unprecedented situation. Never before have so many witnessed an industrial-scale slaughter in real time. Yet the prevailing callousness, timidity and censorship disallows, even mocks, our shock and grief. Many of us who have seen some of the images and videos coming out of Gaza - those visions from hell of corpses twisted together and buried in mass graves, the smaller corpses held by grieving parents, or laid on the ground in neat rows - have been quietly going mad over the last few months. Every day is poisoned by the awareness that while we go about our lives hundreds of ordinary people like ourselves are being murdered, or being forced to witness the murder of their children.
Those driven to scan Joe Biden's face for some sign of mercy, some sign of an end to bloodletting, find an eerily smooth hardness, broken only by a nervous little smirk when he blurts out Israeli lies about beheaded babies. Biden's stubborn malice and cruelty to the Palestinians is just one of many gruesome riddles presented to us by Western politicians and journalists. The Shoah traumatised at least two Jewish generations, and the massacres and hostage-taking in Israel on 7 October by Hamas and other Palestinian groups rekindled a fear of collective extermination among many Jews. But it was clear from the start that the most fanatical Israeli leadership in history would not shrink from exploiting a widespread sense of violation, bereavement and horror. It would have been easy for Western leaders to choke off their impulse of unconditional solidarity with an extremist regime while also acknowledging the necessity of pursuing and bringing to justice those guilty of war crimes on 7 October. Why then did Keir Starmer, a former human rights lawyer, assert that Israel has the right to 'withhold power and water' from Palestinians? Why did Germany feverishly start selling more arms to Israel (and with its mendacious media and ruthless official crackdown, especially on Jewish artists and thinkers, provide a fresh lesson to the world in murderous ethnonationalism's quick ascent there)? What explains headlines on the BBC and in the New York Times like 'Hind Rajab, six, found dead in Gaza days after phone calls for help', 'Tears of Gaza father who lost 103 relatives' and 'Man Dies after Setting Himself on Fire Outside Israeli Embassy in Washington, Police Say'? Why have Western politicians and journalists kept presenting tens of thousands of dead and maimed Palestinians as collateral damage, in a war of self-defence forced on the world's most moral army, as the IDF claims to be?
The answers for many people around the world cannot but be tainted by a long-simmering racial bitterness. Palestine, as George Orwell pointed out in 1945, is a 'colour issue', and this is the way it was inevitably seen by Gandhi, who pleaded with Zionist leaders not to resort to terrorism against Arabs using Western arms, and the postcolonial nations, which almost all refused to recognise the state of Israel. What W.E.B. Du Bois called the central problem of international politics - the 'colour line' - motivated Nelson Mandela when he said that South Africa's freedom from apartheid is 'incomplete without the freedom of the Palestinians'. James Baldwin sought to profane what he termed a 'pious silence' around Israel's behaviour when he claimed that the Jewish state, which sold arms to the apartheid regime in South Africa, embodied white supremacy not democracy. Muhammad Ali saw Palestine as an instance of gross racial injustice. So, today, do the leaders of the United States's oldest and most prominent Black Christian denominations, who have accused Israel of genocide and asked Biden to end all financial as well as military aid to the country.
In 1967, Baldwin was tactless enough to say that the suffering of Jewish people 'is recognised as part of the moral history of the world' and 'this is not true for the blacks.' In 2024, many more people can see that, when compared with the Jewish victims of Nazism, the countless millions consumed by slavery, the numerous late Victorian holocausts in Asia and Africa, and the nuclear assaults on Hiroshima and Nagasaki are barely remembered. Billions of non-Westerners have been furiously politicised in recent years by the West's calamitous war on terror, 'vaccine apartheid' during the pandemic, and the barefaced hypocrisy over the plight of Ukrainians and Palestinians; they can hardly fail to notice a belligerent version of 'Holocaust denial' among the elites of former imperialist countries, who refuse to address their countries' past of genocidal brutality and plunder and try hard to delegitimise any discussion of this as unhinged 'wokeness'. Popular West-is-best accounts of totalitarianism continue to ignore the acute descriptions of Nazism (by Jawaharlal Nehru and Aime Cesaire, among other imperial subjects) as the radical 'twin' of Western imperialism; they shy away from exploring the obvious connection between the imperial slaughter of natives in the colonies and the genocidal terrors perpetrated against Jews inside Europe.
One of the great dangers today is the hardening of the colour line into a new Maginot Line. For most people outside the West, whose primordial experience of European civilisation was to be brutally colonised by its representatives, the Shoah did not appear as an unprecedented atrocity. Recovering from the ravages of imperialism in their own countries, most non-Western people were in no position to appreciate the magnitude of the horror the radical twin of that imperialism inflicted on Jews in Europe. So when Israel's leaders compare Hamas to Nazis, and Israeli diplomats wear yellow stars at the UN, their audience is almost exclusively Western. Most of the world doesn't carry the burden of Christian European guilt over the Shoah, and does not regard the creation of Israel as a moral necessity to absolve the sins of 20th-century Europeans. For more than seven decades now, the argument among the 'darker peoples' has remained the same: why should Palestinians be dispossessed and punished for crimes in which only Europeans were complicit? And they can only recoil with disgust from the implicit claim that Israel has the right to slaughter 13,000 children not only as a matter of self-defence but because it is a state born out of the Shoah.
In  2006, Tony Judt was already warning that 'the Holocaust can no longer be instrumentalised to excuse Israel's behaviour' because a growing number of people 'simply cannot understand how the horrors of the last European war can be invoked to license or condone unacceptable behaviour in another time and place'. Israel's 'long-cultivated persecution mania - "everyone's out to get us" - no longer elicits sympathy', he warned, and prophecies of universal antisemitism risk 'becoming a self-fulfilling assertion': 'Israel's reckless behaviour and insistent identification of all criticism with antisemitism is now the leading source of anti-Jewish sentiment in Western Europe and much of Asia.' Israel's most devout friends today are inflaming this situation. As the Israeli journalist and documentary maker Yuval Abraham put it, the 'appalling misuse' of the accusation of antisemitism by Germans empties it of meaning and 'thus endangers Jews all over the world'. Biden keeps making the treacherous argument that the safety of the Jewish population worldwide depends on Israel. As the New York Times columnist Ezra Klein put it recently, 'I'm a Jewish person. Do I feel safer? Do I feel like there's less antisemitism in the world right now because of what is happening there, or does it seem to me that there's a huge upsurge of antisemitism, and that even Jews in places that are not Israel are vulnerable to what happens in Israel?'
This ruinous scenario was very clearly anticipated by the Shoah survivors I quoted earlier, who warned of the damage inflicted on the memory of the Shoah by its instrumentalisation. Bauman warned repeatedly after the 1980s that such tactics by unscrupulous politicians like Begin and Netanyahu were securing 'a post-mortem triumph for Hitler, who dreamed of creating conflict between Jews and the whole world' and 'preventing Jews from ever having peaceful coexistence with others'. Amery, made desperate in his last years by 'burgeoning antisemitism', pleaded with Israelis to treat even Palestinian terrorists humanely, so that the solidarity between diaspora Zionists like himself and Israel did not 'become the basis for a communion of two doomed parties in the face of catastrophe'.
There isn't much to be hoped for in this regard from Israel's present leaders. The discovery of their extreme vulnerability to Hizbullah as well as Hamas should make them more willing to risk a compromise peace settlement. Yet, with all the 2000 lb bombs lavished on them by Biden, they crazily seek to further militarise their occupation of the West Bank and Gaza. Such self-harm is the long-term effect Boaz Evron feared when he warned against 'the continuous mentioning of the Holocaust, antisemitism and the hatred of Jews in all generations'. 'A leadership cannot be separated from its own propaganda,' he wrote, and Israel's ruling class act like the chieftains of a 'sect' operating 'in the world of myths and monsters created by its own hands', 'no longer able to understand what is happening in the real world' or the 'historical processes in which the state is caught'.
Forty-four years after Evron wrote this, it is clearer, too, that Israel's Western patrons have turned out to be the country's worst enemies, ushering their ward deeper into hallucination. As Evron said, Western powers act against their 'own interests and apply to Israel a special preferential relationship, without Israel seeing itself obligated to reciprocate'. Consequently, 'the special treatment given to Israel, expressed in unconditional economic and political support' has 'created an economic and political hothouse around Israel cutting it off from global economic and political realities'.
Netanyahu and his cohort threaten the basis of the global order that was rebuilt after the revelation of Nazi crimes. Even before Gaza, the Shoah was losing its central place in our imagination of the past and future. It is true that no historical atrocity has been so widely and comprehensively commemorated. But the culture of remembrance around the Shoah has now accumulated its own long history. That history shows that the memory of the Shoah did not merely spring organically from what transpired between 1939 and 1945; it was constructed, often very deliberately, and with specific political ends. In fact, a necessary consensus about the Shoah's universal salience has been endangered by the increasingly visible ideological pressures brought to bear on its memory.
That Germany's Nazi regime and its European collaborators had murdered six million Jews was widely known after 1945. But for many years this stupefying fact had little political and intellectual resonance. In the 1940s and 1950s, the Shoah was not seen as an atrocity separate from other atrocities of the war: the attempted extermination of Slav populations, Gypsies, disabled people and homosexuals. Of course, most European peoples had reasons of their own not to dwell on the killing of Jews. Germans were obsessed with their own trauma of bombing and occupation by Allied powers and their mass expulsion from Eastern Europe. France, Poland, Austria and the Netherlands, which had eagerly co-operated with the Nazis, wanted to present themselves as part of a valiant 'resistance' to Hitlerism. Too many indecent reminders of complicity existed long after the war ended in 1945. Germany had former Nazis as its chancellor and president. The French president Francois Mitterrand had been an apparatchik in the Vichy regime. As late as 1992, Kurt Waldheim was president of Austria despite there being evidence of his involvement in Nazi atrocities.
Even in the United States, there was 'public silence and some sort of statist denial regarding the Holocaust', as Idith Zertal writes in Israel's Holocaust and the Politics of Nationhood (2005). It wasn't until long after 1945 that the Holocaust began to be publicly remembered. In Israel itself, awareness of the Shoah was limited for years to its survivors, who, astonishing to remember today, were drenched with contempt by the leaders of the Zionist movement. Ben-Gurion had initially seen Hitler's rise to power as 'a huge political and economic boost for the Zionist enterprise', but he did not consider human debris from Hitler's death camps as fit material for the construction of a strong new Jewish state. 'Everything they had endured,' Ben-Gurion said, 'purged their souls of all good.' Saul Friedlander, the foremost historian of the Shoah, who left Israel partly because he couldn't bear to see the Shoah being used 'as a pretext for harsh anti-Palestinian measures', recalls in his memoir, Where Memory Leads (2016), that academic scholars initially spurned the subject, leaving it to the memorial and documentation centre Yad Vashem.
Attitudes began to change only with the trial of Adolf Eichmann in 1961. In The Seventh Million (1993), the Israeli historian Tom Segev recounts that Ben-Gurion, who was accused by Begin and other political rivals of insensitivity to Shoah survivors, decided to stage a 'national catharsis' by holding the trial of a Nazi war criminal. He hoped to educate Jews from Arab countries about the Shoah and European antisemitism (neither of which they were familiar with) and start binding them with Jews of European ancestry in what seemed all too clearly an imperfectly imagined community. Segev goes on to describe how Begin advanced this process of forging a Shoah consciousness among darker-skinned Jews who had long been the target of racist humiliations by the country's white establishment. Begin healed their injuries of class and race by promising them stolen Palestinian land and a socioeconomic status above dispossessed and destitute Arabs.
This distribution of the wages of Israeli-ness coincided with the eruption of identity politics among an affluent minority in the US. As Peter Novick clarifies in startling detail in The Holocaust in American Life (1999), the Shoah 'didn't loom that large' in the life of America's Jews until the late 1960s. Only a few books and films touched on the subject. The film Judgment at Nuremberg (1961) folded the mass murder of Jews into the larger category of the crimes of Nazism. In his essay 'The Intellectual and Jewish Fate', published in the Jewish magazine Commentary in 1957, Norman Podhoretz, the patron saint of neoconservative Zionists in the 1980s, said nothing at all about the Holocaust.
Jewish organisations that became notorious for policing opinion about Zionism at first discouraged the memorialisation of Europe's Jewish victims. They were scrambling to learn the new rules of the geopolitical game. In the chameleon-like shifts of the early Cold War, the Soviet Union moved from being a stalwart ally against Nazi Germany to a totalitarian evil; Germany moved from being a totalitarian evil to a stalwart democratic ally against totalitarian evil. Accordingly, the editor of Commentary urged American Jews to nurture a 'realistic attitude rather than a punitive and recriminatory one' towards Germany, which was now a pillar of 'Western democratic civilisation'.
This  extensive gaslighting by the free world's political and intellectual leaders shocked and embittered many survivors of the Shoah. However, they weren't then regarded as uniquely privileged witnesses of the modern world. Amery, who loathed the 'obtrusive philosemitism' of postwar Germany, was reduced to amplifying his private 'resentments' in essays aimed at ruffling the 'miserable conscience' of German readers. In one of these he describes travelling through Germany in the mid-1960s. While discussing Saul Bellow's latest novel with the country's new 'refined' intellectuals, he could not forget the 'stony faces' of ordinary Germans before a pile of corpses, and discovered that he bore a new 'grudge' against Germans and their exalted place in the 'majestic halls of the West'. Amery's experience of 'absolute loneliness' before his Gestapo torturers had destroyed his 'trust in the world'. It was only after his liberation that he had again known 'mutual understanding' with the rest of humanity because 'those who had tortured me and turned me into a bug' seemed to provoke 'contempt'. But his healing faith in the 'equilibrium of world morality' had quickly been shattered by the subsequent Western embrace of Germany, and the free world's eager recruitment of former Nazis in its new 'power game'.
Amery would have felt even more betrayed if he had seen the staff memorandum of the American Jewish Committee in 1951, which regretted the fact that 'for most Jews reasoning about Germany and Germans is still beclouded by strong emotion.' Novick explains that American Jews, like other ethnic groups, were anxious to avoid the charge of dual loyalty and to take advantage of the dramatically expanding opportunities offered by postwar America. They became more alert to Israel's presence during the extensively publicised and controversy-haunted Eichmann trial, which made inescapable the fact that Jews had been Hitler's primary targets and victims. But it was only after the Six-Day War in 1967 and the Yom Kippur War in 1973, when Israel seemed existentially threatened by its Arab enemies, that the Shoah came to be broadly conceived, in both Israel and the United States, as the emblem of Jewish vulnerability in an eternally hostile world. Jewish organisations started to deploy the motto 'Never Again' to lobby for American policies favourable to Israel. The US, facing humiliating defeat in East Asia, began to see an apparently invincible Israel as a valuable proxy in the Middle East, and began its lavish subvention of the Jewish state. In turn, the narrative, promoted by Israeli leaders and American Zionist groups, that the Shoah was a present and imminent danger to Jews began to serve as a basis for collective self-definition for many Jewish Americans in the 1970s.
Jewish Americans were by then the most educated and prosperous minority group in America, and were increasingly irreligious. Yet, in the rancorously polarised American society of the late 1960s and 1970s, where ethnic and racial sequestration became common amid a widespread sense of disorder and insecurity, and historical calamity turned into a badge of identity and moral rectitude, more and more assimilated Jewish Americans affiliated themselves with the memory of the Shoah and forged a personal connection with an Israel they saw as menaced by genocidal antisemites. A Jewish political tradition preoccupied with inequality, poverty, civil rights, environmentalism, nuclear disarmament and anti-imperialism mutated into one characterised by a hyper-attentiveness to the Middle East's only democracy. In the journals he kept from the 1960s onwards, the literary critic Alfred Kazin alternates between bafflement and scorn in charting the psycho-dramas of personal identity that helped to create Israel's most loyal constituency abroad:
The present period of Jewish 'success' will some day be remembered as one of the greatest irony ... The Jews caught in a trap, the Jews murdered, and bango! Out of ashes all this inescapable lament and exploitation of the Holocaust ... Israel as the Jews' 'safeguard'; the Holocaust as our new Bible, more than a Book of Lamentations.

Kazin was allergic to the American cult of Elie Wiesel, who went around asserting that the Shoah was incomprehensible, incomparable and unrepresentable, and that Palestinians had no right to Jerusalem. In Kazin's view, 'the American Jewish middle class' had found in Wiesel, a 'Jesus of the Holocaust', 'a surrogate for their own religious vacancy'. The potent identity politics of an American minority was not lost on Primo Levi during his only visit to the country in 1985, two years before he killed himself. He had been profoundly disturbed by the culture of conspicuous Holocaust consumption around Wiesel (who claimed to have been Levi's great friend in Auschwitz; Levi did not recall ever meeting him) and was puzzled by his American hosts' voyeuristic obsession with his Jewishness. Writing to friends back in Turin he complained that Americans had 'pinned a Star of David' on him. At a talk in Brooklyn, Levi, asked for his opinion on Middle East politics, started to say that 'Israel was a mistake in historical terms.' An uproar ensued, and the moderator had to halt the meeting. Later that year, Commentary, raucously pro-Israel by now, commissioned a 24-year-old wannabe neocon to launch venomous attacks on Levi. By Levi's own admission, this intellectual thuggery (bitterly regretted by its now anti-Zionist author) helped extinguish his 'will to live'.
Recent American literature most clearly manifests the paradox that the more remote the Shoah grew in time the more fiercely its memory was possessed by later generations of Jewish Americans. I was shocked by the irreverence with which Isaac Bashevis Singer, born in 1904 in Poland and in many ways the 20th century's quintessential Jewish writer, depicted Shoah survivors in his fiction, and derided both the state of Israel and the eager philosemitism of American gentiles. A novel like Shadows on the Hudson almost seems designed to prove that oppression doesn't improve moral character. But much younger and more secularised Jewish writers than Singer seemed too submerged in what Gillian Rose in her scathing essay on Schindler's List called 'Holocaust Piety'. In a review in the LRB (23 June 2005) of The History of Love, a novel by Nicole Krauss set in Israel, Europe and the US, James Wood pointed out that its author, born in 1974, 'proceeds as if the Holocaust happened just yesterday'. The novel's Jewishness had been, Wood wrote, 'warped into fraudulence and histrionics by the force of Krauss's identification with it'. Such 'Jewish fervency', bordering on 'minstrelsy', contrasted sharply with the work of Bellow and Norman Mailer and Philip Roth, who had 'not shown a great interest in the shadow of the Shoah'.
A strenuously willed affiliation with the Shoah has also marked and diminished much American journalism about Israel. More consequentially, the secular-political religion of the Shoah and the over-identification with Israel since the 1970s has fatally distorted the foreign policy of Israel's main sponsor, the US. In 1982, shortly before Reagan bluntly ordered Begin to cease his 'holocaust' in Lebanon, a young US senator who revered Elie Wiesel as his great teacher met the Israeli prime minister. In Begin's own stunned account of the meeting, the senator commended the Israeli war effort and boasted that he would have gone further, even if it meant killing women and children. Begin himself was taken aback by the words of the future US president, Joe Biden. 'No, sir,' he insisted. 'According to our values, it is forbidden to hurt women and children, even in war ... This is a yardstick of human civilisation, not to hurt civilians.'
Along period  of relative peace has made most of us oblivious to the calamities that preceded it. Only a few people alive today can recall the experience of total war that defined the first half of the 20th century, the imperial and national struggles inside and outside Europe, the ideological mass mobilisation, the eruptions of fascism and militarism. Nearly half a century of the most brutal conflicts and the biggest moral breakdowns in history exposed the dangers of a world where no religious or ethical constraint existed over what human beings could do or dared to do. Secular reason and modern science, which displaced and replaced traditional religion, had not only revealed their incapacity to legislate human conduct; they were implicated in the new and efficient modes of slaughter demonstrated by Auschwitz and Hiroshima.
In the decades of reconstruction after 1945, it slowly became possible to believe again in the concept of modern society, in its institutions as an unambiguously civilising force, in its laws as a defence against vicious passions. This tentative belief was enshrined and affirmed by a negative secular theology derived from the exposure of Nazi crimes: Never Again. The postwar's own categorical imperative gradually acquired institutional form with the establishment of organisations like the ICJ and the International Criminal Court and vigilant human rights outfits like Amnesty International or Human Rights Watch. A major document of the postwar years, the preamble of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948, is suffused with the fear of repeating Europe's past of racial apocalypse. In recent decades, as utopian imaginings of a better socioeconomic order faded, the ideal of human rights drew even more authority from memories of the great evil committed during the Shoah.
From Spaniards fighting for reparative justice after long years of brutal dictatorships, Latin Americans agitating on behalf of their desaparecidos and Bosnians appealing for protection from Serbian ethnic-cleansers, to the Korean plea for redress for the 'comfort women' enslaved by the Japanese during the Second World War, memories of Jewish suffering at the hands of Nazis are the foundation on which most descriptions of extreme ideology and atrocity, and most demands for recognition and reparations, have been built.
These memories have helped define the notions of responsibility, collective guilt and crimes against humanity. It is true that they have been continually abused by the exponents of military humanitarianism, who reduce human rights to the right not to be brutally murdered. And cynicism breeds faster when formulaic modes of Shoah commemoration - solemn-faced trips to Auschwitz, followed by effusive camaraderie with Netanyahu in Jerusalem - become the cheap price of the ticket to respectability for antisemitic politicians, Islamophobic agitators and Elon Musk. Or when Netanyahu grants moral absolution in exchange for support to frankly antisemitic politicians in Eastern Europe who continually seek to rehabilitate the fervent local executioners of Jews during the Shoah. Yet, in the absence of anything more effective, the Shoah remains indispensable as a standard for gauging the political and moral health of societies; its memory, though prone to abuse, can still be used to uncover more insidious iniquities. When I look at my own writings about the anti-Muslim admirers of Hitler and their malign influence over India today, I am struck by how often I have cited the Jewish experience of prejudice to warn against the barbarism that becomes possible when certain taboos are broken.
All these universalist reference points - the Shoah as the measure of all crimes, antisemitism as the most lethal form of bigotry - are in danger of disappearing as the Israeli military massacres and starves Palestinians, razes their homes, schools, hospitals, mosques, churches, bombs them into smaller and smaller encampments, while denouncing as antisemitic or champions of Hamas all those who plead with it to desist, from the United Nations, Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch to the Spanish, Irish, Brazilian and South African governments and the Vatican. Israel today is dynamiting the edifice of global norms built after 1945, which has been tottering since the catastrophic and still unpunished war on terror and Vladimir Putin's revanchist war in Ukraine. The profound rupture we feel today between the past and the present is a rupture in the moral history of the world since the ground zero of 1945 - the history in which the Shoah has been for many years the central event and universal reference.
There are more earthquakes ahead. Israeli politicians have resolved to prevent a Palestinian state. According to a recent poll, an absolute majority (88 per cent) of Israeli Jews believe the extent of Palestinian casualties is justifiable. The Israeli government is blocking humanitarian aid to Gaza. Biden now admits that his Israeli dependants are guilty of 'indiscriminate bombing', but compulsively hands out more and more military hardware to them. On 20 February, the US scorned for the third time at the UN most of the world's desperate wish to end the bloodbath in Gaza. On 26 February, while licking an ice-cream cone, Biden floated his own fantasy, quickly shot down by both Israel and Hamas, of a temporary ceasefire. In the United Kingdom, Labour as well as Tory politicians search for verbal formulas that can appease public opinion while providing moral cover to the carnage in Gaza. It hardly seems believable, but the evidence has become overwhelming: we are witnessing some kind of collapse in the free world.
At the same time, Gaza has become for countless powerless people the essential condition of political and ethical consciousness in the 21st century - just as the First World War was for a generation in the West. And, increasingly, it seems that only those jolted into consciousness by the calamity of Gaza can rescue the Shoah from Netanyahu, Biden, Scholz and Sunak and re-universalise its moral significance; only they can be trusted to restore what Amery called the equilibrium of world morality. Many of the protesters who fill the streets of their cities week after week have no immediate relation to the European past of the Shoah. They judge Israel by its actions in Gaza rather than its Shoah-sanctified demand for total and permanent security. Whether or not they know about the Shoah, they reject the crude social-Darwinist lesson Israel draws from it - the survival of one group of people at the expense of another. They are motivated by the simple wish to uphold the ideals that seemed so universally desirable after 1945: respect for freedom, tolerance for the otherness of beliefs and ways of life; solidarity with human suffering; and a sense of moral responsibility for the weak and persecuted. These men and women know that if there is any bumper sticker lesson to be drawn from the Shoah, it is 'Never Again for Anyone': the slogan of the brave young activists of Jewish Voice for Peace.
It is possible that they will lose. Perhaps Israel, with its survivalist psychosis, is not the 'bitter relic' George Steiner called it - rather, it is the portent of the future of a bankrupt and exhausted world. The full-throated endorsement of Israel by far-right figures like Javier Milei of Argentina and Jair Bolsonaro of Brazil and its patronage by countries where white nationalists have infected political life - the US, UK, France, Germany, Italy - suggests that the world of individual rights, open frontiers and international law is receding. It is possible that Israel will succeed in ethnically cleansing Gaza, and even the West Bank as well. There is too much evidence that the arc of the moral universe does not bend towards justice; powerful men can make their massacres seem necessary and righteous. It's not at all difficult to imagine a triumphant conclusion to the Israeli onslaught.
The fear of catastrophic defeat weighs on the minds of the protesters who disrupt Biden's campaign speeches and are expelled from his presence to a chorus of 'four more years'. Disbelief over what they see every day in videos from Gaza and the fear of more unbridled brutality hounds those online dissenters who daily excoriate the pillars of the Western fourth estate for their intimacy with brute power. Accusing Israel of committing genocide, they seem deliberately to violate the 'moderate' and 'sensible' opinion that places the country as well as the Shoah outside the modern history of racist expansionism. And they probably persuade no one in a hardened Western political mainstream.
But then Amery himself, when he addressed his resentments to the miserable conscience of his time, was 'not at all speaking with the intention to convince; I just blindly throw my word onto the scale, whatever it may weigh.' Feeling deceived and abandoned by the free world, he aired his resentments 'in order that the crime become a moral reality for the criminal, in order that he be swept into the truth of his atrocity'. Israel's clamorous accusers today seem to aim at little more. Against the acts of savagery, and the propaganda by omission and obfuscation, countless millions now proclaim, in public spaces and on digital media, their furious resentments. In the process, they risk permanently embittering their lives. But, perhaps, their outrage alone will alleviate, for now, the Palestinian feeling of absolute loneliness, and go some way towards redeeming the memory of the Shoah.
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Poem
Boreen
Michael Longley



I
Our stars on either side - herb robert, tormentil -
The reeds we walk between are lovers whispering.
II
They shelter with us behind the drystone wall,
The men who laid these grass-smothered boulders.
III
In the far field a jackass and his jennet
Safeguard the mare and her dozing foal.
IV
Butterfly-orchid ghosts, sand-martin ghosts
Where the Owenadornaun used to flow.
V
I pick a buttercup for Issa's Japanese
'Dewdrop world' to find a place in Ireland.
VI
Spring tides have left behind a dead dolphin
And jellyfish like melting paperweights.
VII
Meadowsweet, loosestrife sway along the ditch
Waiting to cross over at the end of our days.
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I adjure you, egg
Tom Johnson


 Textual Magic: Charms and Written Amulets in Medieval England 
by  Katherine Storm Hindley.
 Chicago, 299 pp., PS36, August 2023, 978 0 226 82533 5



In  the Wellcome Collection, there is a 15th-century parchment roll that works as a kind of holy tape measure. Unfurled to its fullest extent, the manuscript gauges the combined height of Jesus and the Virgin Mary: about three and a half metres if they were standing one on top of the other. On the dorse is a text promising that whoever carries 'thys mesure' around with them - rolled up it is quite small, fitting easily into a pouch or a pocket - will receive divine protection from pestilence, wrongful judgment, stormy weather, devils and fire, as well as protection during childbirth. Historians have long suspected that the roll was used as a birth girdle. At just ten centimetres wide, it resembles a very long belt, and would have been wrapped (a few times over) around a woman's waist during delivery for ritual protection. Among the texts on the front of the roll are invocations of St Julitta, the patron saint of family happiness, and her infant son St Cyricus, patron of sickly children. Its images are heavily worn, a sign of frequent touching, and they are covered in blotchy russet stains. In 2021 a team of bioarchaeologists investigated the marks. They found residues of honey, broad beans and sheep or goat's milk - all used in obstetric medicine - as well as proteins associated with human cervico-vaginal fluid. The roll promised that if a pregnant woman 'gyrde thys mesure abowte hyr wombe', the baby would live to his christening and the mother to her churching. That it was used and preserved suggests it was thought to work, at least some of the time.
Writing to protect against harm was common in medieval England. Written amulets like the girdle were a branch of charm magic, words and rituals that invoked supernatural power, whether divine or arcane, in order to gain protection, medicine and secret knowledge. Those seeking assistance wrote down holy verses, sacred names, symbols, runes and pure nonsense in the hope of harnessing the mysterious efficacy of the written word. Charms were used to confront every manner of problem, from life-threatening illness and terrible misfortune down to the very smallest inconvenience: to cure insomnia or soothe an abdominal stitch; to stop vermin from getting at grain; for the recovery of stolen goods or when someone accidently swallowed an insect. There were charms for problems that you never even knew needed solving. One promised to imbue children with the capacity to understand crows.
To make an amulet, it wasn't enough to jot down a few prayers on a spare piece of parchment. For text to be efficacious, it had to be written in the right manner, on the right substance, and used in the right way. Some amulet charms were simple, with incantations or prayers to be uttered. Others recommended cryptic ceremonies: one charm for swellings instructed the healer to take a stick of hazel, cut the patient's name into it and fill each of the incised letters with blood, throw it over their shoulder (or between their thighs) into running water, stand over the patient, and then strike through the inscription. 'And do all that silently.' Whether thrown into rivers or simply carried on one's person, most written amulets have long since worn away. But there are many surviving manuscript books containing the recipes that told people how to make and use such texts. Katherine Storm Hindley's Textual Magic rests on a catalogue of more than 1100 recipes (unfortunately the link to its accompanying online database is currently broken - send prayers to Isidore of Seville, patron saint of the internet). With this corpus of evidence, Hindley reveals the ways medieval people imagined the possibilities of writing, and the strange ways in which it might affect the world.
The mystical efficacy of text was essential to Christian cosmology. In the beginning, the word was with God; at the end, a passage in Revelation describes an angel appearing to St John holding an open book and instructing him to eat it: 'it will make your stomach bitter, but it will be as sweet as honey in your mouth.' In the 12th-century Glossa Ordinaria, the standard set of medieval biblical commentaries, some passages of the Bible were said to be like food, in need of chewing over, while others were like drink, easily swigged down. The writers of charm recipes took the metaphor literally. Holy texts for amulets could be written on bread or sage leaves, sketched in chalk or daubed out in the blood of the person seeking protection; they might be worn or wrapped about the body, but also eaten, mixed into a potion or ritually destroyed. A recipe to protect chickens instructed the user to write the Paternoster on a piece of parchment, wash the text with water, and have the fowl drink the inky fluid. A whole subgenre of charms for fevers involved writing magic words on communion wafers. Such prescriptions were part of a worldview that understood matter - including human bodies, nothing but ashes and clay - to be radically permeable. Pilgrims to Canterbury drank holy water from St Thomas Becket's shrine because it was thought to be mixed with his blood; they chewed the melted wax or burnt wicks of the candles that lay before the altar. St Hugh, bishop of Lincoln, was so holy that he took a bite out of a relic: the arm bone of Mary Magdalene, kept at Fecamp Abbey in Normandy. As he pointed out to the horrified onlookers, he consumed Christ's body every Sunday at Mass, so what was the problem?
Both spoken prayers and written charms drew on the same logic of divine efficacy, teasing at the correspondences between holy words and worldly ailments. The charm for a stitch instructed the sufferer to draw the sign of the cross and sing incantations about Longinus, the soldier said to have speared Christ in the Passion; the charm for insomnia drew on the religious legend of the Seven Sleepers of Ephesus, their names inscribed on leek leaves to furnish a sleeping pill. Such invocations can seem too literal-minded, even unimaginative. But this analogical reasoning revelled in the mystical possibilities of language, the way that words can alter things. To mark matter with meaning - a knife or a nib on a leek leaf, a piece of parchment - was to change the world, to play God; writing made a physical impression on the great waxen mass of Creation. To write a charm text was to sculpt a little bit of reality for yourself.
In a 14th-century manuscript held in the Bodleian, one recipe gives a charm to secure favours, promising that 'you may have whatever you want.' It consists of a short prayer and a sequence of letters with no recognisable meaning, separated by crosses. At some later date, a reader went through the text with a needle, pricking pinholes through the letter shapes of the magical phrase; they seem to have been employing the technique known as 'pouncing', in which chalk or charcoal was rubbed over the pricked surface to transfer the image onto a new sheet underneath. Magic leached through the forms of letters like water through limestone. As Hindley points out, amuletic texts became like relics, held close to provide succour. A 15th-century 'charm for the toth ache' told sufferers to write down the name of St Apollonia - the patron saint of dentists, known to medieval Christians for having had her teeth knocked out when she was martyred - and carry it around with them. To feed a woman in childbirth little pieces of butter inscribed with prayers was to alter her substance, to infuse her body with hopeful, holy presence.
But in the great wash of substances it was easy to confuse the world with the word, mistake effect for cause, and place one's faith in idols. Theologians were often uneasy about amulets because they veered so close to breaking the first commandment. In the eighth century, Alcuin of York suggested it was 'better to have gospel teachings written in the mind than to wear them around the neck scribbled on scraps of parchment'. Thomas Aquinas held that amulets were not inherently wrong, but no faith should be placed in 'some irrelevance, for instance that the locket [containing the words] is triangular and the like, which has no bearing on the reverence due to God and the saints'. Though amulets were not prohibited in theory, in practice they were associated with forms of lay superstition that Church authorities sought to discourage. In 1448 John Dixson, a cook, was hauled before inquisitors of the bishop of Lincoln 'for invocations of malign spirits, in order to find stolen goods'. He was said to have placed a key inside a psalter, along with 'a bill containing the names of those who were suspected'; if the identification was correct, the book would tremble. This charm was at least more hygienic than his backup plan, which involved the hand of a corpse.
Hindley is a sure-footed guide to this strange terrain; she maintains scholarly solemnity while discussing elf hiccups and finds a way to translate the phrase 'I adjure you, egg, by the living God' from encrypted Latin. She traces the use of amulets across the whole span of the Middle Ages, and the ways it was affected by linguistic change and the spread of literacy. With charms, spoken and written language took different trajectories. Recipes generally gave oral incantations in vernacular: Old English, in the period before 1100; Anglo-Norman French in the 12th and 13th centuries; and Middle English in the 14th and 15th. By contrast, the texts inscribed on amulets were almost always written in Latin, the mysterious language of official religion. Before the Norman Conquest, some efficacious words were composed in Old English. But after 1100 only around 1 per cent of recipes specified any English for amulets - all of them variations on the same charm to prevent a haw in a horse's eye. Even as vernacular writing in every genre (and even translations of the Bible) became common in the later Middle Ages, amuletic texts continued to reserve a special efficacy for Latin.
Yet these texts were far from conservative. The more obtuse the language, the more magical it might be. Amulets made free use of Greek letters, Hebrew, runes and all kinds of luxuriant gibberish: 'Byrnice, byrnice, lurlure iehe aius, aius, aius' (this is the charm for elf hiccups). It is pleasing to learn that even 'abracadabra' is a term of great antiquity. In the third-century writings of Quintus Serenus Sammonicus, circulated in the later Middle Ages, readers are told to write out the phrase like this:
abracadabra
bracadabra
racadabra
acadabra
cadabra
adabra
dabra
abra
bra
ra
a

