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Is it even good?
Brandon Taylor's proposal that Zola's Rougon-Macquart novels should be read not in publication order but in a sequence dictated by the fictional lives of their protagonists owes much, as Taylor acknowledges, to Ernest Vizetelly (LRB, 4 April). But Vizetelly's priority was to market the translations of Zola's novels. By grouping them in mini-series, he hoped to counter resistance to purchasing the lot. Zola's focus on the twin branches of a single family is ostensibly unifying. The characters who recur, however, offer only the illusion of a seamless biographical narrative. Zola's copying of their physical features from an earlier novel is deceptive; their portrayal is always subject to the imperatives of the novel in hand, even to the extent of a radical recasting of their traits. The most extreme example is the last-minute invention of Jacques Lantier for La Bete humaine, prompted by the realisation that the Etienne of Germinal could not plausibly be transformed into a homicidal maniac.
The ordering of Les Rougon-Macquart was deliberate: Zola's notes explicitly organise their components with a view to rhythm and balance, light and shade, Paris and the provinces. He also played with his readers: the tonality of Le Reve, he wrote with glee, would confound the expectations of his critics. Pot-Bouille and Nana form a diptych demonstrating that sexual depravity was as characteristic of the bourgeoisie as the demi-monde. In that thematic superimposition, Nana is less 'boring' than Taylor contends. Zola provides a multi-dimensional panorama of his times. Overlapping time-frames also frustrate sequencing, as is evident from Zola's manipulation of historical chronology to repeatedly signal the impending catastrophe of the Franco-Prussian War. The moral weight of Les Rougon-Macquart is reinforced by reading the novels, however great the challenge, not as a saga but as a cycle.


Robert Lethbridge

				University of St Andrews, Fife
			


The Shoah after Gaza
  Pankaj Mishra writes that in 1977 the Austrian writer Jean Amery 'came across press reports of the systematic torture of Arab prisoners in Israeli prisons' (LRB, 21 March). I can elaborate, as I believe this refers to a four-page report in the Sunday Times on 19 June 1977. I was one of the Insight  journalists who produced the report, which detailed prolonged beatings, hooding, hanging by the wrists for long periods, confinement in stress positions in tiny cells, electric shocks and sexual  assault.
  Amery apparently considered our reports 'sketchy', but we interviewed no fewer than 44 Palestinian ex-prisoners, 22 of whom consented to be named. We felt we had to go to such lengths in order to  counter the disbelief we anticipated, given the privileged position Israel enjoyed in the media and public opinion at the time. We also obtained independent corroboration from the International  Committee of the Red Cross that our report was well-founded.
  President Begin told a meeting of senior British Jews that it was the single most damaging article published about Israel since 1948. President Carter raised it with him at a meeting in Washington.  Begin reportedly said he would mount an inquiry, but his office later said that our report was 'without foundation' since torture was 'prohibited by law'.


Peter Gillman

				London SE20
			

Having grown up Jewish in the US in the 1960s, I want to expand on Pankaj Mishra's remark, quoting Peter Novick, that the Holocaust '"didn't loom that large" in the life of America's Jews until the late 1960s'. Measuring a society's awareness of such events will always be difficult, but Mishra's next remark is that 'only a few books and films touched on the subject.' He mentions the film Judgment at Nuremberg (1961), but neither William Shirer's The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich (1960), which sold two million copies, nor the US edition of The Diary of Anne Frank (1952), on which a Pulitzer prize-winning play (1955) and a Hollywood film (1959) were also based. Millions, young and old, devoured the Diary after the mass-market paperback was published in 1953. By the 59th printing in 1967, it had sold 2.5 million copies in the US. The movie, which I saw on TV in the early 1960s, was my own introduction to the Holocaust.


Elizabeth Benedict

				New York
			

Moshe Machover rejects the appellation 'Shoah', arguing that the term's 'borrowed usage' was propelled by the 'Zionist propaganda' of Claude Lanzmann's film Shoah; that the use of a Hebrew word for the Holocaust constitutes a 'subliminal terminological connection between the genocide of Jews and the state of Israel'; and that most European Jewish victims 'were not familiar with the word' (Letters, 4 April).
'Shoah' is hardly a new term. It appears often in the Hebrew Bible. 'That day is a day of wrath, a day of trouble and distress, a day of shoah and desolation, a day of darkness and gloominess, a day of clouds and thick darkness,' we read in Zephaniah 1:15. In the 1930s the word was already in wide use among Jews, Orthodox and secular, to designate the Third Reich's anti-Jewish practices. And, contrary to Machover, the vast majority of the victims of the Shoah, most of whom were traditional Jews or the children of religious households, knew biblical and liturgical Hebrew rather well, though the language was not their vernacular.
Why would 'holocaust', a word of Greek origin referring to a burnt offering to the Lord that carries an implication of sacrifice, a label for Nazi mass murder not in use until decades after the event, somehow be the superior designation?


Ira Katznelson

				Columbia University, New York
			


It's not cricket
  Simon Skinner makes the case that reviews of refereeing/umpiring decisions work better in cricket than in football, both because the judgments made in cricket are objective and because cricket has  abandoned the fiction of the referee's infallibility. There are two other significant reasons (Letters, 21 March). First, football is a fast-flowing game in which  disruptions to the action are generally short, while cricket is a much slower game of which pauses are an integral part. The referral of an umpire's decision has its own drama, where the team on  the receiving end of the initial verdict has fifteen seconds in which to decide whether to use one of its few appeals, and if it decides to do so there is then the drama of the evidence being  presented to everyone in the ground on large video screens.
  Second, there are few goals in a football match. A poor or contentious decision is likely to affect the final result. In cricket, even though the removal of a leading batter is a significant event,  depending on the format there are twenty or forty wickets potentially to be taken in a match, so a single decision isn't so emotionally charged.


Stephen Adamson

				London SE5
			


Non-Human Threat
  Michael Ledger-Lomas mentions the illustrations in Andrew Lang's Fairy Books but not their principal illustrator, H.J. (Henry Justice) Ford, whose work is a large part of what gives Lang's series  its coherence and makes it so memorable (LRB, 4 April). Across twenty-odd years, Ford delivered several hundred plates, interspersed throughout the tales  every three or four spreads. They are by no means all of the same quality, and it's true that his colour plates especially seem to draw heavily on Burne-Jones's then recent Briar Rose  sequence. But where Burne-Jones depicts a static kingdom of the sleeping, in the artificially posed tableaux the Pre-Raphaelites favoured, Ford's pictures are often lively with non-human threat.  The Yellow Fairy Book features maybe the best of them, including a magnificent Tinderbox dog with saucer eyes, a terrifying witch clambering aboard ship from her impossible stone boat, and  King Frost snapping his icy fingers as he interrogates a maiden clad in the thinnest of shifts in a wintry forest. He could also supply terrific writhing dragons, as Tolkien must have observed.


Mark Sinker

				Plymouth
			


Stagger Lee
  Michael Wood, writing about Cord Jefferson's film American Fiction, notes many references to American greats - Ralph Waldo Emerson, Thelonious Monk, Walt Whitman - but passes over the  narrator's use of the pseudonym Stagg R. Leigh (LRB, 21 March). This is a nod to the legendary African-American gangster Stagger Lee, immortalised in a  song covered by everyone from Mississippi John Hurt and Cab Calloway to Bob Dylan, Neil Sedaka, the Clash, Taj Mahal and - in a terrifying version - Nick Cave.


Adam Lechmere

				London SE23
			


D-Day Dodgers
Stephen Sedley reminds us about the ballad 'The D-Day Dodgers' (Letters, 7 March). The credit for the lyrics should be given to Hamish Henderson, the great Scottish folkie and political philosopher. It sits alongside his powerful anthem 'Freedom Come-All-Ye':
Roch the wind in the clear day's dawin
Blaws the cloods heelster-gowdie ow'r the bay,
But there's mair nor a roch wind blawin
Through the great glen o' the warld the day.
It's a thocht that will gar oor rottans
- A' they rogues that gang gallus, fresh and gay -
Tak the road, and seek ither loanins
For their ill ploys, tae sport and play

Nae mair will the bonnie callants
Mairch tae war when oor braggarts crousely craw,
Nor wee weans frae pit-heid and clachan
Mourn the ships sailin' doon the Broomielaw.
Broken faimlies in lands we've herriet,
Will curse Scotland the Brave nae mair, nae mair;
Black and white, ane til ither mairriet,
Mak the vile barracks o' their maisters bare.