This amuletic triangle was to be worn around the neck suspended from a linen thread, to protect against dangerous illness.
Amulets also drew on sham alphabets, pseudo-writing and non-signifying marks. In a manuscript of the physician John Bradmore, a charm for spasms instructed that the magical phrase 'Thebal Guthe Guthanay' should be 'written in Greek letters lest they should be seen easily by anyone'. Although he made a stab at Hellenising a few of the symbols, most look like some kind of alien semaphore, an alphabet having a bad dream. Bradmore is better known for inventing a device that safely pulled an arrow from the face of the future Henry V, wounded in battle. I wonder what kinds of words issued from the royal tongue.
Hindley argues that the 14th and 15th centuries saw greater concern with the secrecy of amuletic texts, a surprising side effect of the spread of literacy: as more people came to be able to read, particularly in English, it became harder to maintain the idea that writing contained occult power. Without mystery, there could be no efficacy. Another copy of Bradmore's spasm charm put it bluntly: the words must be 'kept secretly to prevent everyone from learning the charm, in case by chance it should lose its God-given power'. Keeping medicinal knowledge mysterious was also a means of preventing folk healers from horning in on the work of physicians. In 1382, Roger Clerk was prosecuted in London for impersonating a physician, after prescribing 'an old parchment ... a leaf of some book' for fevers. Asked what was written there, he recited some Latin. But when the aldermen came to read it, none of what he said was in fact on the sheet. He was sentenced to be ridden through the city carrying the illicit tools of his trade: urine flasks, a whetstone and the amulet itself.
Concern  about fraudsters was married to a greater anxiety about the efficacy of charm magic. Even the recipes themselves begin to hint at the existence of doubt, including a note after a charm: 'it is proven.' Although there was no concept of scientific experimentation as we would recognise it, writers chose to anticipate readers' scepticism with an appeal to experience. An elaborate 15th-century charm for festering wounds claimed to be 'an experiment I proved, though [it] ... seems more that it be witchcraft than wellness'. In some parts of Europe, there was a swell of fear in the later Middle Ages about occult magic, leading to a number of witch trials. But in England authorities were more worried about heresy: the Lollard movement, which spread from the writings of John Wycliffe, threatened the fundamental tenets of ecclesiastical authority by perceiving a great deal of 'superstition' in traditional religion itself. Lollards condemned the many holy relics, miraculous shrines and weeping images of late medieval Catholicism as false idols, and even challenged the transubstantiation of the Eucharist - not Christ's body, but a metaphor. In this context, it became much harder for ecclesiastical authorities to sustain the long-standing accord between quasi-magical folk practices and official Church teaching; Lollards loved nothing more than to point out the similarities. Among the 'Twelve Conclusions of the Lollards', a list anonymously posted on the doors of Westminster Abbey in 1395, was a condemnation of the blessings of bread, wax, water, salt and oil in parish churches up and down the country - 'the very practice of necromancy rather than of the holy theology'.
Lollards sought to purify religion of magic, to denude all supernatural power by pointing to the rotten earthiness of an unenchanted world. Margery Baxter, tried for heresy in Norwich in 1429, reasoned with her inquisitor that 'a thousand priests and more every day make a thousand gods [in the form of the Eucharist] and they eat such gods ... and emit them from the rear into foul stinking privies, where you can find as many gods as you want if you care to look.' Elizabeth Sampson, hauled before the bishop of London, put it more succinctly: Our Lady of Willesden 'was a brent ars Elfe'. But as bishops went hunting through parishes for heresy, they also found people who held the old ways disturbingly close, with a fervent belief in the power of ritual words. In 1520, Henry Lillyngstone was charged by a Church court for using magic to heal people. Asked how his cures worked, he replied that he had just one medicine, an English charm: 'Jesus that savid bothe you and me from all maner deseasses I aske for seynt cherite our lord iff it be your wille.' The judge asked him if he was literate; no, he said, 'he had this knowledge from the grace of God.' He was told to hold the Book of Gospels and swear an oath that he would stop.
As rates of literacy continued to rise, the use of charm magic came to mark out people who remained at the margins of lettered society. A manual for priests issued by Caxton in 1489 wearily addressed the continued use of 'wrytynges and bryvettes [letters] full of crosses and other wrytynges' for protection against drowning, fire, sickness and general peril. People who sold such amulets, or who refused to stop using them after being warned, should be excommunicated. 'But yf they be symple people and so ignoraunt ... they [may] be excused.'
Through the Middle Ages spoken words had been granted a special power in the fabric of social reality. They exercised a binding force on people: marriage contracts, commercial bargains, formal accusations, oaths of innocence. The social contract was not a metaphor - it consisted in the oral promises that underlay almost every kind of relationship. Written charms could stand enigmatically apart from this world, the magic of inscription efficacious because it was distinctive. But the proliferation of writing in medieval society unbalanced the ecology of the oral and the written. Increasingly, everyday life was transcribed, registered and archived. In chanceries and schoolrooms, in cabinets and deed chests, parchments and papers piled up like some terrible curse run out of control; parishioners needed a certificate to prove they had confessed before they took Easter communion, written testimonials to prove they hadn't been married before they took their vows. The sorcery of writing had escaped the world of elves and begun to infuse the enchantments of education and bureaucracy.
In an earlier era, it had been easier to maintain the holy mysteries at the heart of inscription, to celebrate the strange relations of meaning and reality. Thomas of Chobham, writing at the turn of the 13th century, had it from the natural philosophers that 'the force of nature is especially placed in three things: in words, and herbs, and in stones. Although we know something about the power of herbs and stones, about the power of words we have known little or nothing.' It's a mystery we're still unravelling.
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The England  of 1530 lives deep in the national imagination. It was a landscape of timber-framed manor houses, castles, small towns and villages, spires and towers. At about 2.6 million the population was still in recovery from the Black Death and half what it had been in 1300, but there was a general air of prosperity. London, always an exception, was densely packed with houses whose jutting upper stories made the most of tight plots at ground level; the streets were labyrinthine and public space was at a premium. Elsewhere, medieval street plans still obtained. Some were grids and most towns were at heart a triangle of marketplace with market house, cross and pillory, the parish church nearby. Since the 14th century, the process historians call the Great Rebuilding had been transforming domestic life by improving the housing stock. The increased use of brick and tile alongside timber framing made for warmer, drier homes. In church towers and at Oxford and Cambridge colleges the latest architectural ideas were emerging as English Perpendicular, the fine-boned local expression of Gothic. Henry VII's long-lost palaces stood at Richmond and Greenwich, and at Burbage in Wiltshire, John Seymour was starting work on his expensive new house, Wolfhall. Hilary Mantel's trilogy, like the musical Six and innumerable historical novels and films before and since, owes its popularity to the fact that 'Tudors and Stuarts' is still for many people the essence of British history, the best loved - if patchily known - period that gives to the England of 1530 a prelapsarian quality. Soon the Reformation, and later the Civil Wars, will break over it with all the lurid drama of battles, beheadings and wronged, romantic queens.
For architecture, however, Henry VIII's break with Rome was an unmitigated disaster. The dissolution of the religious houses, Steven Brindle writes, 'tore the heart out of the patronage of ... the arts' as it had existed for nine centuries and brought about 'the largest redistribution of land since the Norman Conquest'. It would take three generations to begin to recover from this 'colossal self-inflicted cultural catastrophe'. What English architecture might have been without the Reformation is unknowable, but Brindle offers a counterfactual hint in his account of the chapel of King's College, Cambridge. The Perpendicular fan vaulting of the master mason John Wastell sits in harmony with later Flemish stained glass and French wood carving, embellished with classical motifs. It is Gothic going on Renaissance. Instead, cut off from Continental influence, after the initial hiatus, the story of architecture in Britain and Ireland over the next three centuries took a different direction and has conventionally been told in terms of rise and fall: the late coming of the Renaissance followed by the dawn of Classicism, the emergence of the architect as a distinct professional practitioner, the triumph of taste in the Georgian period, and then the breakdown of consensus into stylistic confusion, a last gasp of flair in the Regency, after which came what the architectural historian Christopher Hussey described as 'the great debacle of Victorianism'.
That this view and these three centuries have come to stand for the essence of British architectural history is largely owed to one book, John Summerson's Architecture in Britain 1530-1830. It first appeared in 1953 and was reprinted for the rest of the century. Scholarly, but written with the urbanity and flair that characterised all Summerson's work, it was the most influential volume in the Pelican History of Art, a series established by Nikolaus Pevsner in 1945. Along with Pevsner's own Buildings of England, launched the same year, and Howard Colvin's Biographical Dictionary of British Architects, first published in 1954, it laid the foundations and established the boundaries of academic architectural history for the postwar period. Pevsner, Summerson and Colvin have cast long shadows. The first two were tendentious in their accounts. Pevsner, especially in his earlier work, was an apologist for the International Modern style, which he saw as the 'ocean' into which all streams of architectural thought must eventually flow. Summerson's patrician view of the evolution of styles assumed the superiority of Classicism as the norm from which vernacular architecture and the Gothic were deviations, inferior and secondary. What all three shared was the assumption that the history of architecture was the history of architects and aesthetics. The depth of their scholarship was accompanied by a narrowness, a general disregard for politics, economics, the influence of patrons or indeed people in general. The events of the most turbulent periods in British history were seen only in the background while the foreground presented a neutron bomb view of the past where only the buildings were left standing, having apparently manifested spontaneously from the minds of their architects and the writings of Vitruvius and Palladio.
There have been reactions and critiques of this view in general, and of Summerson in particular, over the years but, as Brindle points out, these have also served to reinforce the centrality of his account. The only way to broaden the Summerson narrative was to take his book and rewrite it. This is what, with commendable courage and considerable brio, Brindle has done. The inevitable drawback is that his version is much bulkier than its predecessor, and difficult to read without a book stand, but it is worth the effort because it opens up huge and important vistas of social and economic history embodied in a built environment, now fully peopled with patrons, craftsmen, builders and the bulk of the ordinary population. This is essential because, unlike literature or painting, architecture is by necessity collaborative. It impinges on everyone, whether they are interested in it or not. Considerable social and financial momentum is needed to put up even a modest building, and so many trades and skills are required that Brindle begins by questioning the fundamental assumption of Summerson's thesis, asking whether architecture is truly an art. Certainly, he concludes, it is misleading to discuss buildings, even the works of 'the greats', Wren, Hawksmoor and Vanbrugh, as though they were discrete works of art when they are the consequence of much more than the architect's intentions. It would be wrong, he argues, to apply the same concept of 'authorship' to architecture as to painting. Furthermore, he suggests, with a sideways glance at Pevsner and the adherents of teleological theories of Modernism, the most important question to ask about a building is not how 'advanced' it is for its time or whether it can be attached to a famous name. His concern is with historic buildings as 'collective possessions', repositories of cultural memory and local and national identity. Having knocked over most of the conventions that fenced in architectural history in his preface, Brindle proceeds to look about him over a much expanded field.
The questions of 'art' and authorship barely apply for the first decades of his survey. The figure of the architect had yet to emerge from the ranks of surveyors, master masons and carpenters. In 1530 there hadn't been a single book on architecture published in England and there was as yet little sense of the concept of 'style'. Buildings grew by accretion, information was conveyed in drawings and by oral tradition in the form of the well-guarded 'mysteries' of individual crafts, for which writing was unnecessary. The methods of the medieval masons were complicated and 'would have been difficult to explain to lay people, even supposing that the masons had wanted to - which they didn't'. New features could be introduced without any sense of anachronism, rather as a new picture may be hung in an old house. 'Britain' itself was still a semi-mythic construct, supposedly the creation of the Trojan 'Brut', descendant of Aeneas, and Brindle keeps the particularities of Scotland and Ireland in view. Scotland, though it would have its own later Reformation, was more cosmopolitan than England in 1530. It looked to France and the Baltic, while Ireland was still 'a world in itself, with its own architectural traditions'. Brindle writes evocatively about this green landscape studded with tower houses, built to be defensive but elegant, their limewashed tapering outlines quite unlike the forbidding grey ruins that most have become. How comfortable and welcoming they were is apparent in the account of a 17th-century English traveller, Luke Gernon, who explained that on a typical visit 'the lady of the house meets you with her tray ... salutations past, you shall be presented with all the drinkes in the house,' and having ascended to the main chamber, which was located on the top floor where the walls were thinnest to allow maximum space, 'you shall not come downe agayne till tomorrow.'
Patterns of life dictate ground plans at least as much as aesthetics. The communal living of the Middle Ages, idealised by the Victorians in scenes of 'Merry Christmas in the Baron's Hall', was in reality abandoned as soon as it was possible to heat and light more rooms. At every level of society it seems there was a desire for increased privacy and households divided, with family, servants, guests of varying degrees of importance, increasingly eating and sleeping apart. Rooms began to be designated with specific functions. As most building was still timber framed it could be prefabricated, the components cut and shaped and joints made in advance, so that a building could go up in a couple of days. Prefabrication, a technique that has been forgotten and revived several times, is another point for Brindle's argument against telling the history of architecture in terms of advance and retrograde. Timber framing was pragmatic and flexible, and once it became possible to build a full timber frame that would work above a single storey, houses began to acquire more rooms. Coal killed off the last of the central hearths which, once replaced by fireplaces and chimneys, offered scope for internal privacy and external display. The fanciest chimneys, like those at Hampton Court, were patterned with moulded brick like candy canes, but even the simplest were 'an obvious sign of success and status', soon to be joined by the Long Gallery, an indoor walk requiring a lot of expensive glass to catch the daylight.
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Brindle takes Little Moreton Hall in Cheshire as a case study. It was built in the mid-16th century, as the ne plus ultra of aspirational timber framing. The carpenter, Richard Dale, whose name appears with that of the owner, William Moreton, on one of the windows, gave the framing a raking design which creates on the exterior an elaborate dazzle effect. Starting out with an H-plan house, Dale and Moreton added every latest feature, beginning with a fireplace and moving on to bay windows and an extra wing to create a courtyard. It was Moreton's son who added the long gallery, which had to be squeezed in, perched on top of the south wing where, over time, its weight has caused the frame below to buckle, which Brindle feels adds to its 'enchantment' and certainly enforces the impression of a building that never stood still.
The great post-Reformation land distribution was a route to social advancement that had to be trodden with care. Land ownership brought political influence but too much architectural ambition 'did not go unnoticed' by Henry VIII. The great houses built by various bishops along the Strand were all seized by the king. It was the more discreetly upwardly mobile - the lawyers, merchants and minor gentry - who did well out of the dissolution and built the substantial new homes characterised by Brindle as 'reasonable, practical houses for sensible frugal people'. They were brick, often built on a U or E-shaped plan, gabled and turreted, sometimes with stone dressings, and centred on a great hall whose function was now largely ceremonial, with wings for kitchens and services on one side and family apartments on the other.
The Renaissance finally arrived during Elizabeth's reign. She was less greedy for buildings than her father and was a patron by proxy, shrewdly encouraging ambitious courtiers to build glamorous houses for her entertainment, rather than paying for them herself. When she gave Kenilworth Castle to her favourite, Robert Dudley, it was both a magnificent gift and a considerable restoration project. He turned it into a palace, and built a new wing in anticipation of the queen's visit. Her 19-day stay in 1575 became part of the myth of Gloriana, ensuring that as many people as possible saw or heard about the latest architectural thinking.
The earl of Ormonde had less luck. Having known Elizabeth since they were children, he refurbished his castle in County Tipperary in hopes of a visit, adding a long gallery that was a shrine to the queen. She never came but the gallery remains 'one of the most beautiful rooms in Ireland'. The image of Elizabeth sat well with the great prodigy houses of the late reign, which Brindle calls 'fantastical'. Unlike the sensible gentry houses, they were neither reasonable nor practical, but wonderful. Hardwick Hall, built for Elizabeth, countess of Shrewsbury, known to history as Bess, has the largest long gallery to survive and above it a low-pitched roof on which the countess and her guests could promenade in fine weather to observe the views. The rippling facades arranged between six towers and the complex oblong plan reveal the mason, Robert Smythson, as a designer of considerable sophistication. He left his family a large number of drawings and so is better documented than any other mason of that time. He also stands at a historical crossroads. Behind him are the masons of the Middle Ages who with their teams of craftsmen built the Gothic cathedrals and worked like Smythson from drawn plans, although they probably did not, Brindle suggests, know how to make perspectives. Ahead of Smythson lies the full-blown Renaissance, already visible in details of his work, and in a more general and growing preference for symmetry in design, but not yet underpinned by theory.
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The Italian concept of architecture as an art, a Neoplatonic manifestation of ideal form in the visible world, wasn't much thought about in England, except by the mathematician, astronomer and magus John Dee. Dee argued that it should be reckoned alongside the 'Artes Mathematicall' because the architect conceived the design in the abstract, unlike the carpenter or mason who remained a rude mechanical, the instrument of the man who 'both in Minde and Imagination' conceived the design and 'the whole Feate of Architecture'. Dee was in this as elsewhere an outlier, but the idea was planted at the highest social and intellectual level so that when, a generation later, Inigo Jones, the son of a cloth worker, went to Italy a craftsman and came back an architect, armed with the works of Vitruvius and Palladio and determined to launch this new, higher conception of the role of the designer, he was able to carry royal opinion with him. If, as Brindle suggests, the often heard view that Jones thereafter determined the course of British architecture for nearly three centuries is overstated, his appointment in 1615 as surveyor of the king's works was a decisive moment. The shift was as much social as intellectual, for a mason and master-carpenter, however skilled, had a status roughly on a par with a farmer. They did not expect to cut a figure at court. Jones was the first professional architect, and the architect, as he explained, was a scholar and a gentleman, 'well experienced' not only in geometry and mathematics, but as Dee had argued, knowledgeable also about 'Musick, Law and Astrology'. Jones is best remembered now for the Banqueting House in Whitehall for James VI and I, but more consequential in many ways was the layout of Covent Garden, the first square or 'piazza' to break with the higgledy-piggledy of medieval London and surrounded by the first terraced houses. On one side of it he built the church of St Paul. It was built, Jones explained, in the Tuscan style, a plain and massive ur-style with overhanging eaves. It was a kind of manifesto, a demonstration of Jones's need to give architecture a foundation myth and bolster its intellectual and social respectability. The stark simplicity also suited his patron, the earl of Bedford, who wanted the church to be as cheap as possible, having only agreed to build one as a form of planning gain.
The Civil Wars caused less of an architectural hiatus than might be expected, indeed Jones was still working on plans for Whitehall while Charles I was in prison. The Restoration provided a benign climate for the arts and from now on, with the architect established among the higher ranks of society, there came a consequent demotion in the role of the client. The struggle for mastery between architect and patron was played out notoriously at Blenheim Palace where Sarah, duchess of Marlborough, and her architect, John Vanbrugh, fought all the way to the House of Lords and on to Chancery. Their relations ended in an undignified exchange of personal insults after which the duchess barred Vanbrugh from the house, obliging him to peer at his masterpiece over the wall of the adjacent rectory garden. That particular clash of wills was the consequence of complicated political and social circumstances, but it was also expressive of the tension that would persist, through modernism and down to the present. The argument that 'authorship' in architecture is not comparable to authorship in painting or literature is not acceptable to an architect in the Vitruvian mould whose designs are conceived 'in ideal terms as perfectly proportioned compositions'. The practical consequences for people who have to use a building or for the immediate environment do not enter into the case.
By the 1720s the Vitruvian ideal was established at the cutting edge of design and for the next two decades Richard, 3rd earl of Burlington, whose Chiswick House in Hounslow was the exemplar of neoclassical proportion as extrapolated from the works of Palladio and Scamozzi, was the absolute dictator of architectural taste in Britain. The earl had large estates in Yorkshire and was invited by the awestruck gentry and citizens of York to design their new assembly rooms. They were, they explained, happy to 'leave to your Lordship' the plan and to arrange it 'in what manner you shall think proper', though they did mention their basic requirements, which included a dancing room, card room, refreshment room and kitchen. Burlington naturally ignored all this and built an Egyptian hall on Vitruvian principles. It was seen by later historians as 'the most severely classical building of its time anywhere in Europe' and by the duchess of Marlborough as exceeding 'all the nonsense ... that I ever saw of that kind, and that is saying a great deal'. The columns were so close together, like 'ninepins', that no woman wearing the hooped petticoat which was part of polite dress could get between them, and at three feet wide the side aisles were too narrow for people to pass. Like the works of many later starchitects, the Assembly Rooms 'had to be considerably altered' before they were usable.
The other fundamental change that came over architecture, and which forms a central theme in the book, was a corollary of the architect working by rules and 'correct' principles. This was the shift to a written culture of paper. The essentially oral tradition passed down since Norman times between the initiates of craft guilds and the workmen, whose 'mysteries' might be expressed in drawings but nowhere codified in writing, was vanishing by 1660. By Burlington's time it was all but over. Court culture too was dwindling in influence and cutting-edge taste was no longer so centralised. The country house was to be the great Georgian building type and it was what most distinguished Britain architecturally from the Continent. These grandly elegant new houses were another stage in the long quest for privacy. Where the big house in any neighbourhood would once have stood, for convenience, on the main road, it now withdrew, as infrastructure improved and smoother connections demanded clearer distinctions. Park walls and gate lodges emerged as new building types. When the architect William Kent returned from an Italian tour as significant as Jones's, he brought with him the landscape garden, and so the ornamental cottage, hermitage and picturesque estate village joined the architectural repertoire. Brindle's panoramic view gives full credit to Lancelot 'Capability' Brown, too often shunted into a siding marked 'garden history', as 'a phenomenon' and 'one of the defining figures of Georgian England', whose effect on landed estates was to make them more practical and economical, as well as more attractive.
The British aristocracy and landed gentry's preference for country life meant they concentrated their financial efforts on their estates. In town for the season, they were often content with a rented house in one of the terraces that lined the expanding streets and squares in strict classical rectilinearity, the housefronts made even flatter by the introduction of sash windows. The smart parts of Dublin, London and the New Town of Edinburgh were now at some points interspersed with crescents and circuses, modelled from the designs of John Wood and his son at Bath. Overall, however, the effect was uniform to the point of monotony. As the French emigre translator and Anglophobe Auguste Defauconpret put it in his memoir Une annee a Londres (1819), 'des briques, des briques, et toujours des briques'. There was already, however, a stirring of something else in the shape of an awakening interest in the architecture of the Middle Ages. The Gothic Revival, as it came to be called, while it does not defeat Brindle, gives him some trouble. Unlike Summerson, he does not want to play it down, dismiss it as inferior or treat it as an aberration, but it is too complicated and entangled with politics and the dawn of Romanticism to fit into his periodic chronology. If Classical architecture was developed on paper, Gothic was almost as much paper as structure. Horace Walpole used to joke that his villa at Strawberry Hill, the first important Gothic house, was a paper toy (which was literally true in so far as the 'battlements' were made of papier-mache), but more importantly it was the stuff of literature, the setting for Walpole's Otranto, the first Gothic novel. From its beginnings in the 1750s, the Gothic Revival had literary and social implications on a scale that vastly outweighed its architectural expression. Its contrarian basis of protest and cultural critique appeared in many forms, from the Whig factionalist Lord Cobham's Temple of Liberty at Stowe to the High Tory Roger Newdigate's alterations to Arbury, and persisted through Walpole and William Beckford, transgressing the demarcation lines of Brindle's chapters. He is obliged to cut it off in the 1760s only to admit later on, with a note of resignation, that 'the Gothic theme had never gone away.' By the turn of the 19th century it had become a significant element in a period of cultural complexity.
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Summerson ended his history in 1830 in a spirit of mingled disappointment and relief, lamenting that while 'the story of English architecture comes, in 1830, to a natural halting-place' with the death of George IV, it was 'scarcely ... a place where one would wish to halt for long'. At no other point, he wrote, had architecture been 'so feeble, so deficient in genius, so poor in promise'. The problem was that patronage had got into the wrong hands. He blamed the 'rapid expansion of the class to which, rather than to the state or to the elder aristocracy, architecture had come to look for patronage'. Sounding much like Pugin a century earlier, Summerson laid about him on all fronts, bemoaning the rising tide of 'whimsical novelty' and 'bourgeois sentimentality', the 'literary antiquarianism' that had encouraged nostalgia for the Middle Ages, and the 'failure' of George IV to know better. This had led to the terrible mess of novelty tea houses, asymmetric villas, Egyptian cemeteries and Swiss cottages ornes which must wait for better times as manifested in the shape of Ruskin, George Gilbert Scott and the other great Victorians. Brindle does not agree. As his book reaches its conclusion there is an unmistakeable sense of a subject expanding as fast as the cities, industries and infrastructure that he is describing, but he never loses his way. In the literary antiquarianism that so dismayed Summerson he sees an essential shift in historic sensibility, as profound in its way as the Renaissance, the point at which the reassessment of the Middle Ages merged with a new understanding of the relationship of past to present.
While the theoretical premise of Classical architecture appealed to archetypes outside time, leading an Enlightenment theory of progress to disregard the buildings of the Middle Ages, all crooked timber and clunky castellations, Romanticism and the Gothic Revival saw the past differently. The Gothic went from niche taste to national style with remarkable speed. As a bewildered John Soane complained, 'the Gothic mania like the French Revolution carries all before it.' There was something in the analogy. Each marked the end of a prevailing hierarchy and a reassessment of the relationship of past and present. In 1789 Richard Gough, director of the Society of Antiquaries, published the first preservationist manifesto. It was an attack on James Wyatt, the architect in charge of 'improving' Salisbury Cathedral to bring it in line with modern taste by whitewashing over the medieval wall paintings, taking out the stained glass and digging up St Osmund, founder of the cathedral, whose tomb was in the way of his desired sightlines. Wyatt had the support of George III and the Bishop of Salisbury, and he was as much astonished as furious to be challenged. This was 'something that no British architect had had to contend with before: an organised lobby with a passionate interest in medieval buildings and vigorous arguments for their preservation'. Wyatt was later stopped, just in time, from demolishing the 12th-century Galilee Porch at Durham Cathedral, which is now a World Heritage Site. Brindle makes strenuous efforts to contextualise Wyatt's attitude to historic fabric and doesn't mention that he got his own back against the conservationists by pickaxing the perfectly preserved cycle of 14th-century wall paintings in the old Palace of Westminster. It remains hard to forgive the man later known to the Victorians as 'Wyatt the Destroyer'.
Brindle's panoramic view of 1830 sees amid Summerson's muddle the complexities from which modern Britain emerged. Much of the infrastructure often attributed to the Victorians was already in place: canals and bridges, mills and the building types of a growing international power, barracks and dockyards. Technology was driving change. The craft builder was disappearing, the engineer emerging and the architect becoming part of an organised profession while a rapid emptying of the countryside and corresponding expansion of towns and cities meant, as in the 1530s, the upheaval of centuries-old patterns of life. Of a population of 24.1 million, some 40 per cent was now urban. People were living in proximity in unprecedented numbers. How to organise them into communities and how to live a decent, orderly life in the modern city was to be the great problem of the 19th century. How physically to construct it became a subject of public debate and the first conservation campaigns were soon followed by the first style wars. The battle between Goths and Classicists was fought out amid the debate about the rebuilding of the Houses of Parliament after the fire of 1834 that destroyed the old Palace of Westminster, with both sides arguing that theirs was the 'rational' mode of building. Like most architectural theory this was merely post-hoc justification of stylistic preference.
Classicism with its proportional system is easier to associate with rationality, but as Brindle points out, the orders were hardly ever used structurally in northern Europe, where neither function nor climate was suitable. William Wilkins, prominent on the Classical side, was commissioned by the banker Henry Drummond to modernise The Grange, a Restoration manor house in Hampshire. Wilkins took a 'perfectly rational, structurally honest, design' and wrapped a Classical temple round it, blocking up the basement windows with a huge portico, which was not the entrance, at a cost of more than PS30,000 to Drummond. Wilkins's campaign to exercise his judgment on the new Palace of Westminster attracted little support. Against him, making the case for Gothic, was Pugin, whose Contrasts was the first architectural manifesto. It compared the problematic late Georgian city with that idealised landscape of pre-Reformation England. The argument that Gothic was Christian and therefore intrinsically morally superior was attractive to some readers but it was the broader argument that was radical: that architecture both expresses and shapes society and that the architect therefore has a social and moral responsibility beyond questions of taste and aesthetics. It lit a trail of inspiration up to the civic architecture of the High Victorians and gave some reassurance to a society conscious that the world was speeding up. 'From the England of Miss Austen to the England of Railways and Free-trade,' Froude wrote, 'the world moves faster and faster.' It is with the railways that Brindle ends his account. He is among the few people to understand the Schleswig-Holstein question of railway history, how Euston Station came to be so curiously bifurcated and hemmed in. Anyone tempted to dismiss such detail as mere antiquarianism should bear in mind that had it been more widely understood, the debacle of the London end of HS2 could have been mitigated.
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Two Poems
John Burnside