So come all ye at hame wi' Freedom,
Never heed whit the hoodies croak for doom.
In your hoose a' the bairns o' Adam
Can find breid, barley-bree and painted room.
When MacLean meets wi's freens in Springburn
A' the roses and geans will turn tae bloom,
And a black boy frae yont Nyanga
Dings the fell gallows o' the burghers doon.
Late in life he performed this to a vast crowd gathered for a Deacon Blue gig in front of Stirling Castle. After the band's first set he strolled onto the stage in his old raincoat and, without fuss or introduction, sang it a capella. The effect was mesmerising, and the torch was passed to another generation.


Gerard Hastings

				Ceret, France
			


Zzzzzzz
  Mike Jay writes about the history of sleep science (LRB, 4 April). The researchers have consistently got it the wrong way round. Far from it being the  purpose of sleep to support and nourish life, the purpose of life is to sleep. As Isaac Bashevis Singer put it in his short story 'The Letter Writer', 'Herman had often thought that one's true life  was lived during sleep. Waking was no more than a marginal time assigned for doing things.'


David Flusfeder

				Deal, Kent
			


Various Hand Grenades
  Francis Gooding writes about the Imperial War Museum (LRB, 22 February). Evidently the museum has developed since my visit there in 1975. I recall a  display case of several hand grenades used by various forces, each one briefly described on a small, hand-typed label. The curators hadn't restrained themselves from an occasional joke: the label  for the Italian grenade said, 'Lethal - but only to the thrower.'


Allen Schill

				Turin, Italy
			







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n08/letters
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Where does culture come from?
Terry Eagleton



In  Jude the Obscure, Jude Fawley finds himself living in Beersheba, the area of Oxford we know as Jericho, home at the time to a community of craftsmen and artisans who maintained the fabric of the university. It doesn't take Jude long to realise that he and his fellow craftsmen are, so to speak, the material base without which the intellectual superstructure of the colleges couldn't exist: without their work, as he says, 'the hard readers could not read, nor the high thinkers live.' He comes to recognise, in a word, that the origin of culture is labour. This is true etymologically as well. One of the original meanings of the word culture is the tending of natural growth, which is to say agriculture, and a cognate word, coulter, means the blade of a plough. The kinship between culture and agriculture was brought home to me some years ago when I was driving with the dean of arts of a state university in the US past farms blooming with luxuriant crops. 'Might get a couple of professorships out of that,' the dean remarked.
 This is not the way culture generally likes to see itself. Like the Oedipal child, it tends to disavow its lowly parentage and fantasise that it sprang from its own loins, self-generating and self-fashioning. Thought, for idealist philosophers, is self-dependent. You can't nip behind it to something more fundamental, since that itself would have to be captured in a thought. Geist goes all the way down.
 There's an irony here, since few things bind art so closely to its material context as its claim to stand free of that context. This is because the work of art as autonomous and self-determining, an idea born sometime in the late 18th century, is the model of a version of the human subject that has been rapidly gaining ground in actual life. Men and women are now seen as authors of themselves, as a result of the deepening influence of liberalism and possessive individualism and - to perpetrate a dreadful cliche - the rise of the middle classes. (If you open a history book at random, it will say three things about the period you light on: it was essentially an age of transition; it was a period of rapid change; and the middle classes went on rising. That's the reason God put the middle classes on earth: to rise like the sun, but, unlike the sun, without ever setting.)
 You can't have culture in the sense of galleries and museums and publishing houses unless society has evolved to the point where it can produce an economic surplus. Only then can some people be released from the business of keeping the tribe alive in order to constitute a caste of priests, bards, DJs, hermeneuticists, bassoon players, LRB interns, gaffers on film sets and the like. In fact, you might define culture as a surplus over strict need. We need to eat, but we don't need to eat at the Ivy. We need clothes in cold climates, but they don't have to be designed by Stella McCartney. The problem with this definition is that a capacity for surplus is built into the human animal. For both good and ill, we're continually in excess of ourselves. Culture is reckoned into our nature. King Lear is much concerned with this ambiguity.
 Since the material production that gives birth to culture is racked by conflict, bits of this culture tend to be used from time to time to legitimate the social order that strives to contain or resolve the conflict, and this is known as ideology. Not all culture is ideological at any given time, but any part of it, however abstract or high-minded, can serve this function in specific circumstances. At the same time, however, culture can muster vigorous resistance to the dominant powers. This resistance is more likely to occur, curiously enough, once art becomes just another commodity in the marketplace and the artist just another petty commodity producer. Before that, in traditional or pre-modern society, culture generally serves as an instrument of political and religious sovereignty, which means among other things that there are steady jobs for cultural workers as court poets, genealogists, licensed fools, painters and architects patronised by the landed gentry, composers in the pay of princes and so on. In those situations you also know more or less whom you are writing or painting for, whereas in the marketplace your audience becomes anonymous.
 The world no longer owes the cultural worker a living. Ironically, however, it's the integration of art into the market that gives it a degree of freedom. Once it's primarily a commodity, culture becomes autonomous. Deprived of its traditional features, it may curve back on itself, taking itself as its own raison d'etre in the manner of some modernist art; it is also free to serve as critique on a sizeable scale for the first time. The miseries of commodification are also an enthralling moment of emancipation. History, as Marx reminds us, progresses by its bad side. In the very process of being pushed to the margin, the artist begins to claim visionary, prophetic, bohemian or subversive status - partly because those on the edges can indeed sometimes see further than those in the middle, but also to compensate for a loss of centrality. A movement called Romanticism is born.
 At roughly the same time, so is industrial capitalism, which with admirable convenience gives culture a job to do just as it's in danger of being driven out by philistine mill-owners. There's now a growing divide between the symbolic realm and the world of utility, a divide that runs all the way down the human body. Values and energies for which there isn't much call in the workaday world of bodily labour are siphoned off into a sphere of their own, which consists of three major sectors: art, sexuality and religion. One of these endangered values is the creative imagination, which was invented in the late 18th century and is nowadays revered among artistic types, though organising genocide in Gaza requires quite a lot of it too.
 The distance that opens up between the symbolic and the utilitarian, while threatening to rob culture of its social function, is also the operative distance you need for critique. Culture would expose the crippled, diminished condition of industrial-capitalist humanity through its full and free expression of human powers and capacities, a theme that runs from Schiller and Ruskin to Morris and Marcuse. Art or culture can issue a powerful rebuke to society not so much by virtue of what it says but because of the strange, pointless, intensely libidinal thing that it is. It's one of the few remaining activities in an increasingly instrumentalised world that exists purely for its own sake, and the point of political change is to make this condition available to human beings as well. Where art was, there shall humanity be.