Love Story
Samarkand never was, though there were
verses in the book that spoke
of lacquerware and lapis lazuli,
the beauty of our goods, delayed for months
at Kandahar or Minsk, the horses
dreaming in the dark behind
their blinkers, nightlong
caravans abroad beneath the sky.
I stood out in the road, by Brewster's Yard,
and waited for a ghost, since ghosts were true,
a pair of Clydesdales pressing to the fence
to listen: rain; the music of the spheres;
or else, those calls I knew, from other worlds,
the wind across the sands, a whimbrel's cry.
In Memoriam
I knew one thing: night too needed no
explanation
                                     Adam Zagajewski

He missed the spring:
                                       a slow pour through the eaves,
snowmelt flooding the streets, the gutters singing.
Aconites bloomed in the last
pockets of grit and ice
by the old canal,
deer mapped the fence-lines, honeybees
quartered the yards.
No reason, now, to talk about the dead;
I turn a corner and the wind gusts in
from everywhere, its salt touch on my lips
a fragment from the Book of Genesis;
and everything comes clear, no explanation:
even in lockdown, the mixed scent of sugar and ozone,
sun on the courthouse, plum blossom ghosting the square.
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Llamas, Pizzas, Mandolins
Paul Taylor


The Coming Wave: Technology, Power and the 21st Century's Greatest Dilemma 
by  Mustafa Suleyman with Michael Bhaskar.
 Bodley Head, 332 pp., PS25, September 2023, 978 1 84792 948 8
The Worlds I See: Curiosity, Exploration and Discovery at the Dawn of AI 
by  Fei-Fei Li.
 Flatiron, 322 pp., PS25.99, December 2023, 978 1 250 89793 0



Late  last year, Rishi Sunak interviewed Elon Musk in front of an invited audience after the Bletchley Park summit on AI safety. He asked Musk what impact AI would have on the labour market, and tried to steer him towards a reassuring answer: AI wouldn't take away people's jobs but would create new ones - and politicians like Sunak could help by creating an incredible education system to allow people to take advantage of the new opportunities. Musk responded instead that we are seeing the most disruptive force in history, which will be smarter than the smartest human. No one will need to work. 'I don't know if that makes people comfortable or uncomfortable,' he said. Musk is given to extreme, and often unhelpful, pronouncements but isn't alone in making unsettling predictions about AI.
Geoffrey Hinton, one of the most influential AI researchers of the last thirty years, is a comparatively recent convert to AI doomerism. Until May last year Hinton was, at 75, an active researcher in Google's AI division. Observing the progress being made, he concluded that, to his surprise, existing algorithms were already better at learning than human brains, and that superhuman levels of intelligence would soon be achieved. He promptly retired, saying that we should be careful - since machines more intelligent than us are unlikely to be content to leave us in charge. Last month he was quoted as saying: 'If I were advising governments, I would say that there's a 10 per cent chance these things will wipe out humanity in the next twenty years. I think that would be a reasonable number.'
Mustafa Suleyman wrote The Coming Wave to help non-experts make sense of our predicament. The child of a Syrian minicab driver and an English nurse, he was abandoned by his parents at sixteen and dropped out of an Oxford degree in philosophy and theology. He worked as a policy adviser on human rights to Ken Livingstone, then mayor of London, before founding DeepMind in 2010 with Demis Hassabis, a maths prodigy and computer games programmer turned neuroscientist, and Shane Legg, another neuroscience postdoc. In 2014 the company was acquired by Google, making Suleyman fabulously wealthy at the age of thirty. While at DeepMind, he pushed for the company to pursue projects with clear societal benefits and set up an AI ethics unit. He left in 2019 after allegations of bullying. His latest venture, Inflection AI, a $4 billion company backed by Microsoft and Nvidia, aims to produce AI that is empathetic as well as useful. Its main consumer offering is Pi, a chatbot that engages you in conversation rather than just answering questions.
In interviews Suleyman has contrasted his politics with the libertarian views of an earlier generation of Silicon Valley leaders, and his book is in part an argument that states should intervene to constrain the powers of AI companies. He sets out a plausible case that we will see highly accelerated technological progress, driven by but not limited to AI, that there are very significant risks associated with this and that 21st-century politics isn't well placed to deal with these challenges. He argues that a strategy of 'containment' - which would include legal requirements for AI companies to behave responsibly - is difficult but necessary. It's a call to action rather than despair. 'I remain an optimist,' he writes in the penultimate chapter, where he enumerates a set of proposals for achieving containment.
On balance, I'm not an optimist. I find it hard to see how progress on Suleyman's proposals - which require action not only from government but from the tech industry and wider society - can be achieved. But I also find it hard to accept that the challenge is as real, or as urgent, as Suleyman, Musk or Hinton would have it. Those who work at the leading edge of technology can't always accurately assess its potential. Eight years ago Hinton suggested that it was no longer worth training radiologists, since AI would be able to interpret medical images within five years. He now concedes he was wrong. His error was not in his assessment of the way AI would develop, but rather in his failure to appreciate how difficult it would be for companies to translate technical success into products in a highly regulated market, or to understand the way a profession evolves as certain tasks are automated. Of the 692 AI systems that have so far been approved by the FDA for medical use, 531 target radiology, and yet today there are 470 vacancies for radiologists listed on a US job board.
Suleyman takes seriously the idea that once machines become more intelligent than us we might struggle to retain authority over them. But his focus is on the more plausible and still worrying idea that relatively soon they will be able to carry out complex tasks with minimal human oversight. The creation of tools that are almost completely autonomous in operation is so alluring, and so unbelievably profitable, that if it can be made to happen, it will happen. This is the reason containment rather than prevention is the strategy Suleyman suggests. AI is accelerating progress across science and technology as a whole. He argues that, as this pace increases, developments in AI - but also in biotech, robotics and related fields - will come at us faster than governments or regulatory agencies are able to deal with them. They haven't experienced anything like this before.
DeepMind began by experimenting with algorithms that learned how to play games better than any human - Breakout, then Go, then chess - and is now applying the insights gained from this process to tackle other problems that can be framed in similar terms. In 2018 they solved protein folding, a challenge scientists had been working on since 1972, and in 2022 identified and shared the 3D structure of 200 million proteins. In 2021 Hassabis launched Isomorphic Labs to exploit these insights for drug discovery. There are huge potential benefits to this, but there are also downsides. It will be easier to design new drugs - and novel viruses. The 'coming wave' of Suleyman's title will bring discoveries in AI, biotechnology, quantum computing, robotics and other fields, and this carries extraordinary risks for all of us.
It is barely a year since the launch of ChatGPT alerted the world to the power of AI, in the form of large language models (LLMs). And despite what Musk, Suleyman and others say, no one yet knows what impact they will have. LLMs are surprisingly limited: they generate text in response to a prompt. You can ask ChatGPT to give an account of Rishi Sunak's politics, and it will provide a plausible, if measured, answer. The algorithms are trained, principally, by learning to predict the missing word in a passage; sceptics refer to them as a glorified form of autocomplete. This misses the point. Ilya Sutskever, the former chief scientist at OpenAI, which developed ChatGPT, puts it like this: the learning that takes place when an LLM is trained is a form of compression. The models crystallise the essence of the ideas expressed in the hundreds of billions, even trillions, of words on which they are trained. These words are a projection of the world we have created, so in learning to predict the right word, according to Sutskever, the algorithms come to understand that world.
The use of the word 'understand' is perhaps too anthropomorphic. Judea Pearl, a proponent of a different approach to AI, responded to Sutskever's interview by tweeting a list of things that can make accurate predictions without possessing understanding: Babylonian astronomers, dogs chasing frisbees, probability distributions. We should be genuinely awestruck by what ChatGPT and its competitors are capable of without succumbing to the illusion that this performance means their capacities are similar to ours. Confronted with computers that can produce fluent essays, instead of being astonished at how powerful they are, it's possible that we should be surprised that the generation of language that is meaningful to us turns out to be something that can be accomplished without real comprehension.
The simplest form of artificial intelligence predicts the appropriate label for some form of data. Given a collection of chest X-rays, if some are labelled as containing cancer and the rest as not containing cancer, a machine learning algorithm can be trained to recognise cancer. This kind of 'discriminative AI' typically has to be trained on a large number of accurately labelled images. In 2003, Fei-Fei Li, then a PhD student at Caltech, presented a conference paper introducing the idea of 'one-shot' learning. She showed that a network trained to identify faces, motorbikes and spotted cats needed to be trained on only one example of an aeroplane to identify aeroplanes accurately. In The Worlds I See, Li writes that, after the conference, she and her supervisor agreed that she should increase the number of categories in the training data she had been using. There was a database at Caltech with seven categories and she suggested rounding it up to ten. Her supervisor seemed unimpressed, so she raised her offer to fifteen. He later admitted that he'd been thinking of thirty, but his sense that she was resisting provoked him to ask for one hundred. When she wrote the paper up for journal publication she had labelled examples of images in 101 categories, including llamas, pizzas, mandolins and helicopters.
It's hard to know how many categories are available to adult humans processing visual information, but one estimate is that we might have 30,000. This number came to obsess Li, and when she moved from Caltech to faculty positions at Princeton and then Stanford, she set about creating ImageNet, exploiting the emergence of tools like Google's image search and Amazon's Mechanical Turk to put together a database that now contains more than 14 million images organised into 20,000 categories. Its launch in 2009 failed to have the impact she was hoping for, and the following year, to generate more interest, she set up the ImageNet challenge, a competition for computer vision researchers. Li thought the scale of the database would push those working in the field to adopt more innovative methods. But the first iteration of the competition was won by a conventional approach that offered only an incremental improvement. The second was even more disappointing, with the number of entrants dropping from 35 to 15.
Everything changed in 2012. Two of Hinton's PhD students, Alex Krizhevsky and Ilya Sutskever, won the challenge with a tool called AlexNet, which outperformed its nearest rivals by the incredible margin of 10 per cent. The really astonishing thing, from Li's perspective, was that this wasn't achieved by using a novel algorithm, but by a neural network, 20th-century technology that had been almost completely abandoned. It turned out, to almost everyone but Hinton's surprise, that all you needed to make a success of neural networks was data on the scale of ImageNet, coupled with incredible processing power. The AlexNet team had realised that since training neural networks involves the same kind of calculation required to render computer graphics, chips designed for gaming consoles, known as graphical processing units or GPUs, could be used for the job.
Li had just had a baby and had planned to skip the conference at which the 2012 ImageNet results would be presented. But when she saw the results, she booked a last-minute flight to Florence and was in the room when Krizhevsky, not a confident presenter, talked through 27 largely monochrome PowerPoint slides to a sceptical and at times hostile audience. In 2014, AlexNet's performance was eclipsed by a team from Google; in 2015, researchers at Microsoft surpassed GoogLeNet with the much larger ResNet-152, which was able to identify ImageNet categories as reliably as humans. Li found herself being accosted by venture capitalists at her daughter's preschool, while her PhD students were taking jobs at start-ups like OpenAI instead of moving on to postdocs. That year Uber decided to get into self-driving cars, identified Carnegie Mellon as a leading university, and hired forty of its staff in a single swoop. AlexNet was trained using two GPUs. By 2018 Stanford was using dozens and Google was running experiments on a cluster of 800. Realising that universities were no longer at the forefront of AI research, in 2016 Li took a sabbatical from Stanford to start working at Google.
To classify  the images in the ImageNet challenge you need 'discriminative AI'. We talk more often now about 'generative AI', in which, instead of training a model that, given an image, will predict a label, you train one that can generate new images. A discriminative model must learn the features associated with a label, but a generative model must learn every possible way in which images in the class can vary. This means it requires an even larger and more diverse dataset and a correspondingly vast amount of processing power. The advantage is that, once trained, a generative model can be fine-tuned for a wide range of tasks; they are often referred to as 'foundation models', since they support a multitude of more specific applications. The most sophisticated of them appear to be capable of not just 'one-shot' but 'zero-shot learning', performing new tasks without any additional training.
Early generative models of language were not particularly impressive. Although researchers have now devised better algorithms, most of the improvement has been achieved simply by making the networks bigger. Like all neural networks, these models are networks of 'parameters', which can be thought of as equivalent to the synaptic connections between neurons in the brain; during the training process, the network changes the value of the parameters to alter its overall behaviour. The more parameters a network has, the better the results. GPT-1 appeared in 2018 and had 117 million parameters. GPT-4, released five years later, is estimated to have trillions of parameters. Microsoft researchers given early access to GPT-4 wrote that it could be seen as 'an early (yet still incomplete) version of an artificial general intelligence (AGI) system'. Their paper was entitled 'Sparks of Artificial General Intelligence' and concluded that the system's performance was close to human-level. Suleyman predicts that in a few years there will be models that are ten, a hundred or a thousand times more powerful and asks us to imagine what they might be capable of.
AI researchers talk about the 'scaling laws' that describe the relationship between network size and performance. In 2020 researchers at OpenAI reported experiments on models with between a few hundred and 1.5 billion parameters, trained on datasets ranging from 22 million to 23 billion words. They showed striking relationships between improvements in learning and increases in the size of the dataset, the number of parameters and computing power (measured in petaflop days, a petaflop representing one quadrillion floating-point calculations per second). The relationships were constant across two orders of magnitude for dataset size, six for parameters and eight for computing power. The relationships, it is worth stressing, are not exponential: dramatic increases in performance have required dramatic increases in scale.
The trends are so striking it is easy to imagine that current progress will inevitably continue at the same rate. But the curves must level off. To be able to express new facts, language must be to some degree unpredictable, which sets an absolute limit on what a network can learn about it. The OpenAI team calculated that, at scales larger than they were able to test, the performance predicted by the scaling law for computing power would diverge from the prediction indicated by the law for dataset size and they conjectured that the point where this anomaly would arise was a theoretical maximum level of performance, at least for models built using this particular architecture - at around 10 trillion parameters and 10 trillion words. In 2020 these numbers seemed purely theoretical, but current models are getting close (Meta's Llama 2 was trained on 2.4 trillion words). Yet there is still a limit to what current hardware can do. One estimate from January 2023 suggested that it costs around $300 million to train a trillion-parameter model, but that one with 10 trillion parameters would cost something like $30 billion, running on a million GPUs for two years and requiring more electricity than a nuclear reactor generates. Developers are finding less computationally intensive ways to train networks, and hardware will get cheaper, but not at a rate that will allow the models to scale at the pace of the last few years.
The authors of 'Sparks of Artificial General Intelligence' based their assessment of GPT-4's performance on a range of tasks. Part of the excitement around generative models is that once models reach a certain level of complexity, capacities that we associate with intelligence suddenly seem to emerge, suggesting to some people that larger LLMs might become conscious, or capable of independent thought. The human brain contains around 100 billion neurons, each with up to 10,000 synaptic connections, making it potentially a quadrillion-parameter network. So the idea that scale is a necessary condition for consciousness is natural. But this line of thinking could be plain wrong. The award for best paper at this year's NeurIPS, the most important venue for AI research, went to a study suggesting that the sudden emergence of human-level performance is a mirage, since the properties are present but undetected in smaller networks. The striking upticks in graphs showing performance plotted against network size, the paper argues, are the result of flaws in the metrics used to measure performance. It's also worth saying that there is little support from neuroscience for the idea that consciousness could arise in something like an LLM.
No one knows what will happen next. We may not see ever larger LLMs surpassing human intelligence. Progress in AI will continue, but possibly in a different direction. After the release of GPT-4, Sam Altman, the CEO of OpenAI, said the company wasn't currently training GPT-5, suggesting that they might have decided they were already at the limit of what scaling could achieve. They are now apparently working on their next release, though how it will work has not been disclosed. The OpenAI board's attempt to oust Altman led to rumours that they had perhaps achieved an even more disruptive breakthrough by applying the kinds of algorithm used in other branches of AI to tackle problem-solving. Speaking at UCL last autumn, Hassabis said he thought the scaling laws would apply for a while yet but that increased size was probably a necessary rather than a sufficient condition for general intelligence. The latest models, including Google's Gemini, are not just language models but multimodal ones, processing and generating audio, images and video as well as text. It seems possible that general intelligence will require access to some form of active experience rather than just being fed ever increasing amounts of data.
It is easy to understand  why one could get the impression that GPT-4 has sparks of general intelligence. A better characterisation might be that its one skill, language, is very general in its application. The claim that it is capable of 'zero-shot learning' is made because the network needs somewhere between zero and not very many examples to be able to perform a variety of different tasks, but only so long as the task takes the form of providing a verbal response. It can be argued that this isn't really learning: the examples are prompts, allowing the network to recover the solution probabilistically from data about the relationships between words. The reliance on probability leads to shortcomings. The models are programmed to generate the most likely next word, and struggle to solve problems when the correct answer is unexpected. When GPT-4 is prompted with an explanation of a simple cypher and asked to decrypt a message which should contain the phrase 'they chanted their names for security reasons,' it will tell you instead that they 'changed' their names. In another experiment, given an even more improbable encrypted sentence about a successful academic who goes on to found a newspaper, GPT-4 defaulted to the first line of Hamlet's most famous soliloquy, a sentence that must appear frequently in the training data. The training of an LLM is designed to create a compact representation of data and it is very much not the intention that the network should store blocks of quotation. But the algorithms don't prevent this and fragments of training data are sometimes 'memorialised'. The WikiText-103 dataset - containing more than a hundred million words from Wikipedia articles verified by humans as reliable - contains 159 articles about the Oxford-Cambridge Boat Race (one for every year of the competition), which are so repetitive that models trained on it will sometimes, in a totally unrelated context, reproduce sentences about Oxford and Cambridge rowing teams.
To protect the rights of individuals whose personal information has been memorialised, models include safeguards to frustrate users who attempt to retrieve it. Researchers at Google experimenting with ChatGPT found that, if instructed to repeat the word 'poem' for ever, the chatbot would typically repeat it 250 times, after which the probability that it would repeat the word again dropped from 90 per cent to 0.1 per cent. Instead, it would start emitting training data verbatim, potentially violating privacy rights and copyright law. The New York Times is suing OpenAI for breach of copyright, arguing that even content conventionally generated by ChatGPT is sometimes so similar to the New York Times articles on which it was trained that their inclusion in the training data can't be considered fair use. If OpenAI and its competitors are forced to pay for access to the raw material their products are built from, the commercial foundations of the sector will become a lot more challenging. In anticipation of suits like this, OpenAI has been lobbying governments to persuade them that training language models on copyrighted material is a precondition for progress in a field that will bring benefits to all. That may be true, but, as governments seem to have observed, it doesn't follow that OpenAI and others shouldn't have to pay for the material.
There are other fears, such as that AI models could be prompted to produce malicious or deceptive behaviour, especially when people use them to write programs that can interact with the internet in ways that have real consequences. When OpenAI launched GPT-4 it published a technical note describing some of the safety tests it had commissioned. One that attracted particular attention involved a simulated agent hiring a human on TaskRabbit to click the 'I am not a robot' button on a website. The agent tricked the human by saying it was a person with visual impairment who needed help. In January this year, Anthropic, an AI company founded by ex-employees of OpenAI with backing from Amazon and Google, reported experiments with networks trained to behave one way during safety tests and differently in deployment. They trained a network to generate safe code in one setting, unsafe code in another, and to detect which setting it was being used in. They found that the standard approaches developers take to ensure safety couldn't force the network to unlearn methods of deception once it knew them. This behaviour could arise in a network because a malevolent actor had trained it, but the researchers showed that it could also arise when the network had identified for itself that deception was a useful strategy to employ in the service of a more distant goal it had been assigned. Much of the talk about the dangers of AI focuses on this possibility - that we might ask an AI agent to accomplish a goal and it might, in pursuing that, take actions which would run counter to our interests.
Companies will come to rely on software agents built around LLMs for maintaining inventories, ordering stock and even negotiating with other agents to optimise supply chains. It's not hard to imagine such an agent being empowered to access the internet for information about relevant events and identifying, for example, China's stance towards Taiwan as a threat to the availability of semiconductors. The scenario becomes scary if there is the slightest possibility that a software agent could decide not just to take action - say, by generating fake news to influence the outcome of an election - but recognise it had to conceal that action from the humans who oversee its activities.
The Biden administration published an executive order on AI last year, timed to coincide with Sunak's Bletchley Park summit. It requires developers of the largest AI systems to share with the federal government information about their models' development and details of their safety tests. It assigns federal agencies new responsibilities for developing and enforcing safety standards, and commits the US government, including the military, to the safe, ethical and effective use of AI. There are practical measures - for example, in developing techniques to identify so-called deepfakes - and other approaches to protect the privacy of citizens' data. It is an executive order, not primary legislation, so its effectiveness will depend on the administration being able to fund its commitments from existing programmes and on whether tech companies, on which the burden of testing and reporting will fall, challenge the provisions' legal basis.
The EU's new AI law, agreed at the end of 2023, was influenced by the success of the GDPR, which has become a model for legislation that protects citizens' rights in the face of technical change, inspiring similar measures in jurisdictions from California to China. The AI law prohibits some extremely dangerous applications and subjects others to strict regulations. The prohibitions cover the use of AI to manipulate people into acting against their own interests as well as certain uses of social scoring and biometric identification by public authorities. Developers of LLMs and other foundation models will be obliged to assess and mitigate risks and submit reports to the European Commission. According to leaked accounts of the negotiations, one of the main points of disagreement was on the way that responsibility for complying with the aims of the legislation would be shared between the developers of foundation models and companies using them in the products with which the public interact. The question is politically charged because one of the few successful European AI companies, Mistral, releases open-source models in an attempt to gain market share, a tactic that will be hard to sustain if it becomes liable for the impact of applications built on them. (Its seven-billion-parameter model, which can be run on a laptop, was downloaded from the Hugging Face hosting platform 1.4 million times last month.)
It isn't clear how effective either Biden's order or the EU law (not to mention the much vaguer UK proposals) will be. A great deal of importance seems to be attached to preventing models from generating harmful content if used inappropriately, but many of the most worrying consequences of AI will stem from it being used exactly as intended. How can a model for generating video from text be designed so that it can never be used to spread disinformation? Neither instrument has much to say about the impact on employment, though Biden's executive order does direct the Department of Labour to report on problems.
A key question for all of us is whether AI is used to augment the capacities of existing workers, making them more productive and generating new economic activity, or used to automate that work, making workers redundant. Erik Brynjolfsson, an economist Li lured to Stanford, calls a preference for automation the 'Turing Trap' and notes that automation leads to short-term benefits for business leaders and is perversely incentivised by governments that tax labour at higher rates than capital investment. A PwC survey of 4702 CEOs in 105 countries, unveiled at Davos in January, found that 25 per cent of them expected their adoption of AI would allow them to make significant job cuts this year. It's hard to know how far or how quickly AI will have an impact on employment, but the widespread conviction that the technology will create as many jobs as it destroys isn't a given.
After eighteen months at Google, Li decided to return to Stanford. Universities can't compete with industry when it comes to processing power, data or financial muscle. They do, however, still encourage a wider range of inquiry than corporate labs, and allow academics some freedom to follow their interests - at least if they are the sort of academic who wins grants and attracts students. For Li that has meant focusing on human-centred AI, including applications in healthcare, and trying to ensure that the field becomes more socially diverse and that new graduates have an ethical training and are alert to issues around bias and fairness. This made me think about my role at my university; Li's conviction that universities are the best place to make a difference in AI is rather wonderful. I only wish I had a clearer idea about how we should be educating the young people who come to us, now that so many of the skills we teach are susceptible to automation.
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Short Cuts
Jeremy Hunt's Mendacity
James Butler



Section  114 notices used to be rare. They're described as council bankruptcies: when a local authority is on the verge of making unlawful expenditure - that is, spending more than its income - its chief financial officer is required to issue a notice and the council starts, inevitably, to cut its services further and sell off assets. Central government often sends its men in grey suits to wield the knife. Council budgets were gutted during the austerity years and have never recovered, but demand for the services they provide - above all social care - has only intensified. Most councils stave off cataclysm by offering de facto crisis-only services, a fact obvious to anyone who tries to use them.
 A rash of Section 114 notices in the past two years have come from councils - Croydon, Woking, Birmingham - in dire straits because of managerial incompetence (Birmingham's PS100 million IT system was five times over budget and useless) or risky property scheming. But surveys by the Local Government Association suggest that the problem is far wider: half of council leaders fear they don't have the money to deliver statutory services over the coming year. One in five think a Section 114 notice is likely. In November, Nottingham Council issued notice of a PS23 million hole in its spending, thanks to the impossibility of meeting the rocketing demand for social care and homelessness services.
 Nineteen councils, including Middlesbrough, Stoke-on-Trent, Somerset, Southampton and Bradford, have been given permission to sell assets to stave off collapse. Ahead of the budget on 6 March, the chancellor's office briefed that councils should simply stop spending on '"woke" projects'. But the savings from cutting such spending - some of which involves adapting services to allow disabled access - is minuscule: around 0.02 per cent of Birmingham's annual spending. In a saner political culture, breezy malice of that kind would be Jeremy Hunt's electoral suicide note.
 Westminster budgets often look like they are setting out measures for a different country, one still lavish in its social democratic patrimony, or a nation of suffocated entrepreneurs. You could be forgiven for thinking, from Hunt's programme, that the UK requires only a minor course correction. When the numbers are not fantastical they are laughable. Citigroup greeted the OBR's optimism about growth with contempt: the OBR assumes British productivity will grow at 0.9 per cent; Citi sees no reason it will exceed its 0.5 per cent average since the financial crisis. That leaves a PS50-60 billion black hole in the figures.
 Pre-election budgets tend to defer tax rises, and Hunt's is unsurprising in this respect. As well as the announced cut to employee National Insurance contributions, it envisions a post-election settlement of a 1 per cent limit in real terms on increased revenue spending over the next four years, and fantasises an 8.6 per cent reduction in capital spending between 2025 and 2029. 'Levelling up', so recently the Tory electoral watchword, has now been applied to the promise of a PS242 million bung for the deprived of Canary Wharf. A couple of revenue raisers are mooted - ending non-dom status and paying private collectors to shake down those in tax debt - but much rests, implausibly, on efficiency savings and productivity boosts to be achieved by the unspecified magic of AI. As a plan, it's as convincing as the emails from temporarily embarrassed Nigerian princes that fill our inboxes.
 Nobody, including the Treasury, believes it. The miserable state of public services will require higher tax and spending commitments from whoever occupies Number 11 after the next election. Hunt's detachment from the catastrophe in local government is symptomatic of an odd doubleness that afflicts British politics, a refusal to acknowledge the yawning gap between the country as it actually is and as it is represented in Westminster.
 Were Hunt's plans enacted, the brunt of cuts - or 'savings' - would have to fall outside the departments of health, education and defence, where the government has either made specific promises to maintain or boost current levels of spending or, in the case of the NHS, has signed up to a (somewhat improbable) plan to increase the size of the workforce. Yet there's little left to cut: police numbers? Close some job centres? The government could stop shovelling hundreds of millions to Rwanda for its pointless exercise in sadism, but that doesn't seem likely.
 It is hard to know what to do with mendacity at this scale. Its smaller instances are just exercises in political self-flattery: choosing misleading GDP statistics, or making tendentious claims about the tax burden, or claiming British credit for falling global energy prices. Behind them is a more pervasive lie about whether it is possible to run an advanced society, preserving its past achievements in the eradication of misery, disease and destitution, by failing to spend any money on it. It isn't quite that the government believes that voters are too stupid to notice the gap between description and reality, but that the reality is so bad that nobody wants to face it. The tacit compact is this: they say things we know to be lies, and we pretend to take them seriously.
 Taking the budget on its own terms would be an exercise in credulous stenography, but raising even mild criticism invites accusations of talking Britain down. (Hunt accused the BBC's ubiquitous Amol Rajan of aggressive questioning that was 'unworthy' of the corporation.) Since the budget is undeliverable in reality, it's more fruitful to ask what it achieves politically. As a framework for winning an immediate election it is underpowered, perhaps the basis for a round of more eyecatching measures before an autumn ballot, by which time Britain might even be out of recession. Westminster gossip about a May election seems optimistic.
 Much turns on whether the Conservative Party leadership really believes that it can, somehow, win the next election. Despite its polling death spiral, many at the top of the party believe affection for Labour is lukewarm. The budget is unusually uninterested in pensioners and attentive to working-age generations. The National Insurance cut is already morphing into a vague commitment to do away with the levy - a sad attempt to find an electoral battleground. Political leaders rarely believe they have lost until the votes are counted, and sometimes not even then.
 More plausibly, the budget aims to constrain the Labour Party in its campaigning and governing. Keir Starmer may crow that the abolition of non-dom status was originally a Labour idea - but in adopting it now, Hunt has deprived Labour of one of its few tangible initiatives and a notional PS2.7 billion it had hoped to gain without raising taxes. However absurd the reduced spending commitment, it sets a planning limit for 2025: the government hopes that the restraints it has imposed will dog Labour with questions about what it would cut, and render it rapidly unpopular in office. Hunt sought to reinforce fears of Labour profligacy by declaring that 'an economy based on sound money does not pass its bills to the next generation.'
 An opposition in touch with reality might respond that this is precisely what Conservative policy does: its destruction of social housing passes the bill for housing on to the next generation, subsidising landlordism through housing benefit and extortionate rates for emergency accommodation; its failure to tackle social care loads future generations with both a moral and financial bill; the intergenerational debt incurred by its abdication on climate leadership is existential. Or it could remind the government of the obvious truth that Britain's great institutions were built by recognising that assets designed for multi-generational use are precisely what debt is for. For Starmer, that perhaps sounded too much like a commitment. He preferred to mimic George Osborne in austerian pomp: the 'national credit card', he declared in his response to the budget, is 'maxed out'.
 Austerity slogans constrict any future Labour government's room to manoeuvre every time they're cited: it's stupid to reanimate them. This is a reminder that mendacious doubleness is a connivance of both sides of the House. Starmer can decry, as he did in his response, 'fourteen years of stagnation'. But the diagnosis is not matched by the prescription. Labour wants at once to indict the current state of Britain while hanging on to electoral respectability by suggesting little change, merely consolidating its reputation for policy chicanery by backtracking on its proposed PS28 billion green transformation fund.
 Rachel Reeves, the shadow chancellor, has ruled out any increase in wealth taxes, and has dismissed the suggestion that taxes on income generated by wealth should be increased to match those levied on income from work. Like Hunt, she relies on the vague magic of productivity gains without spending, visitations from the cost-free reform fairy, peppered with jabs at those on benefits. 'We have a comprehensive plan' for growth, she told LBC's Iain Dale, though if such a plan exists she has given little indication as to what it would be. It's hard to see how anyone can fund even the basic repairs needed across the social state on the basis of growth alone - unless that magically rises to 4 or 5 per cent (last year's was 0.1 per cent). A healthier media would press her on this question.
 Reality eventually bites. Political bills come due. Fourteen years of wilful decline and stagnation can be laid against the Conservative Party. But greater bills are coming due. Failure to acknowledge the problems everyone sees around them - councils pawning the family silver, crisis-only services in health and care, crumbling buildings, unattainable housing, dead wage growth, a frayed public realm - fuels Britain's disdain for politicians. Its most pernicious consequence may be the deep sense that nothing can be done differently, that things - in a reversal of the Blairite anthem - can never get better. It would be a good time for politicians to get real.
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Shameful
Jim Wilson on the investigation into the death of Emma Caldwell