 The harmonious realisation of one's powers as a delightful end in itself: if this is what the aesthetic comes to be about, it's also the ethics of Romantic humanism, which includes the ethics of Karl Marx. The aesthetic becomes important when it isn't simply about art. Marx's thought concerns the material conditions that would make life for its own sake possible for whole societies, one such condition being the shortening of the working day. Marxism is about leisure, not labour. The only good reason for being a socialist, apart from annoying people you don't like, is that you don't like to work. For Oscar Wilde, who was closer in this respect to Marx than to Morris, communism was the condition in which we would lie around all day in various interesting postures of jouissance, dressed in loose crimson garments, reciting Homer to one another and sipping absinthe. And that was just the working day.
 There are problems with this vision, as there are with any ethics. Are all your powers to be realised? What about that obsessive desire to beat up Tony Blair? Or should one realise only those impulses that spring from the authentic core of the self? But by what criteria do we judge this? What if my self-realisation clashes with yours? And why should all-round expression beat devoting oneself to a single cause, like Alexei Navalny or Emma Raducanu? Do human capabilities really grow malevolent only by being alienated, lopsided or repressed? And what if we're half in love with the powers that alienate and repress us, installed as they are inside the human subject rather than purely external to it?
 Hegel and Marx have an answer of a kind to the problem of clashing self-fulfilments, which goes like this: realise only those capabilities which allow others to do the same. Marx's name for this reciprocal self-realisation is 'communism'. As the Communist Manifesto puts it, the free development of each is the condition for the free development of all. When the fulfilment of one individual is the ground or condition of the fulfilment of another, and vice versa, we call this love. Marxism is about political love. I mean love, of course, in its real sense - agape, caritas - not the sexual, erotic, romantic varieties by which late capitalist society is so mesmerised. We're speaking of the kind of love that can be deeply disagreeable and isn't necessarily to do with feeling, that is a social practice rather than a sentiment, and which is in danger of getting you killed.
 Early industrial capitalism had another mission for culture to accomplish. A new actor had just appeared on the political scene - the industrial working class - and was threatening to be obstreperous. Culture, in the sense of the refined and civilised, was needed to buy off the other half of Matthew Arnold's title, anarchy. Unless liberal values were disseminated to the masses, the masses might end up sabotaging liberal culture. Religion had traditionally bred a sense of duty, deference, altruism and spiritual edification in the common people. But religious belief was now on the wane, as the industrial middle classes demythologised social existence through their secular activities and, ironically, ended up depleting what had been a precious ideological resource. Culture, then, had to take over from the churches, as artists transubstantiated the profane stuff of everyday life into eternal truth.
 What else was happening around the time of Romanticism and the industrial revolution? The revolution in France. One might do worse than claim that this was what thrust culture to the fore in the modern age - but culture as a riposte to the revolution, as an antidote to political turbulence. Politics involves decision, calculation, practical rationality, and takes place in the present, whereas culture seems to inhabit a different dimension, where customs and pieties evolve for the most part spontaneously, unconsciously, with almost glacial slowness, and may therefore pose a challenge to the very notion of throwing up barricades.
 The name for this contrast in Britain is Edmund Burke, who came from a nation, Ireland, where the sovereign power had failed to root itself in the affections of the people because it was a colonialist power. In Burke's view, this rooting wasn't happening in revolutionary France either, since the Jacobins and their successors didn't understand that if the law is to be feared, it is also to be loved. What you need in Burke's opinion is a law which, though male, will deck itself out in the alluring female garments of culture. Power must beguile and seduce if it isn't to drive us into Oedipal revolt. The potentially terrifying sublimity of the masculine must be tempered by the beauty of the feminine; this aestheticising of power, Burke writes in A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, is what the French revolutionaries calamitously failed to achieve. You mustn't, to be sure, aestheticise away the masculinity of the law. The ugly bulge of its phallus must be visible from time to time through its diaphanous robes, so that citizens may be suitably cowed and intimidated when they need to be. But the law can't work by terror alone, which is why it must become a cross-dresser.
 Burke believed that the cultural domain - the sphere of customs, habits, sentiments, prejudices and the like - was fundamental in a way that the politics to which he devoted a lifetime were not, and he was right to think so. There have been some suspect ways of elevating the cultural over the political, but Burke, who began his literary career as an aesthetician, neither despises politics from the Olympian standpoint of high culture, nor dissolves politics into cultural affairs. Instead, he recognises that culture in the anthropological sense is the place where power has to bed itself down if it is to be effective. If the political doesn't find a home in the cultural, its sovereignty won't take hold. You don't have to detest the Jacobins or idealise Marie Antoinette to take the point.
 Despite his aversion to Jacobinism, Burke ended up feeling some sympathy for the revolutionary United Irish movement, an extraordinary sentiment for a British Member of Parliament. The Irish playwright Richard Brinsley Sheridan, also an MP, was even more dedicated to the United Irish cause. He was, in fact, a secret fellow-traveller - a fact that, had it been widely known, might have wiped the smiles off the faces of his London audiences. The United Irishmen were Enlightenment anti-colonialists, not Romantic nationalists, but the rise of Romantic nationalism in the early 19th century once more brought culture to the centre of political life.
 Nationalism was the most successful revolutionary movement of the modern age, toppling despots and dismantling empires; and culture in both its aesthetic and anthropological senses proved vital in this project. With revolutionary nationalism, culture in the sense of language, custom, folklore, history, tradition, religion, ethnicity and so on becomes something people will kill for. Or die for. Not many people are prepared to kill for Balzac or Bowie, but culture in this more specialised sense also plays a key role in nationalist politics. There are jobs for artists once more, as from Yeats and MacDiarmid to Sibelius and Senghor they become public figures and political activists. In fact, nationalism has been described as the most poetic form of politics. When the British shot some Irish nationalist rebels in 1916, a British army officer is said to have remarked: 'We have done Ireland a service: we have rid it of some second-rate poets.'