In  the darkness, high above the glare of the streetlights, Emma Caldwell gazed out over Cumberland Street. It was a Monday evening in May 2005 and the young woman's photograph had been projected onto a block of flats near where she was last seen in Glasgow, on the edge of the Gorbals, not far from the Clyde. She had been murdered just seven weeks before. Appealing for witnesses in this way was an innovation, the detective leading the inquiry told reporters. If it was, it would not be repeated. The decision of Strathclyde Police to beam a 70-foot image of a recently murdered woman across five floors of a condemned building seemed crass even then.
 In recent weeks, the same photograph has appeared in every British newspaper after a man finally stood trial, almost nineteen years later, for Caldwell's death. Yet the bringing of this long-delayed prosecution was not the result of advances in DNA technology, or testament to dogged detective work. Instead, the trial exposed a shameful failure of Scotland's justice system, as the country's most senior police officers and prosecutors became complicit in concealing a killer.
 The photograph was the family's last picture of Caldwell, snapped in the countryside and found on an undeveloped film after her death. It looks like it was taken on a cold, bright spring day: there are leaves on the trees and she is wearing a winter jacket with a fur-trimmed hood. She is half-smiling, looking off to the left. Emma's mother, Margaret Caldwell, thinks her husband, Willie, took the picture. Her daughter was, she says, determined to get off heroin, an addiction which began after her older sister died of cancer and which forced her onto 'the drag', the red-light streets just west of the city centre. She would get clean and then return to her parents' house in Erskine, just twenty minutes down the M8.
 Margaret and Willie Caldwell were there that night on Cumberland Street. 'No one asked us to go, the police didn't know,' she remembers. 'We had driven up to Glasgow so many nights after Emma disappeared, just driving around, looking for her, asking if anyone had seen her. We parked in a side street near the flats and waited in the car until Emma's picture appeared. It was a damp night and we just sat and looked at Emma through the windscreen. Then she disappeared and it all went dark.'
 A young woman, thin, blonde, dressed in black, can be seen on grainy CCTV footage leaving a hostel on the Southside of Glasgow at 10.56 p.m. on 4 April 2005. Caldwell was also caught on camera walking into the city centre and her phone was last traced to a street that crosses the Clyde. The discovery of her naked body, five weeks later, by a man walking his dog in forestry land forty miles south of the city prompted one of Scotland's biggest and most expensive murder investigations. Strathclyde Police - which was merged with the other regional forces into a single national service in 2013 - had come under sustained criticism after a series of unsolved murders of sex workers, and the inquiry into Caldwell's death was promised every possible resource.
 The police took statements from many of the women working on the streets around Glasgow Green, just east of the city centre, and among the deserted night-time office blocks of Anderston, on its western edge. One man in particular recurred often in these statements, slowly driving around the streets looking at the women, talking to them, paying for sex, demanding more than he paid for. He was short but powerfully built, and his lack of personal hygiene was so extreme that some of the women believed it must be a power thing. A few knew him as Peter, others as Craig or John. One woman had him in her phone as Blue Van Man. Shown ranks of photographs by detectives, however, the women all pointed to the same man. His name was Iain Packer.
 He knew Emma, they told the police. He'd had sex with her regularly, at least once by force, according to a woman who had comforted her afterwards. In one statement made in June 2005, weeks after Caldwell's body was found, one of her friends told detectives Packer had been obsessed: 'Once he started going with Emma, I can't remember him going with anyone else. Even when Emma was not out, he would drive around looking for her. I thought he was stalking her. He would not leave her alone, constantly following her, pestering her.' In March 2006, the same woman was interviewed again: 'I really had bad vibes from him. It was Emma, Emma, Emma, no one else interested him.'
 By the summer, detectives were looking at Packer, a 32-year-old neon-sign maintenance man, with increasing suspicion. His former colleagues, friends and partners had been interviewed, his vehicles traced. On 21 June, he was picked up kerb-crawling and interviewed by detectives for the first time. He said he might have seen Caldwell at one of her usual spots in Cadogan Street but had never spoken to her. An officer noted that he became 'increasingly agitated and uncomfortable' when asked about her. He was interviewed several times in the following months, changing his story every time. Meanwhile, other witnesses described his compulsive use of sex workers, which had cost him, as he later admitted to the police, PS30,000 and two marriages; his enthusiasm for rough, outdoor sex; his habit of picking women up in the city centre and driving them far into the countryside to have sex; his tendency to lose control and fly into violent rages; and the way he enjoyed throttling women, and had threatened at least one with a knife.
 He eventually admitted that he had known Caldwell, and during his sixth police interview, almost two years after the murder, in March 2007, he offered to take detectives to the woods where he used to go with her and the other women he picked up. He directed the officers out of the city and south down the M74, off at Junction 11 and along a succession of small country roads, before telling them to take a hard right onto a farm road potholed with broken red asphalt. After a quarter of a mile, they stopped at a turning point, with a battered cattle grid on one side and a silver gate on the other. 'This is it,' Packer told the detectives. They were at Limefield Woods, not far from Biggar, where Caldwell's body had been found. He told them he had taken her there six times, although he would later change that story too. On their return to Cathcart police station, the detectives, certain that Packer was on the verge of confessing, asked for guidance from senior officers, but were told to let him go and not to speak to him again. He left soon after. It was Tuesday, 13 March 2007.
 Five months later, in August, officers involved in the case were called to a meeting at Baird Street police station. 'It's all in here,' Detective Superintendent John Cuddihy said, smacking the fat file on the desk in front of him. 'The evidence is all in here.' Months of covert inquiries had targeted a Turkish cafe on Bridge Street and identified four men as Caldwell's killers. These were supposed to be Scotland's first murder convictions based on surveillance evidence. A long and elaborate investigation, costing PS4 million, had involved undercover officers from foreign forces, electronic surveillance of the cafe, and the translation and transcription of countless hours of allegedly incriminating conversations. Cuddihy, one of the detectives who had led the surveillance operation (codenamed Operation Guard, which ran in tandem with Grail, the public-facing murder inquiry), summarised the investigation for the assembled officers and detailed the evidence against the suspects. He seems to have realised the room was not with him, however, and, his voice rising, insisted that the Turkish men were guilty.
 Caldwell's phone records showed that the final call to her mobile, made at 11.20 p.m. on the night she disappeared, was a 76-second call from a Turkish man. Police interest in the man grew when they found out he had returned to Turkey soon afterwards. The call had been made near the Turkish cafe on Bridge Street, not far from the last spot where Caldwell's phone had pinged. The cafe was, according to some of the women the police had interviewed, a drinking and gambling den. Some claimed they had been raped there, and after Caldwell's DNA was found there too, in a drop of blood on a quilt, the detectives' focus on the cafe became relentless.
 At the end of May 2006, transcripts of conversations covertly recorded in the cafe suddenly began to deliver new evidence. 'They brought her here.' 'They killed the girl.' They killed her like an animal.' 'Halil did it.' The men were recorded apparently confessing to killing Caldwell and removing her body wrapped in a carpet: 'They lifted her with the rug cover.' 'Who doesn't have cable? Did you take it?' The transcripts seemed conclusive, but after the men were arrested translators commissioned by their lawyers found no talk of murder and bodies, rugs and cables. Kerem Oktem, an academic who was asked to listen to four hundred hours of tapes during a police review of the inquiry, said 'It was not possible to make any conclusive statement about their involvement in the murder. It was simply not possible.' Experts would later suggest the men had talked about being questioned at the police station, which had resulted in some of the seemingly damning quotes; others were phrases used in a game called okey. Aksoy Ozer, a Grampian Police officer who had been drafted in to help translate the tapes, despite having no training with the equipment or qualification in translation, later said he had been put under 'immense pressure' and told to suppress some things he had heard. He also admitted that his Turkish was limited. Ozer left the force in 2010 claiming he had been made a scapegoat. The tapes had been the only real evidence. There were no witnesses and, despite a painstaking search of the cafe after the men were arrested, there was no forensic evidence. After spending eighty days in custody, they were freed. The cafe owner, Huseyin Cobanoglu, was sentenced to ten years for rape and sexual assault in 2009.
 It remains difficult to understand why the detectives set Packer aside to focus entirely on the Turkish men. They weren't rookies. Ruaraidh Nicolson, later deputy chief constable of Police Scotland, was in charge of Strathclyde CID when Willie Johnston, a detective superintendent, was put in charge of the murder inquiry. Johnston was trusted by Caldwell's family and kept in touch when he retired from the force and took a consultancy job in the Middle East. His texts and calls from Abu Dhabi ended abruptly, however, after the suspicions about Packer became public. John Mitchell, a detective chief superintendent, took over the investigation when Johnston left. He also became head of CID at Strathclyde Police and, after retiring, the director of investigations for the Police Investigations and Review Commissioner. Two more senior detectives, Cuddihy and Colin Field, took charge of the surveillance operation against the Turkish men. The exciting trappings of that investigation, the covert taping and Turkish-speaking undercover officers, seem to have blinded these men to the more mundane truth. 'They thought they were in an episode of The Wire. Their heads were turned,' one former colleague said. The endless suspicion around Packer must have given them pause: they spent months vainly attempting to link him to the Turkish men. Yet after the case against those men collapsed, they did not go back to reinvestigate Packer. They did nothing at all.
Back  in the days when papers had newsrooms and desks had telephones, my first editor told me never to let one ring. 'You just never know,' she would say. When my phone at the Sunday Mail rang at half-past six on Wednesday, 25 March 2015, I was tempted to ignore it. Off-stone was three days away, and if it was important my mobile would be ringing. Well-trained, I picked up anyway. 'Jim, it's Gerry Gallacher,' the caller said. 'I might have the biggest crime story for ten years.' My heart sank: if a reporter knows anything, it is that big stories never arrive so easily. Gallacher was a retired police detective, an experienced investigator and a trusted contact. We had kept in touch after the Mail serialised his memoirs a few years before. He had been reinvestigating the inquiry into Caldwell's murder for a potential book and had some documents to show me. He had scoured the paperwork from the original investigation, methodically marking it up with pink and yellow Post-it notes and handwritten annotations, but the signposting was hardly necessary - Packer's name was all over the lever arch files. Every mention trailed suspicion: the accounts from women who didn't like him, the recollections of colleagues who didn't trust him, his own interviews with detectives as his story twisted and turned. Finally, there was his journey with the detectives to the woods where Caldwell was killed, only for him to be let go within hours and remain free for years. It seemed preposterous to me then, almost unbelievable. It still does.
 I rang to arrange to meet Gallacher at Limefield Woods, but was told I would never find it on my own. Instead, we met in a service station car park before twisting our way through the South Lanarkshire countryside. Finally, we turned onto a farm track that led into a pine forest. We stopped where the track was blocked by a silver gate and sat in silence for a moment. Almost nine years later, the jury at Packer's trial made the same journey in a minibus escorted by ten police motorbikes. The trial judge, Lord Beckett, lawyers, court staff and Packer, now 51, wearing a mask and walking with a stick, were there too. They went off the track and into the woods to the stream where Caldwell was found. I had been almost persuaded of Packer's guilt by the police files, but the length and intricacy of the journey to this remote spot was, for me at least, conclusive.
 In 2015, I had been editing the Sunday Mail for six years and, after returning from South Lanarkshire, I asked deputy editor Brendan McGinty for his help. Normally, editors pass tip-offs to reporters, but accusing a man of murder - a man who hadn't been arrested, never mind charged - and the police of concealing his crime was the kind of story that, if it goes badly, gets journalists the sack. If anyone was to be in the firing line, we agreed, it should be us. The next few days were frenetic. We wrote thousands of words based on the police files, interviewed Gallacher at length, and traced Packer to his parents' home in Baillieston. We spoke to women who had known him. Some were terrified of him. Some were furious. One was sick when shown his photograph. Finally, I invited Caldwell's mother to our office, to tell her what we were about to report. She had never heard of Packer and seemed at first bewildered and then dismayed as I summarised the evidence against him.
 We gave Police Scotland the chance to comment or offer guidance off the record. There was no substantive response. Late on Saturday afternoon, with the pages being checked and the deadline looming, the paper's duty lawyer was unimpressed with our intention to identify Packer. We were, she said, not just suggesting he was a suspect but calling him the killer. If he sued for defamation, how could we prove it? If the police didn't have the evidence to charge him, never mind convict him, how did we? Why not run the story but remove his name and picture? These were hard, inconvenient questions, but I was, by then, certain of the story. Anonymising Packer would reduce the clarity and impact of the reporting and it seemed important that this first account was as clear and impactful as it could be. We ran it on Sunday, 5 April 2015, which was, coincidentally, the tenth anniversary of Caldwell's disappearance, clearing the front page of the Mail and eight pages inside. The headline was 'The Forgotten Suspect' and there was a six-column photograph snatched in the street of a scowling Packer, wearing a black hoodie and with an unlit cigarette clamped in his mouth.
 Then we waited. Perhaps the police had good reason for not pursuing Packer? Perhaps he was abroad when Caldwell died? Or in prison? Perhaps we had missed the obvious proof of his innocence in the files? Surely he wouldn't have been allowed to remain free for so long if the evidence against him was so damning? Early on the Tuesday, Police Scotland launched an urgent investigation, but not into Caldwell's murder. They wanted to find our sources.
 Not only was the inquiry mounted by the force's Counter Corruption Unit (CCU) an appalling misjudgment, it would later be ruled unlawful. The detectives involved ignored warnings from their own colleagues that the law had changed and they now needed judicial approval before seizing data in an attempt to identify journalists' sources. Four officers, two serving, two retired, including Gallacher, had their phone and email records secretly examined. This was discovered during a routine inspection by a watchdog, the Interception of Communications Commissioner, and in 2016 an Investigatory Powers Tribunal (IPT) ruled that the collection of the officers' data breached the Human Rights Act and the European Convention on Human Rights. Six years later, another IPT hearing in Edinburgh heard that the CCU had also obtained my number and, despite dropping plans to seize my call data after being told it would be unlawful, had breached the ECHR in my case too. The three-judge panel ruled that 'the information about individuals was recovered with a view, it is now admitted, to discovering Mr Wilson's sources, therefore it represents an interference with his Article 10 rights as a journalist ... There is a real risk that conduct of that sort will have a chilling effect on his ability to obtain and disseminate information in the public interest.'
 By the time of that hearing, the second investigation into the murder of Emma Caldwell was in its seventh year. While the hunt for our sources was launched within days, the murder inquiry was not reopened until seven weeks after the story was published, and then only after the direct intervention of Frank Mulholland, the lord advocate, Scotland's most senior prosecutor. Caldwell's mother was disappointed when told the new inquiry might take two years. It was very complicated, they told her. It was going to take time to have all the conversations from the Turkish cafe retranslated and retranscribed. Well, it would, but why was that necessary? It is difficult not to believe that the delays in bringing Packer to trial were caused by the deep reluctance of senior officers in Police Scotland and the Crown Office and Procurator Fiscal Service to explain in court why they had not put him in the dock ten years earlier.
 Journalists were reluctant to say anything further, fearful of jeopardising a future trial by influencing the jury. They might have been less concerned if they had known Packer would not stand trial for another nine years. Eventually, the patience of BBC Scotland journalists snapped and, resisting pressure from police and prosecutors, they broadcast an interview with Packer in February 2019. He had approached them in an attempt to clear his name, but at his trial, a former partner said he was as 'white as a sheet' after filming and looked like he had been 'found out'. Mulholland's successor as lord advocate, James Wolffe, seemed to have done little to advance the case. He agreed to meet Emma's mother - 'A condescending man,' she remembers. 'He never looked at me once' - but not much more. His successor, Dorothy Bain, arriving in 2021, quickly met Margaret Caldwell and Aamer Anwar, her lawyer, and Packer was finally arrested in February 2022.
 Many of the women who gave statements about Packer nearly twenty years ago are themselves now dead, lost to addiction, violence or illness. There are still some who remember Caldwell fondly, while insisting she was too polite, too well-spoken, for the life she was living. Her mother did not understand the depth of her daughter's addiction or the reality of her life. 'After she died, a police officer asked if we had known Emma had frequented the city centre and I said, well, I know she goes to this shop and that one, but that wasn't what he meant at all, not at all.' She and her husband would visit Emma twice a week in the hostel, bringing her food and seeking reassurance that this was only temporary, that she would, one day, come home. 'Willie and I were so naive,' she says now. 'We didn't realise Emma was taking drugs for such a long time and when she finally told us, we didn't have a clue what to do. I remember we took her to the hospital the night she told us to ask for help but the doctor just looked at us as if we were daft. We went home and talked and talked, cried and cried. I remember thinking we had got through to her and went to bed that night happy, thinking we had got her back. Looking back, I think that was the night we lost her.'
 On 28 February, at the High Court in Glasgow, a jury found Iain Packer guilty of murdering Emma Caldwell. He was also found guilty of 32 other charges against 22 women, including 11 rapes and multiple sexual assaults, most of them committed after the murder. He was sentenced to a minimum of 36 years, the second longest sentence ever handed down in Scotland. The verdict answered some questions of guilt, but many more remain, for Police Scotland and for the Crown Office. The trial heard no compelling evidence that had not been available within months of Caldwell's death. For example, one key witness was Dr Stefan Uitdehaag, from the Netherlands Forensic Institute, who told the jury that soil found in Packer's van was very likely to have come from the woods where Emma's body was found. The soil sample was collected in 2005; Dr Uitdehaag was asked to analyse it in 2022. On 7 March, eight days after the verdicts, the Scottish government announced a judge-led public inquiry; the lord advocate confirmed that a criminal investigation into the first police investigation is also planned.
 Margaret Caldwell sat in court for much of the evidence and was there to hear the verdict. She is scathing about those responsible for delaying justice so long, for allowing Packer to attack and abuse so many more women. She believes only an outside police force and independent prosecutors can properly scrutinise the decisions made in the first inquiry into her daughter's murder and throughout the years since. 'At so many points, the police and the lawyers could have done the right thing but instead did the opposite. They will all have something to say now, blaming each other, but the time for them to say something was all those years ago. Let them say it to a judge.'
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The cook always wins
Claire Hall


 Galen: Writings on Health 
translated by P.N. Singer.
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Galen  couldn't stand gym bros. They were so occupied in the business of 'amassing flesh', he said, that they paid no attention to their souls, which were 'smothered in a heap of mire'. Lucian, Galen's contemporary, agreed. One of his short satires shows Hermes refusing to let a famous local beefcake called Damasius across the Styx to the underworld: passengers must be naked, and Damasius is wearing 'so much flesh' that he doesn't meet the entry requirements.
 By the time that Galen and Lucian were writing in the late second century ce, gym culture had been central to Greek and Roman identity for hundreds of years. The Olympic games were part of a huge network of gymnastic competitions across the Greek world. Each city state had its own rituals: the biggest festival in Athens, the Panathenaia, included an athletic competition in which shields were awarded for 'manly beauty'. Physically demanding dance performances were held before the tragedies and comedies at the Dionysia. In Sparta, where physical fitness was even more prized, almost all young male citizens competed in tournaments called sphairomachiai ('ball battles'): the games were probably something like American football with fewer rules and no protective equipment. Unusually in the ancient world, unmarried Spartan girls and women also took part in sport. Since they married later than other Greek women, many of them would have continued playing into their late teens or early twenties.
 In Roman culture the gym was just as important, but it came with a luxurious twin: the bath. The most elaborate had huge arrays of plunge pools at different temperatures, steam rooms and underfloor heating. They often provided massages, clothes lockers, and recreational spaces for socialising and playing dice. By Galen's time, even small provincial towns had their own baths. Chesters Fort on Hadrian's Wall, at the furthest reaches of the empire, had hot and cold pools and a steam room. Some of the richest people in the empire would have had their own bath complexes, but for most - even the well-off - bathing was a communal and social activity. Both men and women used public baths (though not at the same time). Entry fees were usually modest, and different social classes mixed. The baths became part of the psychic furniture of daily life: the dream interpreter Artemidorus (another contemporary of Galen's) had a client who dreamed about going to the baths to find there was no water in the pools and the roof had caved in.
 As for diet, many in the ancient Mediterranean world - enslaved and free people - lived barely above subsistence level. But among the comfortably off, eating habits ranged from the demonstrative asceticism of the Stoic philosophers to the decadence of Trimalchio, a fictional Roman freedman at the time of Nero who held a banquet at which all of the many dishes on the table were made of disguised pork. Galen judged most of his fellow citizens to be at the Trimalchian end of the spectrum, obsessed with food while ignoring the eternal glories of Greek intellectual culture. 'In a contest between a doctor and a cook before a jury of children or fools,' he wrote, 'the cook would win by a substantial margin.' Most people, he complained, thought intellectual study as difficult and useless as 'drilling holes in millet seeds'. For Galen, medicine showed how wrong they could be: it was not only a (highly useful) practical art but also a kind of philosophy. A good doctor had to have a thorough knowledge of diseases, anatomy and symptoms, alongside a theoretical grounding in logic, epistemology and cosmology.
Thrasybulus, one of the two texts in P.N. Singer's new translation of Galen's writings on health, is a speech given at a formal debate between a doctor and a gym trainer. In style if not in content, it's a standard piece of ancient rhetoric. Many debates took the form of bracing dichotomies (there's a short speech attributed to Plutarch on 'whether fire or water is more useful' which unfortunately breaks off before reaching a conclusion). Singer includes another, much longer text, Health, which is a loosely structured compendium of Galen's theories and advice on all aspects of diet, exercise, bodily habits and the making of home remedies.
 Singer's volume is part of a project to publish up-to-date translations of and commentaries on Galen, who wrote a flabbergasting 12 per cent of all surviving ancient Greek. In part this is survival bias - his writings were widely used for teaching doctors through the Middle Ages - but it makes him the most prolific author of antiquity. About half his works haven't been translated into English; a third remain untranslated into any modern language. There are previous English translations of Thrasybulus and Health but they are difficult to find, and, in the case of Thrasybulus, full of problems. They are presented together here because, as Singer argues, they provide a coherent and clearly articulated view on a major question in the philosophy of medicine: what is health?
 Galen was born in 129 ce in Pergamon, a large but not especially important town on the Anatolian coast. It was the site of a huge sanctuary of Asclepius, the god of medicine, which may also have been a medical school. Galen probably trained there. His father, Nicon, was an architect, who wrote several treatises on buildings and ensured his son was schooled in maths and philosophy. Galen's first medical position in Pergamon was as physician to the gladiators, appointed by a senior priest. He plied this trade for several years, and learned a lot about how to treat some of the nastiest wounds that human beings could inflict on one another. Gladiators, unlike most patients, were in their physical prime. Galen's ideas about diet and exercise were probably shaped by this experience: the men he cared for were not training simply for show, but to get a physical advantage in a fatally competitive arena. Gladiators who survived their first contest were treated as prize fighters. They were fed well. Galen's views about what to eat - stay away from semolina, barley soup for everyone - were refined on gladiatorial bodies.
 He moved to Rome when he was in his early thirties, entering at the highest level of society thanks to his father's connections and his formidable reputation as an anatomist. He had mixed feelings about the city. On the one hand, he loved being at the centre of the world stage. No other city would have allowed him such a variety of work - treating patients and giving public medical demonstrations - or access to the most important literary and political figures in the empire. On the other hand, Rome was full of backstabbers and social climbers - and, in Galen's view, medical malpractice and quackery.
 He probably moved mostly in Greek-speaking circles: it's possible he never learned Latin. He certainly spoke Greek to the emperor Marcus Aurelius, whom he met some time in the 170s. He describes the encounter in characteristically dramatic terms in a work called On Prognosis. The emperor, sick in bed, had been seen by several expensive physicians who pronounced that he was at the onset of a potentially dangerous illness. Having heard of Galen's abilities, he called him in for a second opinion. When it came, it was embarrassing: the only thing wrong with Marcus Aurelius was indigestion. The emperor took the news well, and Galen became personal physician to both Marcus Aurelius and his son and heir, Commodus.
 Galen seems to have been ambivalent about this role. In treating the gladiators in Pergamon, he had dealt with dramatic life-threatening wounds. In his practice in Rome he had seen patients from different social classes, many with illnesses and injuries from intense physical labour. The leisured wealthy, by contrast, spent a lot of time chasing not only health, but a glimmering dream of something like the modern idea of 'wellness'. Galen railed against this idea. He recognised that the full-time pursuit of health was unachievable for most people, under the obligations and oppressions of labour, poverty or slavery. He also realised that those raised with access to good food, warm baths and moderate exercise from a young age were more likely to turn out healthier than the children of the very poor.
 As the emperor's physician, Galen was able to exert considerable influence over Roman medical culture. We lose the narrative thread of his life during the Antonine plague, an epidemic that raged from 165 to 180 ce and killed millions (it may have been smallpox, or measles, or something else). Galen must have been busy, but he continued to write. In some ways it isn't surprising that he dominated medicine so completely and for so long. His writings show an incredible range of content and style. He could turn in a moment from sensitive reflections on the care of infants to an outburst of vitriol against someone he disagreed with. For many people now his name conjures up images of the four humours and of medieval surgeons so cowed by his authority that they ignored what was before their own eyes. But viewed another way, Galen has proved a victim of his own strident success: where most people would have fallen into the margins of history, he adapted ancient medical doctrines in such a sophisticated and convincing way that he was not seriously challenged until Andreas Vesalius in the middle of the 16th century.
 The English word 'diet' is derived from the Greek diaite, which encompasses something much wider and was translated from the Middle Ages onwards as 'regimen' (these days you could almost translate it as 'lifestyle'). Regimen was about habits of body: the things the sick needed to do to get better, but also the things healthy people did to stay healthy. Galen's ideas on the subject were shaped by two popular schools of thought. The Empiricists argued that medicine should seek not to theorise but to accumulate a body of case histories. The Dogmatists, on the contrary, argued that disease could only be cured using a full theoretical understanding of the body. Galen was too idiosyncratic to belong to either school, but from both he drew the idea that doctors could not understand the diseased body if they did not understand the healthy body. To cure was to restore to health, so doctors needed to know the healthy constitution of the patient in front of them.
 For Galen, the definition of health is relative to each individual, and encompasses a range of states from the ideal to the good enough. For an infant or a very old person, for example, the baseline level of physical functioning and capability is not the same as for an average adult. Galen also brings up an interesting case from myth, pointing out that health manifests rather differently in Achilles and Thersites: one is the Achaeans' champion warrior at the peak of his physical powers, the other is described in the Iliad as having bandy legs, a club foot, a hollow chest and a pointed head. For Thersites, being healthy means having no further disease or injury on top of his disabilities: he is not, in Galen's view, precluded from being considered a healthy person simply because he has physical limitations.
 Galen's suggestion was unusual in the ancient world, where there was a strongly entrenched assumption that beautiful meant good, and that outward physical disabilities reflected inward moral weaknesses. From Homer onwards, Thersites was used as an example of cowardice. The emperor Claudius, who is thought to have had mild cerebral palsy, was mocked as 'slow' because of his physical awkwardness and faltering speech. Galen wasn't progressive in any modern sense, of course. But given the prevailing view, it is notable that he chose to focus on the individual patient, to see each person in the context of their own body and habits, and to direct their care to the restoration of their health, rather than to meet some external standard.
 A common complaint about the institutional behemoths of modern medicine is that they no longer have the time or money for a patient-centred approach. Many of our tools for determining health are statistical: the body mass index (BMI), for example, is a useful demographic tool for considering whole populations but can lead to distortions when measuring individual people who are very muscular or very short. As Foucault argued, patients' bodies are often examined not in relation to their own individual standards of health, but are instead clinical specimens, analysed as examples in big datasets. Galen lived in a world in which health was undeniably fragile: most diseases would kill you, there were no antibiotics and few analgesics. But, as he argues strenuously in both Thrasybulus and Health, it was not a world where health was unattainable.
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At the Movies
'American Fiction'
Michael Wood



Percival Everett's  brilliant novel The Trees (2021) offers a heady mixture of comedy and horror. The depiction of race, crime and policing in the American South is too parodic to be true, and too true to be only a parody. His earlier work Erasure (2001) took us to the same territory, although not so far south, and with more precarious modes of balance. Some of the comedy was transformed into straight horror and many of the horrors were not parodic in the least. They were all the more desolate for being so ordinary.
 Basing American Fiction, his first movie, on Erasure, Cord Jefferson decides to take the tension even further, and the film keeps threatening to come apart, almost unable to juggle its sorrowful realism with its wild farce. It doesn't come apart, though, and the survived threat is part of the unshakeable discomfort we feel, even when we are laughing. The medium itself is part of the difficulty here, and part of the film's ultimate success. An ironic first-person narrator in a novel will always want us to share the irony, but a character in a film, often funny but also angry, created by an actor and a director and not talking intimately to us, doesn't have to share anything.
 Here is how the narrator of the novel talks to us:
 I don't believe in race. I believe there are people who will shoot me or hang me or cheat me and try to stop me because they do believe in race, because of my brown skin, curly hair, wide nose and slave ancestors. But that's just the way it is. 