 The nation itself resembles a work of art, being autonomous, unified, self-founding and self-originating. As this language might suggest, both art and the nation rank among the many surrogates for the Almighty that the modern age has come up with. Aesthetic culture mimics religion in its communal rites, priesthood of artists, search for transcendence and sense of the numinous. If it fails to replace religion, this is, among other things, because culture in the artistic sense involves too few people, while culture in the sense of a distinctive way of life involves too much conflict. No symbolic system in history has been able to rival religious faith, which forges a bond between the routine behaviour of billions of individuals and ultimate, imperishable truths. It's the most enduring, deep-rooted, universal form of popular culture that history has ever witnessed, yet you won't find it on a single cultural studies course from Sydney to San Diego.
For  the liberal humanist heritage, culture mattered because it represented certain fundamental, universal values that might constitute a common ground between those who were otherwise divided. It was a ground on which we could converge simply by virtue of our shared humanity, and in this sense it was an enlightened notion; you didn't have to be the son of a viscount to take part. Since our shared humanity was rather an abstract concept, however, something that brought it back to lived experience was needed, something you could see and touch and weigh in your hand: this was known as art or literature. If someone asked you what you lived by, you gave them not a religious sermon or a political pamphlet but a volume of Shakespeare. The self-interest of this project, as with almost all appeals to unity, is obvious enough: culture, like the bourgeois state for Marx, represents an abstract community and equality which compensate for actual antagonisms and inequities. In the presence of the essential and universal, we are invited to suspend superficial distinctions of class, gender, ethnicity and the like. Even so, liberal humanism captured a truth, albeit in a self-serving form: what human beings have in common is in the end more important than their differences. It's just that, politically speaking, the end is a long time coming.
 The vision of culture as common ground was challenged from the late 1960s by a series of developments. Students were entering higher education from backgrounds that made them disinclined to sign up to this consensus. The concept of culture began to lose its innocence. It had already been compromised by its association with racist ideology and imperialist anthropology in the 19th century, and contaminated by political strife in the context of revolutionary nationalism. From the end of the 19th century, culture became a highly lucrative industry, as cultural production was increasingly integrated into production in general, and the manufacture of mass fantasy became deeply profitable. This, we might note, isn't yet postmodernism. Postmodernism happens not just with the arrival of mass culture but with the aestheticising of social existence, from design and advertising to branding, politics as spectacle, tattoos, purple hair and ridiculously large glasses. Culture, once the antithesis of material production, has now been folded into production.
 Modernism, now a century behind us, was the last time culture offered itself as a full-blooded critique of society, a critique launched mainly from the radical right. If it does so no longer, neither does culture in the sense of a specific form of life. Most such life-forms today are out not to question the framework of modern civilisation but to be included within it. Inclusion, however, isn't a good in itself, any more than diversity is. One thinks fondly of Samuel Goldwyn's cry: 'Include me out!' All of this is sometimes known as cultural politics, and has given rise in our time to the so-called culture wars. For Schiller and Arnold, the phrase 'culture wars' would have been an oxymoron like, say, 'business ethics' (Beckett is said to have remarked that he had a strong weakness for an oxymoron). Culture in their eyes was the solution to strife, not an example of it. Now, culture is no longer a way of transcending the political but the language in which certain key political demands are framed and fought out. From being a spiritual solution, it has become part of the problem. And we have shifted in the process from culture to cultures.
 Both types of culture are currently under threat from different kinds of levelling. Thinking about aesthetic culture is increasingly shaped by the commodity form, which elides all distinctions and equalises all values. In some postmodern circles, this is celebrated as anti-elitist. But distinctions of value are a routine part of life, if not between Dryden and Pope then between Morrissey and Liam Gallagher. In this respect, anti-elitists who like to see themselves as close to common life are deluded. At the same time, cultures in the sense of distinctive forms of life are levelled by advanced capitalism, as every hairdressing salon and Korean restaurant on the planet comes to look like every other, despite the prattle about difference and diversity. In an era when the culture industry's power is at its most formidable, culture in both of its main senses is being pitched into crisis.
 Culture in our time has become nothing less than a full-blooded ideology, generally known as culturalism. Along with biologism, economism, moralism, historicism and the like, it is one of the major intellectual reductionisms of the day. On this theory, culture goes all the way down. The nature of humanity is culture. Behind this doctrine lurks an aversion to nature (one of culture's traditional antitheses) as obdurate, inflexible, brutely given and resistant to change. At precisely the point where nature is capricious, unpredictable and alarmingly fast-moving, culturalism insists on regarding it as inert and immobile.
 It's not that culture is our nature, but that it is of our nature. It's both possible and necessary because of the kinds of body we have. Necessary, because there's a gap in our nature that culture in the sense of physical care must move into quickly if we are to survive as infants. Possible, because our bodies, unlike those of snails and spiders, are able to extend themselves outward by the power of language or conceptual thought, as well as by the way we are constructed to labour on the world. This prosthesis to our bodies is known as civilisation. The only problem, as Greek tragedy was aware, is that we can extend ourselves too far, lose contact with our sensuous, instinctual being, overreach ourselves and bring ourselves to nothing. But that's another story.
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Poem
No One Today
Jorie Graham