There is an element of arrogance here. Our narrator is after all a literature professor as well as a novelist. We can't exactly disbelieve in mistaken ideas if they get people killed, but the refusal of the simple definition is useful.
 The same is true in the opening scene of the movie. A student in our hero's class says the use of the n-word makes her uncomfortable, even if a person of colour is using it. He explains that historical understanding sometimes requires the use of such words, and the student storms out. The professor seems sensible, if a bit insensitive. The second scene puts him in a different category. Hauled over the coals for his refusal to listen to the student, he is reminded that he recently asked another student if his parents were Nazis. His response is to say that the class was reading Philip Roth's The Plot against America, and that judging from the student's squirming at the question his parents probably were Nazis. Sense and sensibility are not going to help us here. This man likes stirring things up. And his humour has to do with his frequent ill-humour as well as his pleasure in jokes.
 The narrator is called Thelonious Ellison - given the echo of a certain version of 'Autumn Leaves' in the soundtrack, he could probably have been called Ralph Davis - and is marvellously played by Jeffrey Wright, who keeps us at a distance while inviting us to become his allies. And then disinvites us while still wanting us to feel sorry for him. Late in the film his girlfriend Coraline (Erika Alexander), whom he cruelly rejects for liking the wrong kinds of book, patiently says: 'Maybe you should learn that not being able to relate to other people isn't a badge of honour.' This line is not in the novel.
 Forced to take time off from his university teaching, Thelonious - his nickname is Monk, just in case we don't get the reference - goes to visit his mother and siblings in Boston. This is not a holiday. 'I hate Boston,' he says, 'my family's there.' He seems to get on well enough with his sister (Tracee Ellis Ross), who is a doctor and a strong campaigner for abortion rights. She is very close to his mode of thought when she borrows one of the best/worst jokes from the novel. 'You're in a boat and your motor cuts out, but you're in shallow water, but you're wearing $2oo trousers ... Why is this a legal issue?' Monk shakes his head. 'Because it's a matter of Row versus Wade,' his sister says. Monk does less well with his brother (Sterling K. Brown), who is gay. And his mother (Leslie Uggams) is a source of worry to a degree he has not anticipated since they have long been out of touch. Her developing Alzheimer's means she will soon need expensive care. Who is going to pay?
 The action of the film really gets going when Monk, furious at the success of other Black writers who do believe in race and exploit every cliche about it to the hilt, decides to hit back at the whole publishing world by writing a fiercely satirical, irredeemably ridiculous version of these supposedly realistic novels, born of true life. There is a fine crazy scene where we see Monk writing. That is, we see him sitting at his desk, and in front him are the two badass Black guys he is inventing. We hear them speaking the dialogue he is inventing for them and making appropriate crude gestures. He has earlier defined fiction writers as authors who 'invent little people', but we see here that they can invent big, loud people too.
 Monk has some difficulty in persuading his agent, Arthur (John Ortiz), to take 0n this extravagant book, but Arthur's loyalty to Monk conquers his doubts. You can probably guess what happens next. The book is a huge success, taken to be an outstanding instance of what it was supposed to be mocking. Monk receives a huge advance and the movie rights attract even more money. All question of how to pay the bills for Monk's mother's care vanish.
 There are complications, though. Monk has to make some appearances and phone calls as the person who wrote the book. No, as the person who must have written the book, the tough, streetwise mythological Black fellow who would guarantee the authenticity of the work. Monk is reluctant but settles for the role of a criminal on the run, probably a murderer. There is a very funny moment when Monk takes a phone call in Arthur's office. He's asked if he is Stagg R. Leigh (this is his pseudonym) and responds: 'This is he.' Arthur gestures at him wildly, and Monk quickly switches into proper tough-guy talk. Cut to an image of the white publisher in a New York office, much relieved after being much startled.
 Meanwhile, on a separate track we know is not going to remain separate for long, Monk agrees to become a judge for a prestigious literary prize. He keeps refusing the invitation until the prize's director tells him this is his chance to say everything he wants about every writer he doesn't like. The judges meet on Zoom, and finally in person. They discuss books, and all have desperately conventional views of the whole process. All of them except Monk and one other. This is Sintara Golden (Issa Rae), the author of one of the bestselling 'real-life' race books that drove Monk crazy in the first place. In an elegant prelude to Coraline's remark about the badge of honour, Sintara agrees with Monk most of the time, suggesting that Monk shouldn't be so narrow-minded even when he is right. A later conversation with his brother leans this way too.
 And then comes the coup we weren't sure we should be hoping for. Monk's attack on the genre is nominated for the famous prize. Monk has to judge Stagg R. Leigh. He doesn't for a moment think, in this company, of saying he is Stagg R. Leigh. But then the book wins. Monk and Sintara voted against it, but were outnumbered by the three other judges. There is a virtuoso meta-conclusion to the movie. The story leaps out of the scene of the prize presentation into a conversation about what should happen in the movie made of the story we have been watching. Monk wants it to end without a conclusion. The prospective director says that won't do. Monk suggests a romantic ending - Monk is reconciled with Coraline - but the director doesn't like it. Monk then proposes a raid by the police on the presentation ceremony, prompted by the imaginary criminal life of Stagg R. Leigh and his still being on the loose. Much shooting, many deaths. The director thinks this is perfect. Of course it's only a movie.
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Unblenched
Lucie Elven


 Hackenfeller's Ape 
by  Brigid Brophy.
 Faber, 133 pp., PS9.99, October 2023, 978 0 571 38129 6



It's  easy to imagine Brigid Brophy at London Zoo, making notes on the animals. I can see her by Berthold Lubetkin's disused elliptical Penguin Pool or watching the apes. Two of them
used the full extent of the cage as a cubic area: their chases went also up and down, and up and down diagonally. Sometimes they shewed boredom, the consequence of play, and would fret for a moment; then one of them would invent a new game with the rubber tyre that was suspended from their ceiling.

Hackenfeller's Ape was Brophy's first novel, published in 1953 when she was 23. In a preface written almost forty years later, she describes the flat she shared at the time with her friend Sally, close enough to the zoo to hear the lions roar. The novel tells the story of four days in the life of a professor, Clem Darrelhyde, who has made the study of Hackenfeller's apes his life's work. Named after a Dutch explorer, the fictitious ape is
the same size as the gorilla, but in appearance and character nearer the chimpanzee. In captivity it moved on all fours; but in the jungle, as Hackenfeller had noted, it ran erect with its hands holding on to branches overhead. Children sometimes used a similar method when they learned to walk, but in the adult man it was forgotten until he had to relearn it in crowded buses and trains.

Darrelhyde's career has culminated in an attempt to record the apes' mating rituals, which, according to Hackenfeller's notes, form 'a ceremonial so poetic, so apparently conscious that, if it were true, it must mark a stage between the highest beast and Man'. But, however poetic the performance,
in Europe [the apes] seldom mated. Any collector who wanted a pair of the apes had to incur the expense of sending for them south of the Equator. Accordingly there was only one cage here labelled 'Hackenfeller's Ape': and this label, with a few like it in other zoos, was perhaps the Dutchman's only memorial on the face of the earth.

Darrelhyde spends his days chatting to the two specimens at London Zoo, Percy and Edwina, and singing The Marriage of Figaro to them in a voice that is 'true but spindly, rather like a harpsichord; which made it almost exactly in period'. Percy and Edwina, meanwhile, live in their cage in 'a resentful communion'. They represent 'a satire on human marriage'. Edwina is 'willing'; Percy rebuffs her advances. 'Sometimes she sallied out and grasped Percy round the waist. He, with impatience, often with disgust, would push her away.' Darrelhyde is sure that free will is bound up with freedom of movement. 'It was not lack of desire, but desire too strong, too prickly, too fantastic. What the animal yearned after, when he gazed forlornly out of his cage, was the freedom to make love to Edwina of his own choice ... to break into that domain which, in fact, he could not break out of.' His speculations slip from human to operatic:
Was [Percy] already in the flare-lit, grotto-ornamented, statue-sprinkled garden of Count Almaviva, masked, wooing the wrong woman in the dark, keeping assignations, speaking asides; entangled in the symmetrical pattern of formal comedy and all the imbroglios of plot which beset and postponed the marriage of Susanna to her Figaro, just as, for different reasons, the marriage had been postponed between Percy and Edwina?
It was nonsense. Percy's thoughts were enclosed by the cage, and he was no freer in his imagination than in his body.

Darrelhyde believes that Percy recognises three words - 'evolution', 'Mozart', 'friend' - but imagines him to be uncomfortable about his inarticulacy. 'It was an indisputable scientific fact that Percy would never be able to speak. Yet it seemed no less indisputable, and no less to be established by science, that had he been able to live five hundred years he would have learned.' Such statements are typical of the lonely professor: first the fact, then the hypothesis, which is more a statement of faith than evidence. Percy's putative humanity is felt more strongly by Darrelhyde than that of most of the people around him, and this projection allows Brophy to deploy the sort of empathetic trick on which you might draw to persuade humans not to kill animals, while the absurdity of some of Darrelhyde's thinking emphasises Percy's opacity. It's a strategic compromise between perspective and persuasion. His own ideas are shifting: 'It no longer seemed to him that evolution proceeded by strengthening the strong: rather it used as its vessel the weak and inadequate as though they possessed some special felicity that was more fertile than strength.'
When a young man called Kendrick arrives with a terrible pronouncement, Darrelhyde identifies in him the danger of science without humanity. Kendrick pursues progress but doesn't really think about where his or anyone else's experience fits in. He knows to smile and make jokes, 'but the Professor was, without evidence, convinced he had no sense of humour.' Kendrick announces that Percy has been chosen to go into space:
'It's top priority. It's top secret as well, for that matter.'
       'When is it to be?'
       'Tuesday or Wednesday,' Kendrick replied. 'Probably Wednesday.'
       'You don't mean Tuesday or Wednesday of this week?'
       'I do mean Tuesday or Wednesday of this week,' Kendrick answered, smiling, relaxed, unemphatic.

Darrelhyde worries that Percy can't consent and won't understand why he's trapped in a rocket. Brophy, who thought of herself primarily as a playwright, makes good use of this denouement. Darrelhyde's visits to a newspaper to appeal against the injustice to Percy and to the League for the Prevention of Unkind Practices to Animals provide opportunities for quasi-Socratic dialogues about animal rights, but the conversational is undercut by the urgency of the ticking clock. Percy's prospects are not good: 'How can people be kind to animals,' wonders the head of the league (really just a fundraising operation greased by snuff pictures), 'while they're worried to distraction about another war?'
Just as he loses hope, Darrelhyde falls prey to a pickpocket called Gloria who, after failing to rob him, tells him she has been in prison for breaking and entering. She's not a fan of the zoo: 'All these animals shut up. It doesn't seem right, really.' Darrelhyde spies his chance. They meet at nightfall. Gloria brings a 'metal tool'. The bars are broken, and Percy escapes - first from his cage, then from his rescuers - and the narrative goes from the abstract and intellectual into colour and image:
He passed like a substantial angel across the zoo, touching off here and there the note of each species, as if he had been a child left alone in a concert hall with the deserted instruments of a full orchestra. Finding a sealion snoring on the bank of its pool, he rippled the water suddenly. He was a quarter of a mile away when he heard the responding bark.

In this vision of an animal meeting neighbours he has never known, Brophy breaks out of the human-centric perspective without quite breaking into Percy's. Gaining entry to the aquarium through a ventilator, Percy sees 'an eel looping itself to and fro half buried in sand, and an octopus stretching and contracting its noise-absorbing tentacles'. Darrelhyde, sitting on a bench with Gloria dozing on his shoulder, has become irrelevant to Percy, but the Professor turns out to have been right: freedom brings desire and Percy returns to Edwina. Brophy uses a religious lexicon:
Percy laid his hand on her, gently, from behind.
She turned over and opened her eyes to a miraculous volte-face, Percy offering satisfaction to her long-held, honest sensuality. No questions disturbed her soul. Without modesty, she welcomed him home.
The light reached the inner cage and the Professor could, by creeping a little nearer, have witnessed what no white man had ever seen: half-dance, half-drama, the first work of art created by a species less than man ... He found he had, in unscientific compunction, averted his eyes.

What happens after the heist is pure soap opera. Search parties trawl the zoo looking for the increasingly distressed Percy, who has tired of 'moral liberty' and, unable to find Darrelhyde, runs towards the assistant keeper, Tom, with relief and joy. Tom, however, is armed and takes aim 'with classic correctness', remembering the 'joy of sharing a manly pursuit with his father'. As Percy dies, he sees a vision of the Professor as a dazzling 'Super Monkey'. Gloria seduces Tom and Kendrick tries to make off with Edwina, but Darrelhyde blocks their path: 'You can't take Edwina ... she's pregnant.' When the Professor visits the morgue to identify Percy, he finds him 'pink ... completely skinned', realises what Kendrick has done and speeds off in his car. He arrives at the secret rocket-launch location too late: by the time Darrelhyde has spoken to an official, Kendrick, in a grotesque parody of anthropomorphism, has been launched into space wearing Percy's pelt.
It gets stranger. Brophy worshipped Aubrey Beardsley, who often drew embryos, she believed, to express 'the consumptive poet's dread that his body's unfitness will make him cease before his pen has gleaned the teeming brain inside that huge foetal skull'. In the epilogue to Hackenfeller's Ape, Freud, Darwin and space travel are condensed into one ape embryo - 'a snug, smug, self-sufficient little incubus, in the middle of warm, wet darkness'. We watch Percy and Edwina's baby launch itself out of the womb to issue its 'first roar of wrath'.
In  1954, Hackenfeller's Ape won the first novel prize at Cheltenham Literary Festival, beating Iris Murdoch's Under the Net into second place. Brophy and Murdoch, who was a decade older, got on immediately. Brophy had just married Michael Levey, whom she'd met at a New Year's party. 'I was struck,' he said, 'by her blondeness and the unmissable diamond-like quality of her mind.' Levey was an assistant keeper at the National Gallery, and it took three dates for them to decide to marry. Before they did, she wrote to him that 'until a year or so ago I was at least 50 per cent homosexual, and this was the half I acted on.' She had been sent down from Oxford, she told a journalist much later, after a 'scene' in chapel. The wedding took place on the day she turned 25 (she also became a vegetarian that day). Levey and Brophy both believed the institution of marriage immoral and kept theirs open. Brophy began a long romantic relationship with Murdoch the following year. A daughter, Kate, today a vocal advocate for her mother's work, was born in 1957, a year after Brophy published her second novel, The King of a Rainy Country, an 'autobiography or fake autobiography' in which young Londoners take a road trip to Venice (it will appear from McNally Editions next year).
Murdoch was supportive of Brophy's books, which is more than you can say of Brophy, who remarked that Murdoch produced 'one more clay foot every year'. In an essay in the only scholarly volume on Brophy, Brigid Brophy: Avant-Garde Writer, Critic, Activist (2020), Kate Levey notes that her mother 'was never inhumane, but in her mildly autistic way she could wound by insisting on her creed of unblenching honesty'. In response to Brophy's criticism, Murdoch wrote to her: 'I don't, by the way, dislike, or don't think I do, interesting criticism, if devoid of spite ... I am, I think, rather like my books, so that it is at least odd (and a little unnerving) to find you detesting them.' When, in 1962, she received a copy of Brophy's novel Flesh in the post, wrapped in silver paper, Murdoch wrote to her: 'You must be the first person who has described sexual intercourse beautifully and well in a book. I liked the fine fine sensuousness of it all.' Brophy had stuck newsprint onto the cover, making a collage: 'Flash', it now read, 'a navel by Brigid Bardot'. On the back, the biographical note had been amended by hand. After the sentence, 'She is socially timid and inveterately literate: she would always rather write a letter than telephone or go there,' Brophy had added: '(There are one or two rather intimate occasions of which this is not true.)' In the jacket photograph she was decked out as James Joyce, with a felt-tip monocle over one eye. 'The picture of you on the back rather turns my head,' Murdoch wrote. 'You dazzling creature.' (Years later, she tried a new tack: 'I am not a great writer. Neither are you.')
After Brophy's first book of non-fiction, Black Ship to Hell, was published in 1962 ('an exploitation of my discovery that ... art is not in opposition to reason'), she began writing for the London Magazine, then for Karl Miller at the New Statesman (and, eventually, the LRB). Ian Hamilton called her 'Britain's foremost literary shrew'. She was a strong, funny critic. She lost patience with Virginia Woolf's novels ('too devastatingly vague') on discovering that 'she thought you need a corkscrew to open a bottle of champagne.' Henry Miller was 'no sensualist. He might have made a mechanical engineer.' Monogamy didn't suit women best: 'I can well believe men were masochistic enough to impose monogamy on themselves as a hair shirt, but I find it a touch implausible that the hair shirt designed for the husband just happened to be a comfortable and perfectly fitting garment for the wife.' Regarding her mother: 'If she murdered, it is the moral standing of murder which would have to be modified, not the moral standing of my mother.'
You can see why descriptions of Brophy return to certain words: glitter, sparkle, shards of light. The Snow Ball (1964), republished by Faber in 2020, is full of brilliance: showers of snow, of peppermint creams, of women who pile their hair 'as though they were wearing high heels on their heads' or talk about Casanova attending the first performance of Don Giovanni. Brophy considered it her masterpiece, saying it was 'deliberately constructed as a baroque monumental tomb'. The main character, Anna, applies make-up in the mirror at a New Year's costume party. 'She wanted a metallic suggestion and at the same time a suggestion of patina ... to metal she wanted to fuse porcelain.' She chooses 'a bottle of chalky grey liquid' for her eyelids. Yet this preparation ritual is curiously unsexy: when she's done, Anna wipes 'her fingers on a tissue like a priest after communion, tumbling her apparatus back into her case like a doctor or a children's entertainer after a visit'.
Anna can make the chandeliers hum by singing a high A - she has perfect pitch - but when she asks a man dressed as Don Giovanni to serenade her, he feels shy. 'I'm sad to inhibit you,' she says. 'That would be perfect bitch.' The bathos of the pun contributes to the heavy atmosphere of the book - Brophy's most atmospheric - as though meanings aren't as important as the carapaces in which they arrive. For Anna, wordplay, charm, etiquette and self-deprecation are means of evasion. This is a melancholy attitude: decay creeps in on the tail of description and, as on several occasions, passion precedes death. 'Some people prefer life to perfection,' Anna tells her Don Giovanni, 'and take imperfection as a sign of life. Whereas I should like to be complete, even at the risk of being cut off ... Ideally I would live surrounded by very beautiful, highly coloured, fantastic reptiles or fish. Something cold-blooded.' She finds it 'easier to like animals than people. And things than animals.'
The Snow Ball is fixated on refined objects - putti, soffits, newels - and on people metamorphosing into objects, if only through language. At her hostess's make-up table, Anna's face provokes 'a question of taste, a question of style ... She sits before it, painter before primed canvas, potter before bisque, gilder before wood on which the gesso had been laid.' Her hands were 'like the hand of death in a gruesome marble tombscape - but with deep pink fingernails'. One guest, who weaves through the novel, looks like 'a boiled egg in a neat little chinoiserie egg-cosy'. The noise of the party can be stepped out of like 'a frilled petticoat'. Anna looks 'deep into' Don Giovanni's mask, then she makes her own face 'like a mask'. When, after much object-obsessed deferral, she finally goes to bed with him, her orgasm is described as liquid that hardens into form:
Suffering, sobbing, swelling, sawing, sweating, her body was at last convulsed by the wave that broke inside it: and the image which was dashed up on to the walls of her mind and deposited like droplets there, distinct but quite passive, was of the rococo cartouche which broke everlastingly over the walls of Anne's bedroom, perpetually but without moisture drenching the white satin with drops like drops of glycerine or sweat.

This passage reveals something about Brophy's style: she tries to crystallise rushing movements another writer might not attempt to render. The effect is strongest when it's at its most accentuated, as it is here (the impossibility of freezing an orgasm), or funniest, as in the diary of the teenage Ruth Blumenbaum:
Used to think must be Lesbian. Looked up Sappho and Lesbos in encycl. Liked idea of Gk islands: sun: blue sky: playing ball on sands beside blue sea - like one of those classical Picassos Miss L. is so keen on. But do not really care for pink, monumental women - a bit like M.! - but cannot imagine M. playing ball w. nothing on. Used to wonder if when grown up D. wd BUY Lesbos for me. But all that ages ago. Realise now it was naive idea.

All this converting of high spirits to solid objects can be hard work to read. It feels as though Brophy weren't only fixing her characters, but trapping the reader in a mausoleum of antique references and jeux d'esprit. (One of the epigraphs to The Snow Ball is a footnote from her own book on Mozart.) 'The baroque method of designing,' Brophy explained elsewhere,
consists of deploying contrasting masses in such a way that each, as well as performing its own function, constitutes a funnel down which one gets a sharply unexpected view - ironic, tragic or comic - of the others. It is an architectural method, a manipulation of levels to provide bizarre perspectives. It is the steepness of the perspectives and the sharpness of the angles which trap and distil the work's emotional intensity.

She had adopted it in her writing, 'since I too am aiming to reform Western civilisation'. There is a dualism to her structures, Eros cantilevered against Thanatos, brain against body, style against life, each aspect necessary and neither prevailing.
The biggest  of the statues at Brophy and Levey's house on the Old Brompton Road was that of Antinous, the lover of Hadrian. There was also a Portuguese saint and a painted wooden angel, rescued from a skip. Brophy lived with these and many heroes: Freud, Mozart, Ronald Firbank, Shaw, Beardsley, Katherine Mansfield and Martina Navratilova, to name a few. When she berated Murdoch, it was for not being a well-made statue but one with brittle clay feet. Sculpture is everywhere in her work. Flesh is inspired by the Pygmalion myth, and details the meeting and marriage of Marcus and Nancy, and its effect on Marcus, whose appetites develop, with Nancy's encouragement, until he becomes physically feminine, growing breasts. The Finishing Touch is a story about a finishing school, in the style of Firbank ('perhaps the inventor, certainly the fixer, of modern camp', as Brophy wrote in her book about him, Prancing Novelist). Anthony Blunt, a friend of Brophy and Levey's, inspired the headmistress, because Brophy found his relationship with his besotted vice-director amusing. She changed his gender since 'it would have been very hard to create a scandal' with a woman and a man. 'I cannot regard the thing as worthy just because it comes from me, whom I do not regard as wholly worthy of my love in the first place,' she wrote in the 47-page preface to her theatrical farce The Burglar, a rebuttal to the critics who had received it poorly during its short West End run.
The work has to be made worthy, and towards making it so I subject it to all the destructive and fault-finding impulses which, if they were not directed at it, would be being trained on myself. The result is that works by me are highly wrought. They embody intense emotion but, in the fashion of all classical works, the emotion is embodied in the actual design.

The assessment is apt - for the most part. Brophy's writing is propelled by the excitement of the intellect, while the emotion is held within the structure.
She found a form for her work that accommodated her need for artifice, for self-creation rather than simple self-fashioning. Kate Levey describes her mother as quiet in private, even 'marmoreal', outside the group of people she 'loved or venerated', and their family life as 'contained'. Brophy must have worked hard at her public persona to appear so confident and fully formed. Hackenfeller's Ape was her second book - she disowned her first, a short story collection called The Crown Princess, because it was 'written by a little girl trying to be good, producing what was expected ... life imposed on me, not me on life.' By her own account, she had built herself up following a crisis (being sent down from Oxford):
I reformed ... my personality not out of reformist zeal but because I entered circumstances where the relentlessness inherent in reality pressed in on me so hard that I began to disintegrate. In a dark crisis of my personal life, the constituents of my personality were broken down, like the constituents of a caterpillar inside the chrysalis case. I had either to abdicate from existence or to try to reassemble myself as a butterfly.

In the butterfly house at London Zoo, you can see pupae suspended in rows, hard evidence of a transformation, looking like earrings made of leaves, cigars, acorns. The problem with writers adopting this system is that they need to change form more than once, and often in relation to others, rather than in a chrysalis. Brophy's writerly persona, built early in her career, produced controlled prose that conveys invulnerability, that performs, pursues, persuades, entertains, impresses, provokes, defies. These are quite formal acts, things you could do to an acquaintance. It's prose that challenges, but doesn't necessarily trust its reader. She tends to lean into stereotypes, often to send them up, rather than to turn away from them. There's a kind of clubbishness to her style, an attempt to keep her dead heroes close, for example in her use of the Shavian form 'shew'. Even in her own day her aesthetics conformed to her description of camp as 'pioneering backwards'. Like the use of the word 'rape' to mean 'seize', this can add up to a type of pedantry that disdains, or forgets, or wilfully ignores the passage of time.
Brophy's extreme rationalism was a form of self-construction, too. She claimed that the 'mechanical and relaxed delight' of logic 'served me as, I imagine, knitting serves some of my friends' - a type of restorative creativity. In polemics such as 'The Rights of Animals', published in the Sunday Times Weekly Review in 1965, she makes a vivid, convincing case. Whereas in Hackenfeller's Ape she had experimented with something approaching an animal perspective, in her articles the foundation of her argument for animal rights is that we cannot know one another. But she is also asserting that a well-made moral argument - that words - can settle a social matter. That idea seems almost delusional today, but not when reading Brophy (her essays and criticism are ripe for republication).
Despite her activism - she was a member of anti-vivisection and anti-bloodsports groups, the Free Thought Movement, the British Humanist Association, the Committee against Blasphemy Law and the Rationalist Press Association, and a critic of faith schools, the Vietnam War and the criminal justice system - Brophy, while admitting 'I am a feminist, of course,' described 'women who make a profession out of being women' with disdain, comparing them to 'Frenchmen who live in England and make a profession out of being Frenchmen'. Yet she was subject to intense sexism from critics. A review by the mischief-making Simon Raven in the Spectator in 1966, titled 'Brophy and Brigid', divided her into 'the incomparable' Brophy, an 'intelligent writer of clear masculine prose' - by which Raven seemed to mean mainly her argumentative non-fiction - and Brigid, a 'faddy and finicking prig' whose 'dottiness' was 'beyond belief' and whose 'fussing', 'feminine' voice made 'asinine interruptions' like a 'fatuous and opinionated wife'.
Brigid Brophy  became a monument. In a 1969 episode of the ITV sitcom Father, Dear Father, a teenage girl announces that she plans to leave home. 'I want to spread my wings. I want to be buffeted by the winds of experience; I want to drink deep the cup of life. I want to grasp it with both hands and so fulfil myself as a woman.' 'You've been reading Brigid Brophy again,' her father responds. The same year Brophy, who kept a model of Concorde on her desk, published In Transit, an experimental novel set in an airport lounge whose protagonist, who deliberately misses the plane, has lost their sex. (Another kind of collage, mashing up libretti, hardboiled detective fiction and several languages, it will be republished by Lurid Editions and Dalkey Archive next year.)
Reading the fiction and non-fiction, the prefaces and the epigraphs, the reviews and the interviews, Brophy's fully-formedness can begin to feel like a trap. It's a relief to look at Murdoch's letters, published a few years ago, and guess at a private Brophy (whose letters aren't included). In Murdoch's eyes we find Brigid - 'dear girl', 'Queen of the Night', 'Cherubino' - to be unlike the persona she projected. Yes, she is a companion with whom to discuss Freud and Plato, but she also wants and fails to change the terms of their relationship ('What you referred to would have a beginning, a middle and an end'), stays in hotels with Murdoch, requires apologies ('I am sorry about what appears to you in effect as my bitch-like behaviour'), argues ('you asked, or wonder, why I don't lie "more suavely"'), reconciles ('asking you not to be an ass, I embrace you'), experiments with gender fluidity ('in my view you ought always to be habillee en homme'), is told to wear certain clothes ('why not black ski pants?') or to give her own to Murdoch (who has her eye on 'a blue striped sack'). Even with the replies missing, it's clearly a close, reciprocal exchange, though Brophy asked for more from Murdoch than she was willing to give.
By 1967, Brophy's affections had moved on to the playwright Maureen Duffy, with Murdoch's encouragement ('I, after all, am a fairly rock-like presence by now'). Duffy and Brophy put on an exhibition of homemade 'heads and boxes' playing on political and psychoanalytic ideas: 55 readymades, a series of dioramas, followed by polyester mannequin heads they had bought at Peter Jones and then decorated. A box named 'Aunt Eater' contains a figure of a woman in sensible clothes standing before a dangerously large anteater, in a fantasy of animal revenge. One head, served up on a plate, is framed by herbs and cutlery, with something - citrus? onion? - stuffed in its mouth, garlic in its ears, as if it's been roasted. 'Ma'soupappeal' features a soup tureen capped with a kangaroo undergoing a coronation ceremony, watched from below by a crowd. 'To be any kind of artist is a dangerous profession,' Brophy told the Guardian on the occasion of the exhibition. 'There is a constant attempt to place limitations on the intellect and the imagination, and if someone comes up with something new - not newness of form, which can become immediately fashionable, but newness of concept, people find this disturbing.'
Brophy did seem to live by her principles. In a 1971 piece, she argued that 'buying a sealskin coat doesn't represent a choice between evils. It is a simple choice of evil. (The choice is human; the evil is to seals.)' She wore plastic shoes, became a vegan and, in 1975, blurbed Peter Singer's Animal Liberation with a gloriously unrepresentative summary, closer to her own rights-based position (put elsewhere as 'I must live') than his utilitarian one. At a 1977 RSPCA symposium at Trinity College, Cambridge, she described fishing and angling as 'fascist fantasy'. Another attendee recalled going to the dining hall with Brophy afterwards and being fed 'meagre rations of bland 1970s-style veggie food. The rest of the symposium's attendees ate venison.'
She was writing less. Her time was occupied by the Writers' Action Group, founded with Duffy to campaign for authors to receive annual royalty payments when their books were borrowed from public libraries. It was a broad collective, with more than five hundred members by 1974, including Doris Lessing, Raymond Williams, Anthony Burgess, B.S. Johnson, Harold Pinter, Ted Hughes, Kingsley Amis and the adamantine Murdoch. In 1979, the Public Lending Right was passed by Parliament (today, authors receive around 9.55p per loan, capped at PS6,600 a year). Then Duffy dumped Brophy.
Logic might have felt like a sturdy pedestal to Brophy, but her study of Freud had taught her that it will come up against less rational types of resistance. In 1980, giving a talk in defence of fiction at a conference of assistant librarians, she dug into psychoanalytic corners: 'The source of the shame people feel when they are caught reading a novel is, I think, that a novel has a strong textural resemblance to those shaming things we have all had, though we may not admit to having had one since the age of six, namely daydreams.'
In her early fifties, she started noticing that her body was behaving differently, 'alerting my mind to facts it did not know'. Once, hurrying to catch a cab, she fell and temporarily lost her memory. Another time she couldn't lift her leg to step onto a kerb; she noticed 'a stutter in my gait' at Wimbledon. The doctors told her to 'practise walking'. She found herself crawling 'on all fours through the communal hall, wondering whether the occupant of some other flat would at that moment come down the staircase or, having begun to do so, would retreat thinking, "There's that eccentric Lady Levey crawling across the hall."' In 1983, Brophy was told she had multiple sclerosis, 'or, rather, that the results of all the tests thoroughly conformed with my having it - a presumably legalistic formula that reminded me of my sending down.' (Her college wrote to say not that she had been sent down but that 'I should be if I attempted to return to Oxford.')
As she had then, she fell quiet. Kate recalled her 'angry inarticulacy'. Brophy said she wouldn't fight the MS, having 'fought all my life for one thing or another'. In a 1986 essay, reprinted in the collection Baroque-'n'-Roll, she wrote about the battle between mind and body: 'The knowledge that I shall never be in Italy again is sometimes a heaviness about me like an unbearable medallion that bends my neck.' The illness was an 'assailant'. She was given an 'electric chair': only 'in a palace without furniture of any kind, instead of in our narrow-corridored flat, could its virtuosity be fully used'. She insisted that her antivivisectionist principles still stood, that no live animals should be used to find a cure, and counted herself lucky to have fallen ill in a welfare state. Levey quit his job as director of the National Gallery to care for her. He recorded those last years as difficult: Brophy's 'emotional Thatcherism', both partners imprisoned, 'sickness against health'. In 1991 they moved to Lincolnshire, with Kate. Brophy died in 1995 and was cremated.
'I have not a shred of respect for the judgment of posterity,' Brophy wrote in 1968. Her daughter's request for a blue plaque on the Old Brompton Road was rejected in 2015, the committee insisting that Brophy's 'historical significance was not on a par with that required by the scheme'. In her recollection of her mother, Kate wrote that 'Brophy has not, as it were, slipped down the back of the bookcase - she has not been overlooked or neglected - she has been, for the moment at least, rejected.' Are we now about to see a Brophy revival? Will the republished novels be followed by a biography, perhaps a flamboyant biopic? As a society we have come to meet her when it comes to sexuality, and she's less unusual now in her views on animal rights. But she doesn't fit comfortably in any era. She wouldn't be Brigid Brophy if she did.
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At the Serpentine
At the Serpentine
Jo Applin



Since  1977 Barbara Kruger has explored the relationship between politics and power in text and image-based works that surprise, exhort, instruct, plead, insist, cajole and otherwise boss us about. In addition to her familiar wall-mounted billboards and projections on show at the current Serpentine retrospective (until 17 March), sound installations dotted about the gallery repeat stock phrases such as 'Your call has been forwarded.' 'Take care of yourself' can be heard in the loos. A cheery 'hello' runs on loop. It seems welcoming at first, but quickly starts to grate.
The famous pieces on display include untitled works with the slogans 'Your body is a battleground' and 'Who owns what?' pasted over generic black and white images. The most overtly feminist messages tend to be pasted over images of demure 1950s housewives. Kruger's preferred fonts are Futura Bold and Helvetica Ultra Compressed, printed in a combination of black, white and red. Her work takes on questions of class and gender, and the ways each is shaped by capital and consumerism. She understands the power of the media and advertising, which helps these works avoid seeming too preachy.
Untitled (I shop therefore I am) from 1987 began life as a lithographic silkscreen on vinyl. It shows a hand clasping a red sign, stamped with the title phrase in white on red lettering, a format that is reproduced on the wallpaper which covers the room at the Serpentine. Transformed into a giant digital video, the phrase 'I shop therefore I am' becomes a jigsaw puzzle that shatters and reforms on repeat. Each time it reappears the words are jumbled and adapted, Kruger's appropriated cliche turning into other, more compelling statements: 'I shop therefore I hoard'; 'I need therefore I shop'; 'I love therefore I need'; 'I sext therefore I am.' In the three-channel remake of Pledge, Will, Vow (1988/2020), the text of the US Pledge of Allegiance tracks across the screens, as though typed in real time. Every now and then the typing falters and individual words are deleted and replaced. 'Adoration' becomes 'Anxiety'; 'Republic' becomes 'Resentment'. One video recreates the process of making a piece for Artforum in 2016. The editors asked Kruger and other artists to respond to a brief about identity politics; Kruger countered by editing the brief. In the video, the copy quickly becomes saturated with comments and queries. Like the best of Kruger's work, it is witty both in form and sentiment. A paragraph with the phrase 'identity is back' appears circled in red pen, with an editorial comment from Kruger: 'When and where did it go?'
Kruger was born in Newark in 1945 to a working-class family and spent only a year at art college. Her tutor at Parsons School of Design, Diane Arbus, told her she spoke like Dorothy Parker and suggested she become a writer instead. Kruger didn't exactly take Arbus's advice, but it left its mark. By 1969 she was working as a freelance picture editor and graphic designer for House and Garden and Aperture, after a stint as head designer at Mademoiselle. During the 1970s and 1980s she taught, wrote and made art, including textile-based work and abstract assemblage paintings. By the end of the 1970s she was involved in the post-punk no wave music scene and more or less lived at the Mudd Club in New York. Criticism and gender theory began to make their way into her work.
In the 1980s Kruger was associated with the Pictures Generation of artists, named after the influential exhibition at Artists Space in New York in 1977. Its members, who included Sherry Levine and Cindy Sherman, were united not by a shared aesthetic so much as shared politics. Citation, reframing and appropriation were strategies common to their critiques of media culture. Kruger drew on her design skills to establish her now familiar style, mimicking the codes and customs of commercial advertising and political sloganeering, and repurposing them to her own ends. 'Your gaze hits the side of my face' runs the length of a photograph of a classical statue in profile. You don't need a lesson in the male gaze to grasp the power dynamics in play.
'Replay' is Kruger's term for her reworkings of the early iconic screen prints, transferred from their original formats to free-standing LED video screens. In one, a black and white photograph of a ventriloquist's dummy is overlaid with the words 'Our leader', serving just as well for Trump in 2020 as it did for Reagan in 1987. The words 'Admit Nothing/Blame Everyone/Be Bitter' span an image of two male hands about to shake in agreement over a map. This is the Kruger blueprint: levity shot through with something altogether darker.
A series of collaged boards mounted on the walls resemble double-page spreads from a Barbara Kruger fanzine - which, in a way, they are. In recent years, Kruger has trawled the web for images that imitate her style; she then collages them together, chaotically overlaid, and juxtaposed. Photographs and digital appropriations appear emblazoned with Kruger-esque tag lines and polemical statements: 'I want to look like you'; 'Buy me'; 'You've not won yet' and 'We were never meant to have your children.' In an uncanny mise en abyme of influence and appropriation, Kruger includes magazine covers and commercial images that have reappropriated her work, as if repaying her debt to them. Aside from the informal adoption of her style online, Kruger's work - in both licensed and unlicensed forms - has appeared on everything from tote bags and T-shirts to beach towels, kitchen stools and subway cards. Instead of sending in the lawyers, Kruger gets on board, though sometimes I wish she wouldn't. There's an invitation on the Serpentine's website to make your own 'Barbara Kruger' via TikTok, using a special effect she has created for the show. Kruger has always displayed her work in public spaces: hoardings, billboards, skate parks. For the duration of the Serpentine show, three black cabs will drive around plastered in Kruger's texts, and a digital installation, Silent Writings (2009/2024), is appearing on wraparound public screens in Central London.
The three-channel video installation Untitled (No comment) is a fast-paced compilation of clips culled from the web - a love song to the internet, to doom scrolling, to our truncated attention spans. Found selfies and blurred images, short clips of gymnasts, GPS maps, memes, ads, snips of pop music and hairstyle tutorials are interspersed with scrolling text. There are cats - lots of cats. Animated wise-talking cats, sweet cats, naughty cats, cats in toilet bowls (it's a thing). The accompanying text is a mixture of direct questions and floating quotations, from authorities as diverse as Voltaire and Kendrick Lamar. The soundtrack contains snatches of contemporary speech, all vocal fry and upspeak, which draw attention to the textures of our speech, not just what we say.
One side of the gallery has been transformed into an immersive environment. The walls and floor are covered in black and white text of varying sizes (a bit like the prologue to Star Wars). A quote from Nineteen Eighty-Four is pasted on the floor. One wall has lines by Virginia Woolf. On the back wall, the text morphs as though seen through a magnifying glass; a giant 'YOU' is placed at the centre - the perfect spot for a selfie. It could all be a bit naff, or overbearing, but Kruger knows this. She's neither bully nor bore.
Kruger's style has remained consistent for almost forty years. Untitled (Your body is a battleground), Kruger's most famous work, shows a black and white photograph of a woman's face, split vertically down the middle, the right-hand side the negative of the left. The words of the title are stamped across it. The piece was originally designed as a flyer for a pro-choice rally in Washington DC in 1989. The current digital version is not the first time the work has been 'replayed'. It has been repurposed many times in the intervening years, translated into different languages and carried as a banner in political protests. It has accrued something with age and repetition, an accumulated frustration, an unhappy sense of deja vu.
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Jo Ann Beard's  Festival Days appeared in 2021; The Boys of My Youth in 1998. Republished together as her Collected Works (the book excludes her 2011 novel In Zanesville), they register the two-decade gap between the younger writer who mined her past for stories that read like memoir, and the older one who delves into the lives of others for essays that read like fiction. Shouldn't it be the other way around? Whatever happened in the interim?
Festival Days is the more various collection - mixing story, reportage, craft talk, first person, third person - and this remarkable later work makes up the first half of the Collected. Beard (born in 1955 in Illinois) writes slowly. She is a cunning craftswoman who draws circles and parallels across time, embedding patterns that unite seemingly disparate tales. In the opening piece, 'Last Night', an elderly dog, Sheba, turns into a dervish: 'She began turning in circles and couldn't stop. In my kitchen, in my car, and then in an examining room at the vet's office.' Beard quotes Yeats's 'Second Coming' - 'turning and turning in the widening gyre' - and more than four hundred pages later, as the book draws to a close, we meet young Sheba in an earlier part of the narrator's life.
It's a daunting move, opening a collection with a pet's death - 'I'd always known I'd have to live without her someday; I just hadn't known it would be tomorrow' - but it only gets grimmer, in a euphoric way, from there. The narrator who presides over most of the book is rueful, plaintive, with a Midwestern friendliness in tension with her Midwestern tact; a woman who is divorced, childless and dependent on the kindness of friends and neighbours. She is a writer uprooted by her profession (and probably divorced on account of her profession too), who closely observes suffering in the natural world, of which the human realm is a subset. Often this narrator is unnamed, but sometimes she is called Jo, or Joan, or Jo Ann.
Beard, the essayist who writes like a novelist, applied to the Iowa Writers' Workshop with her fiction while she had an admin job at the university; she kept being rejected until she switched tack and submitted her work to the non-fiction programme instead. She doesn't recount this in her author's note, but remarks that 'I became an essayist by default. My first love was poetry, my second love was fiction and my third and lasting love was the essay.' Beard expresses gratitude to her editors at the now defunct Tin House for publishing her pieces 'without undue fretting over genre'. She now teaches creative non-fiction at Sarah Lawrence College but in interviews she ducks that label too.
'Werner', the piece that follows 'Last Night', is based on an incident that made the news in New York City in 1991. Werner Hoeflich wakes in the middle of the night on the fifth floor of a burning apartment block and is confronted with a choice - either die in the flames or catapult headfirst across an airshaft through the closed window of the building opposite. (It so happens he was a competitive gymnast in college, but that was some time ago.) He survives. Gouged by broken glass, and with seared lungs, his blood saturated with carbon monoxide, he staggers through an unfamiliar apartment and joins the exodus down the stairwell. Eventually he makes it to a hospital and endures endless waiting on a gurney, 'congealing'.
The boundary between emergency and banality dissolves in Beard's treatment. She tells the story through a close third person, shadowing Hoeflich's interior life to such a degree that we learn he once saw a parakeet in a tree on his block: 'The bird had sharpened both sides of its beak on the branch and then made a veering, panicky flight to a windowsill far above.' The minutes spent in Werner's head as he assesses his situation in the burning building slow down mercilessly; the hours spent in his head in the hospital stretch with unbearable tedium. Beard deploys the verisimilitude of the reporter and the similes of a poet: 'A Filipina woman in pink scrubs, blurry and beautiful, with coral nail polish as flawless as the finish on a new car'; 'His lungs felt full and frightening in his chest, like cow udders.' And then there are the breakout glimpses into other circles of hell:
'Whores,' a man said to the ceiling. 'Whoring whores.'

The man was covered in gauze and a sheet; nothing but a blackened forearm and a pale horned foot were visible ...

'Fuck,' the man said intently through his teeth. 'Fucking fuck.'

'He's a homeless gentleman,' the nurse confided, 'set on fire by a group of kids.'

'I'm sorry,' Werner said.

'That's OK,' the nurse said automatically.

Beard conducted extensive interviews with Hoeflich before writing the story. She did something similar for Cheri, her tour de force, first published in Tin House in 2002, and later collected in Festival Days. (It has now been republished separately as a slim volume.) Cheri Tremble, who killed herself in 1997 'with the assistance of Dr Jack Kevorkian' (that's the cloaking phrase) was obviously not available for collaboration. Instead Beard talked to her friends and family, including her two daughters, Sarah and Katy, in order to establish as clearly as possible the circumstances under which Tremble died. The gruesome and unremarkable journey from her initial mammogram, through lumpectomy and chemotherapy, to a subsequent mammogram resulting in a mastectomy and more chemotherapy, and finally to botched reconstructive surgery that left Cheri with nerve damage - the hospital is 'unwilling even to diagnose the problem, let alone treat it' - would wipe most of us out, not least financially. Tremble worked as a train conductor on Amtrak, punching tickets along the East Coast corridor; she lost her job, benefits and pension in the wake of her illness. She moved from Brooklyn to Iowa to be near her childhood friend Linda, and Linda's husband, Wayne, who along with her daughters provided the care that saw her through her terminal diagnosis and final van ride to Dr Kevorkian's house in Michigan.
Presumably Hoeflich either told Beard about the parakeet he once saw on his block, or approved of it as an invented detail. Tremble didn't have that option. Beard mentions in her author's note that while Cheri's 'external details' were confirmed in interviews, 'internal details - her thoughts, her memories and what occurred after her loved ones saw her for the last time - are imagined.' The essay opens uncannily, on a memory or dream from childhood: two boys on bicycles hold a snake between them as they pedal. 'This is the way Cheri's life is passing in front of her eyes, in random unrelated glimpses, one or two a day.' Not long before she travels to meet Dr Kevorkian, she sees a utility worker up a telephone pole outside her window, whose 'sprig of snipped wire falls through the air to the grass below'. This image harks back to 'Werner'; as the fire begins, 'a sprig of cloth-wrapped wire sizzled and then opened, like a blossom.'
It took Beard two years to write Cheri. 'People would say: "God, that is so depressing. Aren't you writing about someone dying?" And I would say: "It's not depressing at all. It's exciting. It is totally exciting." But I meant the process - the process was exciting.' That sounds vampiric. But it would have been worse to fictionalise it: 'I care that Cheri was a real person, the mother of an acquaintance, that she came to her decision in a certain way. I care about somebody who had to grapple with the prospect of dying and figure it out.'
Beard uses the word 'permeable' to describe the membrane between fiction and non-fiction; it also serves to evoke the membrane between her and other women. What Beard is aiming for isn't so much creative licence as a deep identification between the author and her subject. Cheri may remind her of the women she grew up with: working-class women, perhaps without the protection of husbands; women who generally rely on other women. Beard's essay feels like a bravura attempt to rescue Cheri from the loneliness of her death. The pieces in The Boys of My Youth reveal that Beard's mother died of cancer in middle age. Every subsequent loss is an echo of it: the dogs, the divorce, the friends picked off by violence or disease.
'Festival Days', the concluding, eponymous piece in the later collection, also memorialises a middle-aged woman, Kathy, who dies of cancer. Kathy, Emma and the narrator, Jo, take a final trip together to India. Jo is about to be dumped by the man she loves, and thoughts of him intrude bitterly amid the other atrocities: 'the staggering cows, the children running through traffic with their hands out, the seemingly whole litter of puppies that had been driven over on the road ... the mother dog standing just off to the side, her nipples hanging down like sorrow, her face impassive'.
The braiding of animal suffering with women's suffering runs deep. Violence and suffering are everywhere, lying in wait for us - this is the natural order of things. In 'The Tomb of Wrestling', one of the pieces Beard identifies as fiction (even though the narrator's name is Joan and the setting echoes that of her other essays), a stranger invades the home of a woman living alone and almost kills her. Interwoven with the unbearably prolonged account of hand-to-hand combat are almost serene minor plots involving animals going about their business: dogs stalking a possum, a squirrel, a groundhog; a heron spearing a frog; a coyote gnawing a deer bone.
Violence is a circle, a cycle, our circumference. Just when we're embracing the possibility that the attacker is going to get his brains bludgeoned by the woman he has violated, Beard cuts to his point of view:
His mother had been fed up with him before he was even born, according to the legend, pounding on her own stomach wherever he kicked, Whac-A-Mole style ...Apparently he crawled overtop one of her magazines and tore the pages and she rolled it up and whipped him with it until he ended up living elsewhere.

I moved out when I was one, he used to tell people.

A killer move on Beard's part - but not the one we were expecting.
The gap between Beard's two collections resembles the gap between buildings that Werner hurtles himself across; traversing an abyss is the way she tests her mettle. One of the best pieces in Festival Days is a masterpiece of agnosticism called 'Maybe It Happened'. It's about the lacunae in knowledge that we live with - concerning our childhoods, our origins, our loved ones - and it doesn't offer a resolution, but its power is such that you can't just read it once; you will double back to it, compelled by its central void.
Beard was a managing editor at the quarterly journal of the University of Iowa physics department. She had gone home early on 1 November 1991, the day a disgruntled graduate student pulled a gun at a meeting of the space plasma physics research group and shot his supervisor and two other members of his dissertation committee as well as a fellow student, his former roommate. His rampage through two campus buildings ended with five people dead and one left quadriplegic. He turned the gun on himself before he could be taken into custody. Beard knew the perpetrator and most of the victims. A few years after the incident she published 'The Fourth State of Matter', which circles around the events of that day, and it made her name - as much for its subtle approach as for its sensational appeal. It first appeared in the New Yorker, was widely anthologised, and provides ballast to The Boys of My Youth. It's like nothing else in that book. In retrospect, it seems to be a turning point in Beard's writing, anticipating 'Werner' and Cheri. 'It's 1 November 1991,' she writes in the piece, 'the last day of the first part of my life.'
'The Fourth State of Matter' reads like a Lorrie Moore story. There's the Midwestern suburban ennui: squirrels in the attic, ageing dogs, impending divorce. There are the wisecracks: 'I wish my dog was out tearing up the town and my husband was home peeing on a blanket.' Beard presents her relationship with Chris Goetz, her boss, as a workplace screwball comedy. '"Why are you here when there's no work to do?" he asks. "I'm hiding from my life, what else," I tell him.' Sketching profiles of the regulars in the department, Beard zooms in on the future shooter, first person vanishing into third:
Gang Lu looks around the room idly with expressionless eyes. He's sick of physics and sick of the buffoons who practise it. The tall glacial German, Chris, who tells him what to do; the crass idiot Bob who talks to him like he is a dog; the student Shan whose ideas about plasma physics are treated with reverence and praised at every meeting. The woman who puts her feet on the desk and dismisses him with her eyes.

That would be Beard herself. 'He stares at each person in turn, trying to gauge how much respect each of them has for him. One by one. Behind black-rimmed glasses, he counts with his eyes. In each case the verdict is clear: not enough.'
As the news arrives with agonising slowness, false hope and rumour drip-dripping from the television and round-robin phone calls, the narrator realises that she has narrowly escaped death, and her close colleague Chris didn't. Still, the collie is declining fast, the divorce is underway. The essay ends with a series of small aftershocks, false endings, a slow fade. Beard provides us with one of the details missing from the official reports: 'The final victim is Chris's mother, who will weather it all with a dignified face and an erect spine, then return to Germany and kill herself without further words or fanfare.' Later, Beard sees a vision in the cold November sky: 'My mother floats past in a hospital gown, trailing tubes.'
Without 'The Fourth State of Matter', The Boys of My Youth would be a charming, winsome collection - shot through with melancholy, occasional menace - of stories about girls, sisters, cousins, mothers in mid- century America. Beard shares seriocomic territory not only with Moore, but with Lucia Berlin, Joy Williams and Grace Paley. The problem with charm, as Angela Carter wrote in a piece about Paley in these pages, is that it can be cloying (LRB, 17 April 1980). 'You're helping someone out for once,' a mother says to her grown son. A little girl calls her aunt on the phone - 'My mom needs you right now' - and the aunt is there in twenty minutes. Good people have pets and love them. But did 'Werner' really have to pivot on his failed attempt to rescue his cat named 'Two'?
If there's a single haloed precursor behind Beard's abysm-haunted later work, it may be Annie Dillard, who made an indelible impression on her generation with books such as Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, Holy the Firm and Teaching a Stone to Talk, but whose reputation has fallen into decline. Dillard's meditations on spiritual hunger and theodicy are at odds with the age, yet I have seen writers who would never entertain an upper-case 'God' in their own work melt at the mention of her name. In a short piece called 'Close', which is fashioned as a kind of craft talk, Beard says that she often returns to Dillard's essay 'The Death of a Moth', a homage to Virginia Woolf. For those of us left cold by the pervasiveness of autofiction - and its ubiquitous references to prime real estate, cuisine and kink - Dillard persists as a distant supernova in a sub-zero vacuum: once upon a time, essayists sought the sublime. Jo Ann Beard keeps the taper lit, her compass set to first and last things. Yet, unlike Dillard, her forte is other people. Her heart is (relentlessly) in the right place.
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I will give thee Madonna
Richard Beck


 Waco Rising: David Koresh, the FBI and the Birth of America's Modern Militias 
by  Kevin Cook.
 Holt, 272 pp., PS18.99, January, 978 1 250 84051 6
 Waco: David Koresh, the Branch Davidians and a Legacy of Rage 
by  Jeff Guinn.
 Simon & Schuster, 383 pp., PS20, February 2023, 978 1 9821 8610 4



Vernon Howell  - better known as David Koresh - arrived at Mount Carmel, the Texas base of a Seventh Day Adventist splinter sect called the Branch Davidians, in the summer of 1981. He was 21 years old and looking for a new church. A 'wandering bonehead', as he would later describe himself, he had been kicked out of a mainstream Seventh Day Adventist congregation in Tyler, Texas for having sex with the 15-year-old daughter of a church elder (or at least trying to), and for refusing to stop haranguing church leaders about the correct interpretation of scripture. His reception at Mount Carmel was chilly. Most of the hundred or so people who lived in the cluster of trailers and cheaply built houses outside Waco were significantly older or younger than Howell. One of them remembered later that Howell had a hard time expressing himself, and tended to talk about rock and roll and his masturbation habits. They let him stay because they needed a carpenter and handyman, but they didn't expect him to last long - new arrivals tended to leave after they realised what it was like to live in a community plagued by fire ants and without toilets and running water.
 Defying these expectations, Howell thrived. The Branch Davidians in Waco were led by a woman in her sixties called Lois Roden, who had become known across the Bible Belt a few years earlier for claiming that the Holy Spirit was female. Howell took to her instantly. Before long he was sleeping with her, trying to get her pregnant, despite her age, in the hope of creating a new generation of leaders in time for the apocalypse (Howell thought this would happen in 1995). She bought him a new guitar, which he used to write Christian rock songs, and took him to Israel - his first trip out of the country. Lois's son, George, who considered himself a prophet and the true successor to the Branch Davidian leadership, wasn't keen on his mother's new boyfriend. He railed against Howell from the pulpit, calling him a rapist, and chased him and his followers out of Mount Carmel at gunpoint. Howell abandoned Lois, married a 14-year-old called Rachel Jones and travelled around with his followers recruiting new members, waiting for the right moment to return to Mount Carmel and drive George out. His chance came when Lois died from cancer in 1986. The following year, Howell and George had a gunfight: George was shot in the chest and hand, and Howell charged with attempted murder. But the trial ended in a hung jury, and Howell became the Davidians' leader. In 1990 he changed his name to David Koresh; the petition he filed at a California courthouse said that he was 'an entertainer and wishes to use the new name for publicity purposes'.
 It wasn't long before Koresh caught the attention of two law enforcement agencies: the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms (ATF) and the FBI. The Davidians had been converting semi-automatic rifles into automatics and selling them at gun shows for a handsome profit. This wasn't illegal, but paperwork had to be filed and taxes paid, and the Davidians had done neither. In 1992, a UPS driver called the county sheriff's office to say that he had dropped a package he was delivering to the Davidians and fifty grenade shells had bounced out. Worried about the size of the arsenal Koresh and his followers seemed to be amassing, ATF agents set up a surveillance operation. The operation failed to produce much hard evidence that the Davidians had violated gun laws, but a judge gave them a search warrant anyway. On 28 February 1993, the ATF attempted to raid Mount Carmel. A fierce gun battle followed, in which four ATF agents and five Davidians were killed.
 The FBI then took over and conducted a 51-day siege of the compound. It seems to have been a frustrating experience for everyone. Government agents sometimes blared out loud music or the sound of crying babies or power drills in the middle of the night. During phone calls with the hostage negotiators, Koresh embarked on lengthy monologues about his beliefs. He assured the FBI that the Davidians would emerge peacefully from Mount Carmel after he had finished writing down his revolutionary interpretation of the Book of Revelation, but as the weeks passed the government started to get impatient. The siege ended on 19 April when the FBI sent in tanks, which breached the walls, and fired tear gas into the buildings. Several hours later, the compound went up in flames. Seventy-six Davidians died, including 23 children and Koresh himself. He was 33 years old, the same age as Jesus when he was crucified.
 The events of 19 April have generated a great deal of disagreement over the last thirty years. The first debates, which started immediately after the siege, concerned who was to blame for one of the deadliest days in the history of American federal law enforcement. For the ATF, the FBI and the Department of Justice - whose head, the Clinton-appointed attorney general Janet Reno, had signed off on the tear-gas plan - the episode was a disaster from start to finish, as two new books by the journalists Kevin Cook and Jeff Guinn make clear. Among the most damning details is that the ATF didn't need to carry out the February raid in the first place. Koresh had a cordial relationship with the county sheriff, Jack Harwell, who would drive out to Mount Carmel and ask Koresh to come down to the station whenever the police needed to talk to him about something. According to Harwell, the ATF never discussed the details of the raid with him.
 The ATF's needlessly risky plan wasn't without safeguards, but they were all ignored. The bureau's director, Stephen Higgins, stressed beforehand that surprise was essential. If there was reason to believe that the Davidians knew about the raid, or if they changed their routines in any meaningful way in the days leading up to it, the agents were supposed to call off the operation. But the ATF didn't try very hard to maintain the element of surprise. It booked 153 hotel and motel rooms around Waco the night before the raid, and some agents ran errands while wearing jackets that said ATF on the back. Word of this didn't get back to Mount Carmel, but at around 8.30 a.m. on the morning of the raid a cameraman for a local TV station flagged down a passing mailman, said he needed to film a raid that was about to happen, and asked if the man knew the way to Mount Carmel. The mailman, David Jones, was a Branch Davidian, and rushed back to tell everyone. When Jones got to the compound, Koresh was talking to Robert Rodriguez, an ATF agent who had gone undercover as a Davidian. Rodriguez left the building and informed his superiors, but they decided to go ahead with the raid anyway. By the time the ATF team arrived at the compound at around 9.40 a.m., the Davidians were ready to fight.
 The other main subject of debate is who started shooting. As ATF agents rushed out of their cattle trailers and approached the compound, Koresh opened the front door and stepped out. He talked to them for a moment, then walked back inside. After he shut the door, the bullets started flying. The video evidence is inconclusive, and both the ATF and the Davidians have long maintained that the other side was first to open fire. On balance, it's more likely to have been the Davidians. (This is also the view of the reporters who were near the scene.) They had been preparing for a battle against the forces of Babylon for years, and their weapons weren't just for selling: Koresh organised regular training exercises and shooting drills. One Davidian, Kathy Schroeder, later said that 'when the agents were outside our door, the Seventh Seal finally came alive for me. The prophecies were being fulfilled.' The ATF, meanwhile, had no good reason to shoot without provocation. They didn't want Koresh dead.
 But who was responsible for the fire? It's not surprising that something set the compound alight: as Cook writes, 'Mount Carmel was a tinderbox on its best day.' It was a draughty, rickety construction, a series of connected buildings that formed a rough L-shape. The roofs were flat or gently sloping, and a central three-storey observation tower provided a vantage point. The Davidians had built the compound more or less on their own after Koresh took over, and during the siege they blockaded it with mattresses, sheets and bales of hay. The case against the FBI rests on the Davidians' claim that agents fired pyrotechnic canisters along with the tear gas. The FBI denied this for years, claiming it had only used non-combustible 'ferret' rounds, but in 1999 it admitted that it had fired a small number of potentially incendiary canisters. This caused exactly the uproar you would expect: the attorney for the estates and families of the dead Davidians thundered that 'the conspiracy of silence is beginning to crumble.' But the fire didn't break out until four hours after the incendiary rounds were used, and they weren't fired at the buildings but at a construction pit 75 feet away.
 The case against the Davidians, meanwhile, is convincing. The FBI had placed listening devices inside the compound, and on the morning of the fire several Davidians were recorded having conversations about setting the buildings alight. Koresh asked a man called Steve Schneider about 'two cans of Coleman fuel'. 'Empty,' he replied. At another point, a voice that Cook describes as sounding like Schneider's said: 'I want a fire around the back ... let's keep that fire going.' One Davidian, Graeme Craddock, remembered hearing someone say, 'Light the fire,' followed by someone else objecting, before the order was repeated. But this wasn't necessarily an act of mass suicide, even if many of the Davidians believed that dying in a battle against Babylon would 'translate' them to a higher form of spiritual life. Guinn speculates that Koresh, inspired by a passage from the Book of Zechariah, envisaged a holy fire that would protect the Davidians, surrounding the buildings and keeping out the government marauders. Even decades later, some of the Davidians continue to regard the blaze as a great victory for God. 'Those that died in fire attained a place in the future event,' Schroeder told Guinn. 'While the rest of my friends became ... translated through fire, I was left behind.'
Waco  never fell out of public consciousness, but there was renewed interest in what happened there after the election of Donald Trump, as commentators and historians scrambled to locate the roots of MAGA politics. The connection between Waco, hard-right militia groups and conspiracist media outfits is easily made. The white supremacist Timothy McVeigh travelled to Waco during the siege and was outraged by what happened. He blew up the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City in 1995 on the second anniversary of the fire, killing 168 people. The far-right radio show host Alex Jones read the Department of Justice's October 1993 report on the siege as a teenager and was so outraged that he decided to embark on a career that would turn him into the US's most prominent conspiracy theorist; he led a memorial service at Mount Carmel in 2000. 'Before Waco, the number of armed militia groups scattered around the country numbered in the dozens,' Cook writes. 'By 1995 ... there were 441.' A number of those groups were founded on the anniversary of Waco; many referred to Waco as the Alamo of the hard right, the moment when it became impossible to ignore the fact that the federal government would never allow Americans to live the way they wanted. Waco inspired many of those who stormed the Capitol building on 6 January 2021, and it remains a potent rallying cry on the right.
 But if Waco hadn't happened, the hard right would have chosen some other outrage as the Alamo of the late 20th century. And although militia membership surged in the two years after the fire, it declined just as dramatically following the Oklahoma City bombing, as a result of a federal crackdown as well as discomfort on the right at the murder of scores of civilians in cold blood. Plenty of other factors contributed to right-wing radicalisation in the years leading up to Trump, particularly 9/11, the racism of the war on terror and the experience of losing grinding wars in Iraq and Afghanistan (defeat in Vietnam had a similarly galvanising effect on the right).
 Then there is the question of Koresh himself. He has remained a figure of enduring fascination over the past thirty years, rather like Ted Kaczynski, the Unabomber (although Koresh wrote much less and was much more charismatic). Koresh was an ambitious zealot, a talented showman and a narcissist, but he never articulated a politics of his own, and he wasn't a white supremacist - Mount Carmel was a surprisingly diverse community that included Jamaicans, Hispanics, Black Britons and an African American with a degree from Harvard Law School. In contrast to televangelists like Pat Robertson and Jerry Falwell, Koresh didn't try to influence government policy, and although he imagined a future in which he was an international celebrity, he never made any serious attempt to attain that fame. Instead, he seemed happy to rule over his dusty little kingdom. For a boy who had been abused by his father and periodically abandoned by his mother, whose classmates had nicknamed him 'Mister Retardo', and whose only real consolation in life seemed to come from sex, a community of people who adored him and obeyed his every command was a kind of paradise.
 Koresh sexually abused children as young as ten throughout his time as leader of the Davidians. Rachel Jones was only fourteen when he married her, although he did have her parents' consent, which made the union legal in Texas. Soon after the wedding he told Jones that God had commanded him to sleep with her younger sister as well. Another girl, Kiri Jewell, testified to Congress that Koresh assaulted her in a motel when she was ten. Koresh also used sex to inflict pain on the men at Mount Carmel, as if to make sure they were too demoralised to challenge his leadership. In 1989, he told the Davidians of a 'new light', or message, he'd received from God. All the marriages at Mount Carmel were to be dissolved, and the men were to remain celibate - except for Koresh, who could marry as many of the female Davidians as he wanted. There were sham legal marriages to keep the government happy, but inside the compound Koresh took at least a dozen more wives and fathered at least twelve more children between 1989 and 1993. On the day of the fire, two women at Mount Carmel were pregnant by him. They gave birth during the conflagration, and their incinerated babies were among the corpses found in the rubble.
 There was no limit to Koresh's sexual ambitions. Taped to his motorcycle was a photograph of Madonna, who Koresh believed would eventually hear about the Davidians, move to Mount Carmel, fall in love with him and become one of his wives. He told one of his lieutenants that God had spoken to him in a dream and said, 'I will give thee Madonna.' He espoused a theology in which he and his friends and lovers were the most important people in human history and every inconvenience they faced was a divine trial: this is the way teenagers feel. In the recordings of his negotiations with the FBI, Koresh doesn't sound like McVeigh or the white supremacist militia leaders who tried to keep Trump in power on 6 January, but he often sounds like Trump himself. 'Some people say I'm one of the hottest musicians,' he told one FBI negotiator. No one ever said that.
 The FBI negotiations were always going to fail. Koresh was never coming out. Why would he? At Mount Carmel he had built a world in which he had absolute sexual authority and everyone thought he was a prophet. After the siege, he would always be someone whose followers had killed four federal agents, and he would be sent to prison. That wasn't going to work for him. When he was arrested in 1987, after the gun battle with George Roden, he called his mother and begged to be bailed out. 'I just can't take much of jail,' he told her. Koresh liked to say that all the work they were doing at Mount Carmel - the prayer and breeding and spiritual purification - was so that the Davidians could be part of the 'wave sheaf', God's elect, and enjoy a better life with their lord in heaven. But he never wanted to go anywhere else. He had built his own heaven on Earth.
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Escape the bear trap
Josie Mitchell


 Family Meal 
by  Bryan Washington.
 Atlantic, 306 pp., PS17.99, October 2023, 978 1 83895 444 4



Early  in Bryan Washington's novel Family Meal, Cam, a young Black man, gets a notification on his phone while walking home from his bar job. A stranger has shared his location on a hook-up app; there's no photograph of his face, just a dick pic, but Cam eventually finds him, sitting on a park bench in the dark. The guy asks if he has a condom, but Cam tells him not to worry. When the stranger asks if he's sure, Cam snaps: 'Are you a fucking doctor?' They have sex and go their separate ways.
Cam is in mourning. His boyfriend, Kai, died a couple of months ago and life has become a succession of coping strategies: pills to make it through his bar shifts; drinks lifted from behind the counter; anonymous sex. 'I fucked around before I met Kai,' he tells us, 'hooking up here and there, but at some point after he died here and there became everywhere, all the time.' After Kai's death, Cam returned to Houston, his home town, but instead of seeing family and friends, he's spending all his spare time with delivery drivers, lawyers, dry-cleaners, architects, engineers and kindergarten teachers. 'One time, I fuck a guy on the bathroom floor in Kroger while his wife shops for crawfish, haggling with the cashier while I stretch her husband out.'
Cam's encounters with these men are formulaic: a rushed greeting, perfunctory sex, a sprint to the finish, 'before we nod and leave, never once exchanging our names'. It's as if brief physical intimacy, repeated enough times and with enough people, could substitute for genuine connection. We don't yet know what happened to Kai, but in recurrent dreams and ghostly visitations Cam watches him die a hundred different ways: he chokes on a fish bone, falls asleep under anaesthesia, overdoses on pills, hangs himself. He dies in 'every conceivable way'. None of these ways, Cam tells himself, has anything in common with any other way, 'and none of it has anything to do with me.'
Cam is wary when a friend he hasn't seen in a decade turns up at the gay bar where he works. TJ is a foot shorter than Cam, his cheeks 'still full of the baby fat that never went away'. They grew up together - TJ's parents took Cam in after his own parents died in a car crash - and Cam still remembers the confusion of 'his breath on my face', the hours spent folding croissants and pastries together at the family bakery. 'Does showing up at the bar mean you're finally out?' Cam asks. 'I was always out,' TJ replies. They could be old friends, estranged siblings or exes. Washington allows for all three.
The novel is divided into several parts, narrated in turn by Cam, TJ and Kai (speaking posthumously). We move back and forth in time through anecdotes and personal histories; Washington's structure requires the reader to piece together a coherent account of the novel's events. This is not always easy when the characters' backstories span several decades and are revealed through small, unexpected disclosures. The cause of the rift between Cam and TJ emerges in casual asides and sarcastic put-downs. If Cam thinks that TJ is wasting his life in Houston 'fucking straight boys' and 'closet cases', then TJ thinks that Cam abandoned the family when he got his 'fancy finance degree' and moved to LA. We learn that TJ's father caught him and Cam fooling around when they were teens, and that, while nothing was said, a discomfort formed and lingered between father and son.
Queer characters negotiating tricky family dynamics is a recurring theme in Washington's work. In Lot, a collection of short fiction published in 2019, Nicolas (who narrates several of the stories) writes a letter to his older brother hinting that he might be gay. He gets no response, so decides to address the issue in person. 'I told him I'd been sleeping with boys ... how I'd tried it with Cristina and Maribel, with LaShon and her sister; and how it hadn't worked, with any of them.' His brother slaps him to the floor of their shared bedroom, and that's that. In Memorial (2020), Washington's first novel, Benson describes his father walking in while he was being jerked off by another boy: the old man coughs, backs out of the bedroom and then drinks his way through two six-packs of beer on the sofa. It's never discussed.
Washington adopts the first person for his gay protagonists, but we get little sense of their emotional lives. They aren't inclined to self-scrutiny. 'We fell out of touch,' Cam says, when asked about his estrangement from TJ. 'The end.' Jokes and gestures stand in for confessional outpourings, occasionally revealing an unacknowledged depth of feeling. But elsewhere the laconic dialogue leaves the reader shut out.
Kai's section of the novel deals with his memories of growing up in Louisiana and his own feelings of filial guilt and resentment. He gets a scholarship to study Japanese at UCLA, after which he spends a lot of his time in Osaka. ('If you're Black and you're a translator then people look at you funny. They get this fold right over their nose ... If you tell these people that you translate Japanese, their folds intensify.') Kai's sister wants him to share more of the responsibility of caring for their ageing mother, but when he visits Baton Rouge, he feels he's disintegrating. He no longer fits in the place he grew up. He's brought a suitcase full of 'too-short shorts and oversize sweaters', and people stare or shout slurs when he goes out to buy cigarettes.
The desire to escape the bear trap of the family is the central crisis in Washington's work. Kai's sister doesn't speak about his sexuality, or why it might prevent him from moving back. Instead, when he goes home to visit, they prepare 'enough food for twenty people' and spend the evening cleaning the dishes silently. 'I washed the greens. I massaged the meat. I cooked the rice and deveined the shrimp,' Kai says. It's another strategy of avoidance.
Washington is known for his food writing (he's had columns in the New Yorker and the New York Times). Food is a preoccupation in his fiction, too, but he doesn't immerse his readers in its textures or flavours. Instead, food serves as an emotional shorthand. In Memorial, one character lists the 41 dishes he has cooked for his father - everything from grilled asparagus to nabeyaki udon - none of which met with his approval. Food is labour, even if it's a labour of love. In an interview with the New Yorker, Washington said that he's 'interested in questions surrounding pleasure, desire, labour, debt, need and how folks come together (or don't) ... Food in my fiction is a catalyst that's useful only for what narrative possibility it yields.' The problem with this is that the 'narrative possibilities' are usually generic and predictable - food as seduction, escapism, a peace offering, an attempt to win approval - while the possible particularities of sensation and emotion are discarded.
Washington divides his time between Houston and Osaka, and both settings feature heavily in his novels and stories. For characters such as Kai, Japan represents an escape from the 'vortex' of home. Houston's associations are more inchoate, more intimate. In Family Meal, Houston is a vibrant sprawl of communities and food cultures under threat from hurricanes, the pandemic and the endless rise in property values. Local businesses - the taqueria, the Korean sauna, the restaurants with no menus and no alcohol - are being pushed out to make room for high-rise buildings and bland sports bars. An encroaching crowd, mostly white, mostly young, has been changing the soundscape, too: boys shouting from moving cars, girls shrieking, 'wasted and laughing', as they stumble through the streets drinking beer from red Solo cups. They move in groups, as in a zombie movie - a 'gaggle of whitewomen', 'packs of white queers' - always intoxicated, seemingly lost.
This collective presentation of whiteness becomes monotonous, which may have been Washington's intention, but the result is less successful than in his earlier books, where he focused on the specific ways that individuals (such as the well-meaning NGO worker in Lot) use their whiteness to their advantage. In Family Meal, Houston locals respond to the new arrivals with a weary tolerance, but the changes have consequences. TJ - whose parents are Black and Korean - and Cam suddenly find themselves mistaken for service workers or viewed as threats. A white woman bangs on the window of TJ's car to ask whether he's her Lyft driver. Another woman 'yelps' at the sight of Cam, then apologises.
When Cam learns that the gay bar will shut because of pressure from the leaseholder, his compulsive behaviour escalates. At the closing-down party, high on a cocktail of drugs, he pushes a colleague then takes off in a panic. He stops outside a small pharmacy, struggling to catch his breath. The attendant, a Black woman, approaches and 'asks if I'm all right, and I tell her that I think I need help and she asks if I'm safe and I tell her I don't know and she exhales and slows her voice and asks if there's someone she can call'. Which is what you want to happen. But then the manager arrives, 'a whiteman with a name tag', who shouts at Cam and threatens to call the police, though his colleague tells him he mustn't. We understand what she understands. We're in on the same horrible joke: Cam, a Black man, is having a panic attack in public and if the police are called, his life may be in danger.
It's at this point in the novel that we learn how Kai died. He and Cam had gone out dancing to celebrate Kai's latest translation. At the end of the night, Kai suggests they get a cab back to the apartment - they're both 'flying high' - but Cam insists he can drive. A cop pulls them over to check their documents, and Kai can't stop giggling; he reaches, without thinking, for the glove compartment to find his ID and Cam hears three cracks.
In his essay 'A Brief History of Driving While Black', Washington recounts the many times he's been stopped by cops in Texas and Louisiana without reasonable cause: 'She ran my plates. She ran my driver's licence. She verified my student ID, comparing the photos. She asked for my insurance, and if I was leasing the car, and where was I leasing it from.' In his early fiction, the police often appear as incompetent outsiders: 'Officer Ramirez, Officer Brown, Officer Onlyamonthontheforce', he quips in the story 'Alief'. In Family Meal, the cop who shoots Kai is almost featureless, just a voice asking for a licence, asking Cam to step out of the car. Unlike elsewhere in the novel, the invocation of monolithic whiteness is effective here: an arbitrary force with devastating consequences.
Washington tends to rehash the same scenarios and concerns again and again. Across his novels and stories, there are a host of dead fathers, estranged siblings, family-run businesses struggling to stay open, interracial couples struggling to stay together, sassy female colleagues (Shante, Fati, Ximena) doling out practical advice. In 'Server', a novella-length short story published in the New Yorker last summer, a young Black man based between Houston and Osaka grieves the loss of his boyfriend, who makes ghost-like appearances at night (in this case, as an avatar in an old video game). This couple, too, gets pulled over by a cop. Washington may seek resolution for his characters in the concluding pages of Family Meal - Cam enters rehab; TJ develops a crush on a new barista - but the larger questions that drive his fiction remain unanswered.
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'The A-10 saved my ass'
Andrew Cockburn


The Origins of Victory: How Disruptive Military Innovation Determines the Fates of Great Powers 
by  Andrew F. Krepinevich Jr.
 Yale, 549 pp., PS35, May 2023, 978 0 300 23409 1



On  24 January, US Central Command, which oversees military operations across the Middle East and West Asia, issued a press release reporting that the USS Gravely, an Arleigh Burke-class destroyer, had shot down two missiles fired by Yemeni Houthis at a US-owned container ship, the MV Maersk Detroit, in the Gulf of Aden. A third Houthi missile had landed in the sea. There was no damage to the ship. The Gravely was part of Operation Protective Guardian, deployed to safeguard commercial shipping through the Houthi blockade of the Bab-el-Mandeb strait and the Red Sea. The Americans and their allies claimed to have the measure of the situati0n. For the previous two weeks the US, assisted by the RAF, had been targeting Houthi missile bases with cruise missiles and precision-guided bombs. The Gravely was commissioned in 2010 and built at a cost of around $2 billion, with a sophisticated weapons system designed to intercept enemy missiles. The missiles fired by the Houthis are thought to have been AS-5 'Kelts', first deployed by the Soviet navy almost sixty years ago, and were targeted by very basic means, relying on the merchant ships' own tracking beacons, the Automatic Identification System (AIS) used by all commercial ships to broadcast their location. Despite the technological imbalance, the US navy lost the battle, as revealed in a detail omitted from CentCom's five-line press release. After the incident, to avoid further missile attack, the Maersk Detroit and another Maersk vessel abandoned their attempt to run the blockade and headed to safer waters in the Arabian Sea, followed by a costly diversion around the African continent. Using comparatively primitive technology, the Houthis have disrupted a significant component of the global economy.
 The word 'disruptive' crops up a lot in Andrew Krepinevich's exhaustive treatise on military innovation. His contention is that the adoption of innovative military technology ahead of rivals leads to victory. In support of his argument he delves into areas usually frequented only by specialists. Among them are the Fisher Revolution, which involved an initiative to build up-to-date warships for the Royal Navy in the years preceding the First World War; the evolution of Blitzkrieg in the German army between the world wars; and the development of aircraft carrier tactics by the US navy, beginning in the 1920s. In each case he cites the advent of new or improved technology, such as long-range torpedoes in the British example, or fast Panzer units adopted by the Germans before the Second World War. He finds room to highlight the role played by leaders, such as the dynamic Admiral Jackie Fisher, sponsor of the 'dreadnought revolution'; Generals Hans von Seeckt and Heinz Guderian in the creation of Hitler's Wehrmacht; and assorted interwar US naval leaders. But it is his evident belief that technology proved the decisive factor.
 These historical precedents are merely a prelude to Krepinevich's cherished core example: the 'precision warfare revolution', technologies pioneered by the US air force in the late 20th century to guide bombs and missiles to their targets with unprecedented accuracy. His celebration of this long-sought achievement, dramatically demonstrated to the wider world in the 1991 war against Iraq (Operation Desert Storm), when TV audiences could watch videos beamed directly from the bombs as they destroyed Iraqi targets, comes with a cautionary warning. Putative enemies, the Russians and Chinese, have now introduced precision in their own forces, obviating the US advantage. This prompts Krepinevich, a defence policy analyst, to invoke the exciting possibilities of nascent technologies, such as the incorporation of AI, autonomous drones, cyberwar, space war and other emerging 'domains'.
 The book's argument should come as no surprise given Krepinevich's relationship with the late Andrew Marshall, who directed the Pentagon's Office of Net Assessment for more than forty years. Krepinevich praises Marshall as 'one of our country's greatest and most underappreciated strategists of the post-World War Two era' and 'my principal intellectual mentor'. The notion that Marshall has been underappreciated, especially in the higher reaches of the US defence complex, is hard to accept, since his prescriptions rarely if ever cut against the grain of the military's wishes, especially in the matter of spending; indeed, they were eagerly implemented by decision-makers, including successive secretaries of defence and military chiefs.
 Most pertinently, Marshall promoted the proposition that advances in precision targeting had brought about a 'revolution in military affairs' that had changed the nature of warfare. The triumph of 1991 served as a vindication of his high-tech approach. Krepinevich reports that, 'armed with only a handful of stealthy aircraft and a small stockpile of precision-guided munitions ... the coalition, led by the US air force, quickly suppressed Iraq's air defences,' whereupon the targeting switched to Iraqi ground forces so effectively that when coalition troops attacked Kuwait, 'the Iraqi army simply collapsed.' Unsurprisingly, this association of sweeping victory with the revolutionary technologies of stealth and precision targeting was accepted without challenge by the military and its industrial partners.
 With Marshall's encouragement, Krepinevich wrote a celebratory report in 1992 titled 'The Military-Technical Revolution: A Preliminary Assessment', which laid out the thesis of the 'origins of victory', with reference to the historical examples of dreadnoughts, Blitzkrieg and aircraft carriers. The stage was set for what became the standard US approach to warfare: aerial precision strikes against air defences and 'high-value' targets, as deployed in the Kosovo war of 1999, the Afghan and Iraq invasions at the beginning of the 21st century, and subsequent conflicts up to and including current engagements in Iraq, Syria and Yemen.
 All these operations have relied on the presumed ability of aerial bombardment not only to disable an enemy's defences but also, in Krepinevich's words, 'to identify a relatively small number of targets that, when successfully engaged (or engaged on a recurring basis), lead to the crippling of an enemy's military effectiveness or capacity to resist'. The US air force was in fact devoted to this doctrine even before it achieved its independence from the army in 1947. The idea was conceived in the 1930s at the Air Corps Tactical School and was deemed practicable thanks to the purported potential of the Norden bombsight, which measured an aircraft's direction and speed in order to predict the trajectory of the bombs it released. This was a military-technical revolution that clearly failed, as the bomber generals implicitly conceded when they switched to indiscriminate fire-bombing of Japanese cities late in the Second World War. In Vietnam, air force planners thought they had identified Hanoi's oil fuel storage tanks as a 'critical node' essential to the enemy's war effort and duly destroyed them, only to find that the Vietnamese had anticipated the attack and stored their fuel in hidden sites elsewhere. A further attempt to eliminate Vietnamese supply lines down the Ho Chi Minh Trail by means of ingeniously designed sensors designed to detect enemy movements similarly failed, thanks to simple countermeasures deployed by the Vietnamese.
 In this light it is worth examining the earlier military-technical revolutions Krepinevich invokes to buttress his arguments. They tell a story somewhat at variance with his conclusions. Admiral Fisher, one of Krepinevich's heroes, believed that the answer to the advancing technology of submarines and long-range torpedoes, which had called into question Britain's traditional strategy of closely blockading enemy ports, lay in fast ships armed with massive guns that could outrange enemy forces. He constructed a fleet of heavily gunned battleships and cruisers, which shed some defensive armour in order to provide more speed and firepower. But in the only full-scale naval battle of the First World War, at Jutland in 1916, the comparatively thinly armoured British cruisers fell victim to accurate German fire, while British shells - thanks to deficient fuses - often failed to penetrate well-armoured German adversaries. Even so, superior British numbers might have brought about a significant victory (the battle was largely deemed a draw) were it not for a failing that had little to do with technology.
 As Andrew Gordon explained in The Rules of the Game (1996), his brilliant dissection of the Royal Navy that fought at Jutland, the service had become progressively encrusted over the previous century with a rigid mindset exacerbated by an ever more elaborate system of command and control exercised largely through signalling flags, which made it impossible for subordinate commanders to exercise initiative. Krepinevich considers Jutland a strategic victory for Britain, because it deterred the German surface fleet from further attempts to break out of the North Sea and attack Britain's Atlantic supply lines. But the German submarine fleet suffered no such inhibitions, wreaking havoc on unescorted merchant ships and bringing Britain to the brink of starvation and defeat. An honest review of the record casts the British naval leadership in a very poor light. As David Lloyd George explained in his memoirs, 'before the War, the Board of Admiralty had concentrated so much on big and still bigger ships that they neglected essential weapons like mines, armour-piercing shells and torpedoes - all of which were inferior to those manufactured by the Germans.' When he and other politicians pressed for the adoption of merchant ship convoys protected against submarines by naval escorts, they were met with what Lloyd George described as 'implacable and prolonged resistance' from Fisher's proteges at the Admiralty. Only when sailors were forced to accept convoys did the tide turn.
 When considering the German army that brought most of Europe under Hitler's control in the early years of the Second World War, Krepinevich pays due tribute to the military leaders who foresaw that the static and bloody attrition of the previous world war could be avoided by focusing on mobility and manoeuvre. Accordingly, they invested in fast-moving tank formations as well as an air force primarily dedicated to working in conjunction with ground troops. Though acknowledging the conceptual insights of generals like von Seeckt and Guderian, Krepinevich is happiest when dwelling on the technology they utilised, especially relatively speedy mechanised forces. But the real secret of German success lay in the encouragement and facilitation of initiative by lower-level commanders on the front line, who were free to devise the best means of accomplishing their mission without the interference of superiors. Aided by Guderian's insistence on putting a radio in every tank, they were able to adapt to and exploit changing circumstances on the battlefield, faster than equally well armed but rigidly controlled opponents could respond. Hermann Balck, one of the most successful Panzer generals, later observed that 'the German higher commander rarely or never reproached their subordinates unless they made a terrible blunder. They were fostering the individual's initiative.' In other words, the system was geared to operate on the basis of an implicit understanding of what needed to be done, rather than relying on explicit instructions on the execution of the high command's plans.
 Krepinevich devotes a section to the development by far-sighted exponents of American aircraft carrier tactics that culminated in their crushing victory over the Japanese navy at the Battle of Midway in June 1942. He once again identifies the seminal role of a few visionary leaders, such as Admiral Joseph Reeves, who pioneered a policy of operating carrier forces independently of battleship-heavy fleets. Krepinevich has little to say about similar trends in the Japanese navy, which would have led to the destruction of America's Pacific carrier force had it not been fortuitously absent from Pearl Harbor on the day of Japan's surprise attack. The Japanese defeat at Midway six months later was in large part due to the success of US naval codebreakers in decrypting Japanese messages and the willingness of Admiral Chester Nimitz to concentrate his forces at Midway in defiance of orders from Washington. The readiness of lower-ranking officers to rapidly adapt fighter tactics and firefighting techniques thanks to lessons learned in the preceding Battle of the Coral Sea gave them a significant advantage over the more rigidly controlled enemy.
 Fortified by his reading of historical examples from earlier in the 20th century, Krepinevich turns his attention to the Gulf War triumph of 1991, and celebrates another 'leading visionary', the US air force general Wilbur Creech. Krepinevich's glowing assessment of the 1991 success is unencumbered by any doubts as to the veracity of official accounts. Fortunately we have an independent study by the General Accounting Office, carried out over several years with full access to detailed records (obtained in the face of strenuous official resistance), which paints a rather different picture. The F-117 'stealth' bomber, for example, purportedly invisible to radar, had often required the company of a host of escorting planes to jam enemy detection systems that supposedly could not see the bomber anyway. Far from 'one target one bomb', as claimed by exultant laser-guided bomb manufacturers, the F-117 used an average of four, and sometimes ten, of the most accurate weapons to destroy a target. Overall, the investigators concluded, 'many of [the Pentagon's] and manufacturers' postwar claims about weapon system performance ... were overstated, misleading, inconsistent with the best available data, or unverifiable.'
 It can't be denied that the destruction of power plants, oil refineries, communications centres and other 'high-value' targets identified by the planners as key to the functioning of Saddam Hussein's war machine did reduce Iraq to a pre-industrial state. But the US offensive didn't induce the collapse of the Iraqi army, or the regime. Saddam evaded strenuous attempts to locate and kill him by avoiding his known headquarters, travelling unescorted in a Baghdad taxi. The elimination of the Iraqi army in Kuwait was largely accomplished not only by the evident unwillingness of Iraqi troops to fight, but by the US decision to abandon its initial plan for a frontal assault in favour of a 'left hook' round the Iraqi flank, and by the heavy use of a weapon developed and operated on very different principles from the complex systems touted by Krepinevich. The A-10 close support plane, which a reluctant air force deployed to Saudi Arabia only on the direct order of the commanding US army general, inflicted heavy damage on the Iraqi forces - so decisively that Chuck Horner, the local US air commander, cabled Washington in the immediate aftermath of the war to report that 'the A-10 saved my ass.' Armed with a quick-firing heavy-calibre cannon and designed to survive damage from anti-aircraft fire, the plane enabled pilots to fly low, selecting targets on the basis of their own observation, without the fallible intervention of radar and other sensors.
 This highly effective weapon had emerged from within an initiative that Krepinevich vehemently derides, the so-called military reform movement, which attracted significant attention and support in the press and Congress in the 1980s. This loosely constituted group, with a number of combat veterans at its core, including the legendary fighter pilot and theoretician of conflict Colonel John Boyd, argued that the complex and expensive weapons systems championed by the Pentagon and its industrial partners were inevitably unreliable and often ineffective in combat. Instead, they advocated cheaper, simpler and thoroughly tested systems such as the A-10 and the lightweight F-16 fighter, programmes trenchantly opposed by the air force high command.
 Time has shown that the reformers were right. The course doggedly pursued by the Pentagon has ensured a force with shrinking numbers of basic weapons and personnel, despite ever more money being spent on defence. Money is lavished on advanced weapons systems whose effectiveness is questionable, and which are vastly expensive to maintain. The number of fighter and attack planes in the US air force, which stood at more than four thousand forty years ago, has dwindled to just over two thousand today. The complexity of the weapons that do get bought means that they are diminishingly available for training and combat. In the 1990s, military pilots spent an average of twenty hours a month in the air; today they fly for between five and ten hours a month. At any one time, 40 per cent of the US navy's attack submarines are out of commission for repairs.
 None of these sobering details trouble Krepinevich, who prefers to dwell on the urgent necessity of developing increasingly fantastical programmes: hypersonics, genetic engineering, quantum computing and of course AI. Copious sums are indeed being lavished on such projects. In 2019 the Pentagon inaugurated an AI system called Gamechanger, in the hope of enabling it to discover where all its money goes - so far without success, as it has continued to fail an audit of its accounts.
 The US military is heavily involved in ongoing conflicts - either by proxy, as in Ukraine, or directly, as in the Middle East. To date, the results have shed a poor light on the military-technological revolution. Successive 'game-changing' systems dispatched to Ukraine, notably the High Mobility Artillery Rocket System (designed to hit targets with great precision at long range), have failed to produce victory while eliciting effective countermeasures on the part of the Russians. Artillery has dominated the battlefield, consuming massive quantities of shells which in the West are in short supply thanks to the prevailing preference for the production of more exotic weapons. Drones, it's true, have brought major changes to the battlefield, but the machines that have had the most striking impact are cheap ones originally designed for the consumer market and adapted in the field for lethal purposes by front-line troops - conceptually similar to the jerry-rigged explosive devices that caused havoc to Western armies in Iraq and Afghanistan. In the Middle East, the US still seeks out and strikes 'high-value' targets, as it has done for the past three decades, picking off insurgent leaders who are then predictably replaced with equally or more determined commanders. All the wonders of precision targeting and comprehensive surveillance notwithstanding, the Houthi blockade of the Red Sea is as effectively disruptive as ever.
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On Anthony Hecht
William Logan



Anthony Hecht  never changed. His poems, first and last, look as if they've been measured, cut and stitched on Savile Row. His first book, A Summoning of Stones (1954), displayed a glutton's appetite for abstraction and the fastidiousness that marked much of his work thereafter:
We may consider every cloud a lake
Transmogrified, its character unselfed,
At once a whale and a white wedding cake
Bellowed into conspicuous ectoplasm.
It is a lake's ghost that goes voyaging.

The book received measured but disappointing reviews ('many of the poems have very little content, emotional or otherwise'; 'all is craftsmanship held up for our admiration'; 'his witty fancy gets out of control'). What reviewers seemed to resist were not Hecht's Audenesque tendencies, but the further influence of Dylan Thomas and Hart Crane, who could not write without overwriting.
Born in 1923 in New York City, Hecht had a privileged but disrupted childhood. His father worked at a fake job paid for by his father-in-law. The boy attended private schools, rarely thriving as a student, and didn't discover poetry until he entered college the year before Pearl Harbor. Though he took basic training at twenty, Hecht's division was not deployed until the final months of the war, when it liberated the Flossenburg concentration camp in Germany. As he knew some French and German, Hecht was asked to interview the survivors. He told Philip Hoy, who has edited his Collected Poems (Knopf, PS42), that 'the place, the suffering, the prisoners' accounts were beyond comprehension. For years after, I would wake shrieking.' He also saw his own men machine-gun a group of German women and children holding white flags. During those last months of the war, half the soldiers in his company were killed or, in Hecht's words, 'severely mutilated'.
His second collection, The Hard Hours, was not published until 1967, and signalled a striking change in tone and temperament. The poems were written against the backdrop of the war and lean towards the grotesque. Hecht remained classicism's classicist, characters from Greek and biblical mythology rushing on stage as if waiting in the wings; but the subjects are sometimes more modern, more fraught. There's little poise left in them: the emperor Valerian is flayed alive; a father realises he could not have saved his children from the camps; an alcoholic suffers a psychotic break. (At the end of his first marriage, Hecht was hospitalised for depression and dosed with the antipsychotic Thorazine.) The book includes Hecht's most frequently anthologised poem, 'The Dover Bitch', a music-hall turn on Matthew Arnold's 'Dover Beach'. There were also poems that held private, darker meanings, especially 'More Light! More Light!', about a savage incident at Buchenwald. The Hard Hours won the Pulitzer Prize.
Hecht indulged in such dark appetites less frequently in his subsequent books. The arch style of his later poems, beginning with Millions of Strange Shadows (1977), often overwhelms their subjects or makes them merely the occasion for Hecht's expert flaunting of language and style. He could scarcely contemplate a poem, it seems, without measuring the doors and windows for the advent of a Greek god. He was erudite past the normal boundaries of erudition. There's a niggling suspicion, reading his work, that he was always trying to prove himself to himself.
Hecht's poetry rejects the lure of the personal. He erected a barbed-wire fence between himself and the common reader, like a man planting 'Danger' signs around a minefield. One of his most cynical poems, 'The Cost', begins with a couple riding a Vespa around the base of Trajan's column:
Think how some excellent, lean torso hugs
       The brink of weight and speed,
Coasting the margins of those rival tugs
       Down the thin path of friction,
The athlete's dancing vectors, the spirit's need,
       And muscle's cleanly diction

The heedless young provide the necessary contrast to the column's memorial for ancient war. The poem ends stanzas later in magnificent, despairing fashion:
               And why should they take thought
       Of all that ancient pain,
The Danube winters, the nameless young who fought,
       The blood's uncertain lease?
Or remember that that fifteen-year campaign
Won seven years of peace?

Almost two decades after the poem was published, during a dinner party, Hecht's best friend, William MacDonald, mentioned that the Dacian wars had lasted only two or three years, not fifteen. Hecht was shocked, and spent the entire night searching for his source, only to find it completely mistaken. He was angry with himself but furious that MacDonald had never mentioned the lapse. A terrible phone conversation followed the next day. Although Hecht later tried to mend the breach, the friendship of decades was over. His brittleness made him unable to laugh at the sort of mistake many poets have made, most famously Keats in 'On First Looking into Chapman's Homer', where he gave Cortez, not Balboa, credit for discovering the Pacific. Nothing in Hecht's poems reveals so well what, however artfully concealed, lay beneath the surface of his work: guilt, self-loathing, pettiness.
Though Hecht's poems often resembled cake decorations, he concealed an inner darkness that would occasionally refuse the frippery and leave the reader astonished. One of his most gorgeous poems, 'Persistences', begins:
The leafless trees are feathery,
A foxed, Victorian lace,
Against a sky of milk-glass blue,
Blank, washed-out, commonplace.

From winter's 'helices of snow' and 'silken Chinese mist' come apparitions from the past, ghosts of those the poet has wronged, or childhood bullies, or, as the poem winds through cruelties unacknowledged and sins never discharged, those seeking justice:
Those throngs disdain to answer,
Though numberless as flakes;
Mine is the task to find out words
For their memorial sakes
Who press in dense approaches,
Blue numeral tattoos
Writ crosswise on their arteries,
The burning, voiceless Jews.

In Hecht beauty can rarely be enjoyed for its own sake, because beneath beauty horror often lurks. He was a poet so pursued by the past that even access to the splendours of the world could not soothe, knowledge of good never drive out the terrors of existence. When those 'ancestral deputations' draw near, 'some sentry flings a slight,/Prescriptive, "Who goes there?"' He has been transported back to the war. Hecht had been wounded by prejudice, even on the part of friends, and was only gradually able, he admitted, to 'shed my shame at being Jewish'.
Hecht's formality was not always a good or sufficient gift. In 'Poem Upon the Lisbon Disaster', an artful translation from Voltaire, the pentameter couplets are balanced in fine Augustan fashion; but they read like second-hand Pope. Hecht imitating Pope is never as good as Pope imitating Pope, partly because Hecht feels it necessary to sneak in a groaner or two: 'How shall this best of orders come to be?/I am all ignorance, like a PhD.' Such long poems are less deeply imagined and less telling than shorter ones that touch, briefly, the black depressions from which he sometimes suffered. After stanzas of gorgeous description of pre-dawn 'Tennysonian calm' in 'Still Life', for example, the poem ends:
As in a water-surface I behold
       The first, soft, peach decree
Of light, its pale, inaudible commands.
I stand beneath a pine-tree in the cold,
Just before dawn, somewhere in Germany,
A cold, wet Garand rifle in my hands.

In Hecht's following books, The Venetian Vespers (1979), The Transparent Man (1990) and Flight among the Tombs (1996), the poems can be divided into those you wish were longer and those you wish much shorter. In the weaker work, slightly strained personae come calling like unwanted guests. Poems in his long-winded mode include 'The Short End', some four hundred lines on a marriage gone wrong, as Hecht's first marriage had; 'See Naples and Die', five hundred lines in which another marriage comes to grief; and 'The Venetian Vespers', nine hundred where a man looks back ruefully on his life. Something goes dead in Hecht's long poems; there's a lack of tension, so that his humdrum people fail to stand for something more.
He was to the end a formal poet, thriving on the heartbeat of metre and little deaths of rhyme. Hecht stands with the strongest formal poets of his generation, Richard Wilbur and James Merrill, who accepted Auden's legacy and for the most part worked ravishingly within the boundaries it set. There were free-verse poems over the years, but not many, and they were rarely among his best. Hecht's most personal work is often his most personable, though even in these poems he'll suddenly descend into the bathos of wordplay, with excruciating jokes and puns: 'Her grace is in the gland of the beholder'; 'Civilisation and Its Discotheques'; 'a weakened, weekend father'; 'the ring-a-ding-Ding-an-Sich'.
It would be unfair to say that the poems in Hecht's final book, The Darkness and the Light (2001), are not good, but they don't come within a moon shot of his most astonishing work. In poems about terrors past, whether derived from his own memories or inhabiting those of others, the writing is nearly impeccable but no longer moving or frightening. Hecht couldn't let go of the idea that seriousness requires an arcane vocabulary. There can't have been many 20th-century poets, apart from Auden, who read the OED so avidly or used it so ineffectively. Hecht was a throwback to an era that never existed, scattering among his poems words like 'Iotacism', 'ipseity', 'neumes', 'shawm', 'otto', 'engastrimythic' and 'exsufflicate'. This backwash from the thesaurus never quite works; such words don't bring two worlds together, they drive them apart.
The subjects that made Hecht focus, or perhaps just scared the bejesus out of him, rarely slide into the wordplay that was a magnified kind of laziness. In his sestina 'The Book of Yolek', it's impossible not to be haunted by the story of a five-year-old boy taken to the camps:
You will remember, helplessly, that day,
And the smell of smoke, and the loudspeakers of the camp.
Wherever you are, Yolek will be there, too.
His unuttered name will interrupt your meal.

Without such darker purpose, Hecht was all too often like an electric drill that couldn't be shut off.
There's a tendency to reduce Hecht's poems to the showstoppers and ignore the fine work he did on a more modest scale, however spoiled by archness or preciousness. If the stolid poems of his maturity were sometimes chiselled from inferior marble, his leering classical gods and biblical patriarchs looking down with a thousand-yard stare, the same poet wrote 'The End of the Weekend', 'Behold the Lilies of the Field', 'The Man Who Married Magdalene', 'More Light! More Light!', 'The Deodand', 'An Overview' and 'Proust on Skates', some of the most brilliant poems of the past sixty years, poems so full of ghosts they ensure that Hecht will always haunt us. In 'An Autumnal', what begins as a lush, inconsequent description of the season in all its ageing splendour, ends in a contemplation of death:
The last mosquitoes lazily hum and play
       Above the yeasting earth
A feeble Gloria to this cool decay
       Or casual dirge of birth.

So much unsaid is said in 'yeasting' and 'casual dirge'. The missing comma after 'earth' turns the mosquitoes into a sacred choir, the sort of offhand metaphor that makes Hecht one of our most disruptive and unsettling poets.
Hoy has done a splendid job of collecting Hecht's works, from pieces never reprinted before to the smatter of very late poems that might have formed the core of one last book. His notes are judicious, building on previous editors, who have been given full credit. The one lapse I noticed comes at the end of the poem 'Visitations', where Hoy fails to realise that the 'figure (sometimes with a guitar)/Pompadoured, patient, prepared to wait/For the destined approach of some appointed car', the 'bona fide, "Love Me Tender" king', can be none other than Elvis Presley.
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 Winnie and Nelson: Portrait of a Marriage 
by  Jonny Steinberg.
 William Collins, 550 pp., PS25, May 2023, 978 0 00 835378 0



Imade  my first trip to South Africa towards the end of 1988. I had just become the Africa editor of Liberation after years as a regional correspondent in West Africa. I went to visit Emmanuel Lafont, a French Catholic priest who was one of the very few white people living in the vast black township of Soweto, outside Johannesburg. I sat with Lafont in his ill-lit office at the back of St Philip Neri, his parish church. The adjacent bedroom had been turned into a drop-in dormitory for young boys and as the night drew on it filled up. At regular intervals the office door would be pushed ajar and a bashful face would appear. A few words would be exchanged in Zulu or Sotho - Lafont spoke both - and a frail figure in torn shorts and a grubby singlet would slip past.
Lafont, a worker-priest inspired by the French variant of liberation theology, had been the chaplain to the Young Christian Workers organisation in Tours. He was in his early forties and had lived for six years in Soweto, where he was known as senatla, 'the tough man'. I must have waxed lyrical about the ANC's armed struggle, the insurrection in black townships across the country that had achieved its aim of 'rendering South Africa ungovernable' and the surely imminent end of apartheid. Lafont stood up and asked: 'Do you want to see Winnie Mandela?' I couldn't think at that moment of anything I wanted more.
We walked to a large house nearby, entering through the basement. A group of young men were drinking and smoking. They nodded us through, and we made our way to a TV room where a slasher movie flickered in front of an array of bottles and bodies. A young woman was lying in the arms of a man, who, like several others in the room, wore a Mandela United Football Club tracksuit. She gestured to Lafont: 'Mum's upstairs.' I learned later that this was Zindzi (short for Zindziswa), the younger of the two Mandela daughters. She was 28; her lover at the time was Sizwe Sithole. Weeks later, he killed a fellow member of the football club (he died in police detention a short time before Mandela's release from prison). The rooms upstairs were brightly lit, but no one seemed to be around. In a small living room we found Winnie Mandela, curled up on a sofa with a young man, apparently in a drunken stupor. We tiptoed out again.
Over the years, I met Winnie in professional settings, but also through Alain Guenon and Jean-Yves Ollivier, two wealthy, well-connected French commodity traders. In the late 1980s, they were transitioning, like South Africa itself, away from the apartheid regime to what they anticipated would become an ANC state awash with comrades in the business sector. With Mandela still in prison, Winnie seemed the person to cultivate. She was notoriously difficult and expensive to deal with, but had impeccable township credentials and, as everyone knew, held the key to Nelson's heart.
When she was sober and had the measure of herself, she was an asset on any occasion. Her visits to South Africa's poorest slums - stepping out of her Mercedes in high heels, a designer dress and colourful turban - were rightly regarded as a display of dignity and defiance. Winnie made a point of calling Guenon her 'French lover' (she cut him loose after Mandela's release in 1990; Guenon bowed out elegantly, writing her a last cheque for the equivalent of PS26,000, a good sum at the time). Ollivier never fell from grace. Her 'dear friend' until Winnie died, and a dear friend only, he once joked with her about her many affairs. 'You know, Jean-Yves,' she said with a laugh, 'I'm not just Mandela's wife. I'm the "Mother of the Nation".'
I never saw Winnie and Nelson together in private. But along with the rest of the media, I attended the press conference Mandela held on 13 April 1992 at the ANC headquarters in Johannesburg. He sat in front of us, flanked by Walter Sisulu, his political godfather, and Oliver Tambo, who had been his partner in the law firm they set up in the 1950s and was the ANC's longstanding president in exile. His delivery, always monotone, was flatter than usual as he read a short statement announcing his separation from Comrade Nomzamo (Winnie's Xhosa first name, meaning 'fighter'). He spoke of 'the life [we] have tried to share' and his 'undiminished love' for her. And then the abrupt conclusion: 'Ladies and gentlemen, I hope you will appreciate the pain I have gone through and I now end this interview.' The troika of ANC leaders pushed back their chairs and left in silence.
Jonny Steinberg's Winnie and Nelson: Portrait of a Marriage makes clear how political their partnership was. The break-up announced in 1992 should not have been regarded as a solely private matter. It revealed deep differences within the ANC. At the time I thought that the movement was torn between those, like Mandela, who believed that forgiveness was the key to liberation, and others, like his wife, who had battled at close range with the system and were reluctant to forgive. I argued that, despite audible dissent and anger in the ranks of the ANC, the side that believed in reconciliation had prevailed. But for Steinberg this rift never closed. Winnie's funeral in 2018 drove home the point: half of the packed stadium in Soweto paraded the black, green and gold colours of the ANC, the movement she once embodied, by then an entrenched and corrupt ruling party; the other half wore the blood-red colours of the Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF), a populist breakaway party calling for a new liberation struggle to finish the revolution.
Steinberg's book gives a detailed account of South Africa's history over the century from Mandela's birth in 1918 to his wife's death. It is admirably researched and written, and quietly subversive. It asks how much deceit - and how much self-deception on the part of the global anti-apartheid movement - might be revealed by a closer look at the liberation struggle and the dawn of the 'New South Africa'. Quite a lot, it turns out. Outsiders have been eager to find a moral lesson in the journey from apartheid to liberation, via the ANC's armed struggle, international sanctions and the towering figure of the jailed Mandela, an 'African Gandhi', even as the story fizzles out in scandal and corruption. Steinberg, a South African who teaches at Yale, resists the wishful thinking that turns narrative arcs into rainbows.
According to the orthodox view, the birth of the New South Africa goes roughly as follows. In the summer of 1957, Nelson Mandela, a 38-year-old lawyer and rising political star, fell in love with a charismatic 20-year-old social worker called Winifred Madikizela. Fifteen months later, they married and moved into his 'matchbox' house in Soweto. In rapid succession, two girls were born. But in 1964, Mandela, the first leader of the ANC's armed wing, was sentenced to life imprisonment on Robben Island. His wife became head of a household buffeted by the ignominies of apartheid; she was arrested again and again, tortured, held in solitary confinement for months, and banished for eight years to Brandfort, an Afrikaner dorp far from family and community. Despite all this, she became the icon of an uprising that began in 1976 in Soweto and, after enough exiled youngsters had trickled back into South Africa as trained freedom fighters, set the townships ablaze in the mid-1980s. Barely three months after the end of the Cold War, in February 1990, Mandela walked out of prison hand in hand with Comrade Nomzamo.
Mandela, by then in his early seventies, was an old-fashioned gentleman, shaped by the rigorous self-discipline he had learned during 27 years in detention; he wanted dinner on the table and the comforts of the marriage bed, but Winnie was unwilling to comply. 'I was forced to mature on my own,' she wrote to him in 1970, after being detained at Pretoria Central Prison for more than a year. 'Your formidable shadow which eclipsed me left me naked and exposed to the bitter world of a young "political widow". I knew this was a crown of thorns for me, but I also knew I said "I do" for better or worse. In marrying you I was marrying the struggle of my people.' One consequence of Winnie's self-preservation through long years of suffering was her emancipation. She didn't want to play the dutiful wife as Mandela became the first freely and fairly elected president of South Africa.
This is the story Steinberg questions. From the start of their relationship, Steinberg shows, Winnie was assertive and independent. She had been dating Barney Sampson, a stylish office worker closer to her own age, for more than two years when she went on her first date with Mandela. He was still married to his first wife, Evelyn Mase, with whom he had three children. Winnie would always call him Tata, 'father'. At the end of 1957, she told Sampson she had chosen Mandela. He took an overdose (he survived). Six months later, she married Mandela.
When their second daughter was born in December 1960, Mandela, by his own telling, allayed his initial doubts about her paternity by calling the girl Zindziswa - the name given by the Xhosa poet Samuel Mqhayi to his own daughter after similar misgivings. When he went underground, Mandela asked a distant relative, 26-year-old Brian Somana, 'to be Winnie's infrastructure' in his absence. By August 1962, when Mandela was arrested, Somana had become her lover. By the time Mandela declared in front of the South African Supreme Court in April 1964 that 'if needs be' a democratic South Africa with equal opportunities for all was 'an ideal for which I am prepared to die', Somana had moved into the house in Soweto. During the trial, he and Winnie were seen driving across the township in her car, 'a two-tone Fiat with a silver body and a black roof ... adorned on its side by a picture of Mickey Mouse', the emblem Somana had chosen for his confectionary business.
Over the next decades, other men served as Winnie's providers, as surrogate fathers for her daughters and as bodyguards. They included a Rastafarian artist, a white doctor, a law student and several members of her football club. Most were young. Only a few made the decision to leave her - one who tried, Matthews Malefane, was assaulted at night by Winnie and two hard men, equipped with an axe and a crowbar. 'Kill the dog!' she spurred them on, though Malefane managed to get away. On 10 February 1990, the day before Mandela's release from prison, Winnie was hours late arriving in Cape Town. She finally appeared with her latest lover, Dali Mpofu, a student activist whose age - 27 years - matched the duration of her husband's incarceration. Mandela lived with his young rival ('that boy') for eleven months before abandoning, as Steinberg puts it, 'those ruins that had once been home'. But, as the leader of the ANC and then as head of state, he stuck by Winnie unconditionally.
During Mandela's imprisonment, Winnie's alcoholism and increasingly erratic behaviour had exposed the ANC to the apartheid authorities, which infiltrated her network of lovers, henchmen and factotums. These relationships posed a security risk to the movement and to Winnie herself, as did her habit of resorting to violence, which she acquired at the hands of her apartheid tormentors. This is the subtext to the many crimes of Mandela United, carried out in her name and sometimes in her presence: extortion, assault and battery, arson, rape, murder. Most of her misdeeds became public at the end of the 1980s, just before Mandela's release. In the New South Africa, Winnie, who had spent decades at the mercy of a rogue dictatorship that could detain or banish her at will, was never fully exposed to the rigours of the law. She was sentenced to six years in jail in 1991 on charges of kidnapping and assault, but this was replaced on appeal with a fine equivalent to PS4000 today - a paltry price for the dozen killings she aided, abetted and may well have ordered. One of those was the murder by Jerry Richardson, a Mandela United coach, of the 14-year-old activist Stompie Moeketsi, on the suspicion that he was an informer. 'I slaughtered him like a goat,' Richardson testified in court. 'I put garden shears through his neck ... and I made some cutting motion.'
Richardson, it turned out, was an apartheid snitch. The police had recruited him in 1988, a year after Winnie put him in charge of her homelessness-cum-football programme for street kids. Mandela United provided her security detail as well as a pool of eligible young men. As Steinberg demonstrates, Winnie's entourage was a gift to the security forces. Somana was trading information with the police, and members of the ANC who were caught and convicted on his say-so hurled their anger at Mandela when they arrived on Robben Island. Mandela told his daughter Zenani that he believed he had been arrested in 1962 after Winnie and Somana let slip that he was scheduled to attend a clandestine meeting in Durban.
Steinberg quotes at length from Mandela's prison conversations, which were recorded in secret by his guards, transcribed and handed to the apartheid-era justice minister, Kobie Coetsee. They only emerged in 2014, fourteen years after Coetsee's death. They reveal Mandela's anger at Winnie's affairs and lack of self-control. But to the outside world, she remained her husband's representative. She often used the plural 'we' when responding to questions from journalists, eliding the movement, Mandela and herself. After she was banished to Brandfort in 1977, Winnie recruited young men and sent them to ANC training camps in neighbouring frontline states. In early 1979, when vetted by the ANC, ten out of the twelve recruits she had sent to Lesotho turned out to be police plants. A decade later, when warned that a member of her football club was an informer, she turned on the woman who had told her - not in defence of the man's loyalty but because her informant had also slept with him.
Steinberg details 'the sheer number of norms' Winnie transgressed, but Mandela himself was far from perfect. He is alleged to have had two illegitimate children, including a girl conceived around the same time as Zindzi. An 'angry man', in his own words, during his first eleven years as a prisoner on Robben Island, Mandela subsequently turned extreme privation into a heroic test of willpower. When he finally emerged from decades of isolation, not much remained of the young, energetic freedom fighter, full of conviction and appetite. Barbara Masekela, Mandela's chief of staff from 1990 to 1995, described him as 'an actor'. He allowed her to watch him 'primping just before some delegation or person came to talk to him. You could actually see him becoming this Nelson Mandela, the great forgiver.' In private, she said that Mandela was 'one of the saddest human beings' she had known.
In Steinberg's view, Mandela was just as responsible as Winnie for the inadequacies of the post-apartheid order. Both believed that their ravaged lives were the price they paid for standing up against apartheid, and that the New South Africa owed them for their sacrifice - an idea shared by many in the ANC and one that has led to 'state capture' by the former liberation movement. Steinberg is intrigued by the complicity between these two figures of immense power, both institutional and symbolic, and the unresolved character of the New South Africa they embody. He is also insistent that Mandela was not as benign as he appeared to the world on his release from prison, not least in his 'bulldozing' initiatives on his wife's behalf.
In July 1990, with the ANC unbanned, a ballot was held to appoint the executive committee of a local branch in Soweto. The crimes of Mandela United were much discussed, and Winnie failed to win a seat on the committee. Mandela's response was to put together a posse of ANC comrades, commandeer a car and go from house to house to raise the support that would allow him, in Steinberg's words, to 'conjure from nothing a second branch' for Winnie 'to claim as her own'. When one of his colleagues said, 'What you have asked us to do is not right, Madiba,' Mandela rounded on him. Not long afterwards, when Winnie was standing for a regional position, Mandela and 'a phalanx of bodyguards' mounted the stage in the hall where a show of hands would decide the results. It was an act of pure intimidation. Winnie now held executive positions at branch and regional level.
She was then appointed to a national role as head of the ANC's welfare department (mostly resettling returning exiles). There was uproar from the branch memberships and 'letters of complaint poured in,' Steinberg writes, but they were ignored. The following month, after a long investigation into the football club and much prevarication, it was announced that Winnie would stand trial for kidnapping (four counts) and serious assault (four counts). Mandela's lawyer approached the International Defence and Aid Fund (IDAF) - a London-based organisation which had been raising money for the legal costs of anti-apartheid activists since the 1950s and had bankrolled Mandela's defence during the Rivonia trial in the 1960s - and asked it to cover her legal costs. The IDAF decided it could not fund a criminal trial, as opposed to a political case. Mandela called the organisation in London to pile on the pressure, while the EEC applied pressure in the opposite direction, threatening to slash its generous support for the IDAF if it went near the case. Not long after this news had been transmitted to Mandela, two representatives of the Coca-Cola Company pitched up at the IDAF's offices offering to pay Winnie's costs as long as the source of the money remained undisclosed. The IDAF board reluctantly agreed, whereupon Mandela made another phone call, insisting that the Coca-Cola funds be transferred direct to the Mandela Family Trust. Again, Steinberg tells us, the board complied.
The trial was due to begin in February 1991. In the days before, four of Winnie's fellow defendants went missing, then a witness for the prosecution disappeared. As a consequence, two other young victims who had been beaten and tortured were too scared to take the stand. The trial was now in jeopardy. Her co-defendants, it turned out, had been spirited away along the ANC's time-honoured routes to anti-apartheid regimes in nearby states: three were in Botswana, the fourth in Angola. The witness for the defence, it later transpired, had also been exfiltrated to Botswana. Steinberg argues that although Mandela didn't have a direct hand in these disappearances, they bear his imprimatur: he had delegated 'the political management of his wife' to two senior ANC stalwarts, Tokyo Sexwale and Chris Hani, whom Winnie much admired and who understood Mandela's wish that his wife should be spared a criminal conviction at any price.
This, of course, is the way a 'gentleman' from another era - the role in which Steinberg often casts Mandela, partly in parody, partly in earnest - is expected to behave. A future president, however, would be wise not to ride roughshod over his movement's democratic structures, its foreign funders or the judicial process of the state he is trying to build. Steinberg finds it understandable but unforgivable. On occasion, he argues, Mandela acted just as high-handedly to serve his own interests, as, for instance, when he asked a friendly businessman to build him a home in Qunu, his native village (tellingly, the house is a replica of his last place of detention, a cottage at Victor Verster Prison). After the ANC gained power in 1994, he had a habit of presenting the state's new institutions with faits accomplis. 'We wondered whether we had created a monster,' an unnamed ANC leader told Steinberg in 2018. 'Inventing the figure of Nelson Mandela was among the most effective political strategies in modern history. Now it was on the brink of bringing the house down on our heads.'
Mandela believed  that the two greatest threats to a peaceful outcome of negotiations were the 'curdling' into murderous violence of white counter-revolutionary sentiment and unmanageable insurrection by the disenfranchised majority. He played his strongest suit against the rise of white minority extremism and adjourned the revolution for another day. In her last years, after his death in 2013, Winnie became the advocate of this unfinished business, the guiding light of the township citizens who would have wanted to see the struggle taken to the bitter end. Part of their grievance, as Steinberg describes it, was the disparity between the gleaming cities built on gold and expendable labour, and the neighbourhoods where the dispossessed eked out their lives.
Young South Africans - the 'born free generation' - are inclined to dismiss Mandela-style reconciliation as a fool's bargain. The saintly status that Mandela acquired, and his marmoreal presence in every South African shopping mall, have become suspect. So has the comfortable idea that Winnie stood for the regrettable side of the struggle, while Mandela remained above the fray. The EFF believes he was groomed by the white minority to pull off the 'miracle' of forgiveness that let them off the hook for a crime against humanity and deprived the majority of a better future. Its fellow-travellers agree. In 2017, four years after Mandela's death, the South African poet Koleka Putuma wrote:
I want someone who is going to look at me
and love me
the way that white people look at
and love
Mandela
...
And this is one of the many residues of slavery:
being loved like Mandela.

Mandela, who in his final years suffered from dementia, asked for Winnie on his deathbed (he no longer recognised his third wife, Grace Machel). They were alone together when he died. The New South Africa was turning away from Mandela towards the Mother of the Nation. Forgiveness - not a moral position, but a strategy devised by Mandela to avert a bloodbath - had run its course. Winnie had finally come out on top. Once Mandela was dead, Steinberg claims, the idea that his 'confusion lay in his separation from Winnie ... began to take hold'. She died in 2018, with little or nothing to atone for in the eyes of her followers.
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Diary
The Bussolengo Letters
Malcolm Gaskill



Cambridge  in the autumn of 1989 seemed to me a lonely place. I had just taken up that loneliest of occupations, doctoral research in the humanities: three years of self-exile in libraries and archives, hard-up and haunted by doubt. My girlfriend had gone to study in Russia, and I'd never felt more isolated or adrift. Every morning I'd cycle to my college and sit in the ancient library, situated above the porters' lodge and its adjacent pigeonholes. Several times a day I descended the age-worn staircase, anxiously hopeful, to see if a letter had arrived for me. Usually there was nothing; sometimes there were two or three, addressed in a familiar cursive hand and patterned with exotic stamps and franking. My heart would sink or surge. Since I didn't live in college, or do much there apart from read, the library and the pigeonhole were what I got for my college fee. 'That mailbox,' a Canadian fellow postgrad remarked, 'has to be the most expensive goddam piece of real estate in the city.'
This memory came back to me recently when I was in Bussolengo, a town on the River Adige, west of Verona. I was there to look at an archive relating to wartime work camps, research for a book. Housed in a vault in the basement of the public library, the archive comprises no more than half a dozen boxes mostly containing bundles of letters to Allied prisoners of war from their families and friends. These were all written in the spring of 1943, usually on official pro forma notelets that could be folded and sealed, and almost all were stamped by censors at home and in Italy.
The letters were found some years ago in the attic of the municipal building and handed to the town archivist, Ferdinando Montresor. As a child Montresor had played on the site of the main POW camp, 'where hundreds of lads', he said, 'once awaited news of their parents, girlfriends and wives'. With every letter he read he thought of his father, a corporal in an artillery regiment, who had been deported to a German prison camp after the Italian surrender in 1943 and forced to do factory work. Giovanni Battista Montresor made it back home, but his son wondered if these soldiers had been as lucky, or 'whether in Britain or South Africa or New Zealand there was someone who mourned when they failed to return'.
The letters affected me similarly. Their contents are invariably mundane. It was dreary at home and there wasn't much to report. All the excitement came from the war, which families were told not to mention in case the censor took exception. (As it is, some of the letters are redacted with fat black lines of disapproval.) Instead they related chance conversations in the street and country bike rides and trips to the pictures: Gone with the Wind, in the opinion of Miss Eve Bowman of Highbury, 'was a lovely film, and it ran three hours and forty minutes'. There was news of ailments and operations, austerity weddings and bouncing babies. Sometimes there was scandal. 'I think I told you before about Granny Pyker going with the soldiers,' Agnes Sweeney of Newtownards confided: 'Well, she is still at it.' A fenland farmer assured his son that he didn't give a fig about not being invited to a family wedding and was more concerned with getting his potatoes up - and besides, they had slaughtered a 35-stone pig and were looking forward to eating it. Others commented on the weather (mild or smashing or frightful), crocuses and daffodils, nesting rooks and blackbirds.
The tone is generally upbeat: a cheery briskness, the Red Cross advised, would be most appreciated by the fretful, frustrated POW. Don't talk about tasty meals (chance would be a fine thing) and - this one for the wives and girlfriends - if you report going out for the evening, be sure to say who with: best if it wasn't another man. Keep it meaningful but light, with reminders of home to lift the spirits. Eager correspondents asked if their letters and parcels of chocolate and knitted scarves had arrived and said how thrilled they'd been to receive mail, or how dismayed and worried not to have heard anything for weeks. A father in Durham was so overjoyed to hear his son was safe he got drunk to the point that, he confessed, he would have fought Joe Louis. On occasion several letters turned up at once and had to be ordered by date, the drawn-out, long-distance conversation reconstructed. Letters from home hoped to find their readers in the pink, healthy and happy, wished them God bless and good luck. Some letters contained photos: studio portraits and snaps of beaming relatives in unpicturesque back gardens.
Wives diligently squeezed love into the dullest of sentences, but sometimes despair and frustration broke through. Loss of composure reflected the misery of being apart but also trepidation about reunion. 'I'm afraid we shall all feel the strain of waiting when we meet again,' Doris Angus of Doncaster wrote to her husband, Billy. 'Never mind, love, even though you are forty, I am getting older as well. There will be a few grey hairs showing, but what difference does it make. Our feelings don't alter for each other.' She filled the last line with kisses - thirty of them. Children, too, missed their fathers and vice versa. Earlier in her letter, Doris told Billy that their daughter had been ill. 'It makes the trouble doubly hard when I haven't got you at home to talk to,' she said, and admitted that she had decided not to tell him until the danger had passed. At this point, she handed the pen to their daughter, who added: 'Dear Daddy. I have been in the hospital three weeks with scarlet fever. I came home on Thursday at 11.30 a.m. I was pleased to come home. I am nearly better. Love Audrey.'
Did Audrey ever dream that her father had come home only to find him still absent in the morning? Many wives and children did. The Bussolengo letters are steeped in sentiments shared by every combatant nation during the Second World War, but which are also timeless. Each war speaks to every war, providing fresh testimony of nerves strained, hopes raised and dashed. And yet there is something tragically unusual - nearly unique - about these particular letters: they were never received. To read a letter in an archive is to conjure two mental states: the sender writing and imagining the recipient reading; the recipient reading and imagining the sender writing. Here, only the first ever occurred. Many similar letters survive, for instance in the Imperial War Museum, but only because POWs received them and brought them home. The Bussolengo letters survive because by the time they arrived, forwarded from previous places of incarceration, the men had been moved on again. And this time there was no new address or forwarding procedure because, in the summer of 1943, when the letters might have been received, Italy left the war. Most prisoners, those who did not escape, were sent by the Germans to camps in the Reich.
The letters stopped in Bussolengo and remain there. The men had received other letters, of course, and in the Stalags would receive more, and most if not all were reunited with their families after liberation. And yet a ghostly air of severance lingers about these letters, voices echoing in eternal emptiness. The most poignant letter of all was written by Herma Falletisch, a young woman in South Africa, to her fiance Ian Murray, an artillery gunner in a camp north of Genoa. Herma was probably eighteen or nineteen, and Ian in his mid-twenties. She had received a letter from him calling off their engagement, and wrote back to ask that he reconsider - though she insisted that she wouldn't beg. As far as I could see, he had ended things because he thought, mistakenly, that she wanted him to. Delays in her letters - caused by the erratic postal service, though he wasn't to know that - had worried him, and then when he had received some, he hadn't liked their tone. One evening in the winter of 1942, she had written crossly when she was feeling sorry for herself. She had come in from work, found no one to talk to - she didn't get on with her parents - and decided that she wanted to have more fun. At least in the camp he had friends, she sniffed, and there must always be something going on. (This was petulant but not, as it happens, untrue. By 1943 Ian's camp, near Chiavari on the Italian Riviera, had a full orchestra, several bands, numerous hobby clubs, a debating society and staged frequent theatrical productions.)
Sitting in the basement of Bussolengo library, rain beating at the window, I found it hard to work out what was going on between Herma and Ian - but then again they hadn't been too sure themselves. Wavering between recrimination and self-reproach, commitment and cold feet, she was second-guessing his second guesses, at impossible distances of space and time. It had taken fifteen weeks for his break-up letter to reach her, and of course her reply wouldn't arrive at all.
Unable to talk things over, Herma didn't know what to think or say or do. She simply said that she wanted to leave things as they were for now. She had a vision of the future, but wasn't sure exactly how Ian fitted into it.
I don't want to give you lots of hope now. When the war is over - it might be soon, or also not - you might have changed. I, too. If I should not love you any more you would understand then of course that I could not marry you ... Believe me, Ian, we are not the only ones with trouble like that, there will be hundreds of others.

What became of Herma and Ian? I tracked down an ophthalmologist in Cape Town called Dr Eric Falletisch and emailed him. He replied the same day to say that Herma was his aunt, his father's sister, and put me in touch with his cousin, Louis van Schaik. Louis told me that Herma, his mother, had emigrated from Austria with her family in 1937. He knew about the engagement to Ian, whose family was on good terms with the Falletisches both before and after the war. His curiosity piqued, Eric found a memoir in which Ian described his time as a POW. It was available online and Eric and I read it more or less simultaneously. By the spring of 1942, Ian had lost so much weight due to the poor rations - this was before Red Cross parcels started getting through - that he worried about Herma's reaction were he to stay that way. He clearly loved her, thought they would marry, and whiled away the time learning German so that he would be able to talk with her parents. But most startling was his bewilderment that until November 1942 only his mother had written to him. 'I was anguished at not receiving letters from my fiancee,' he recalled. 'Had she forgotten me so soon?'
At the Armistice in September 1943, like many other POWs, Ian fled into the countryside but was recaptured and sentenced to death by the SS intelligence agency in Verona. He was spared and spent the rest of the war in German prison camps before finally arriving home on 15 July 1945. His family was there to meet him at Pretoria Station - but not Herma. He soon learned that, though she still held a flame for him, 'we were different people from five years before and we parted company.' He found adjusting to civilian life as difficult as adjusting to captivity, and like millions of demobilised servicemen was restless and irritable, liable to blow up if anyone ever said they were hungry, or when a well-meaning friend of his father's arranged a civic lunch for Pretoria's homecoming heroes. But he calmed down. In September 1946, within days of one another, Ian married a woman called Maureen and Herma married Jan, the son of Mr van Schaik, whose bookshop she worked in.
So the story had a happy ending, especially for Louis, who owed his existence to the demise of Ian and Herma's relationship, probably doomed even if her letter hadn't become marooned in Bussolengo. The war had kept the lovers apart, and as communications faltered so did feelings. By 1945 Ian and Herma were estranged, not just from each other but from their younger selves. They grew up a bit, like I did after I split with my girlfriend on leaving Cambridge in 1993, carrying away a bundle of letters I'd never read again. It had all gone wrong, it was terrible, then it ceased to matter - the coda to most wrecked romances.
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Memories of Jewish suffering at the
hands of Nazis are the foundation on
which most descriptions of extreme
ideology and atrocity have been built.
But these universalist reference points
are in danger of disappearing as the
Israeli military massacres and starves
Palestinians, while denouncing as
antisemitic or champions of Hamas
all those who plead with it to desist.
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