of my own died. I
did not die. My
love did not. Is intact. I
checked. Beloveds
were not dragged
into the net of
the eye of
the drone, were not dis-
membered into
instant ancestors -
not even memories, too
fast, too torn, no. Screams. We
woke. The sun
came first in
veins of red then rips,
pinks, then rose as
usual. We
didn't look up, ate
fast, were late, the day filled
up, we asked
all our
questions - what
questions were
those - I heard a
cardinal, it's
Spring - so
suddenly - soon
it was evening
again. The lights came
on. No oblivion
was visible
to us, no one
lay waiting to be buried
under the vast
sound then the unending
weight which imitates
eternity
perfectly - where suddenly
we're down in
the burning
mounds the slippery
pits - how did our room
disappear - & is that a
cry under there, is that a hand
opening and
shutting - a piece of
skin - is that a
shin is that a
nape showing thru
this dust we cannot reach
into, can't push
away, this covering
which cannot be
uncovered ever
again. They take away our hands they
make us lie down. Where
are my things, the
things I loved. It's
Spring, I think. I must be
alive. I check the
bulbs. I touch the
green. No arm is being
amputated from
my only ones, no rib-
cage crushed
before it can call out a
name, no body loved beyond
measure growing
limp here - wake
up, wake, let me feed you, here's yr
milk, here's yr
song, I'll whisper it
into yr ear - where is yr
ear - open yr
eyes, where are yr eyes, why
are your fingers
not, why will your eyelids
not - I push them
back, they will not
stay - don't bend that way
you'll hurt yourself,
no you can't
hurt yourself, you are all
gone all
gone
who ran in the
light with me to
the beach last
Saturday ... Shall we venture out
I ask - at bedtime
now - tomorrow, &
my sleepy ones say
maybe, if it is fine,
and I say yes, of
course, if it is fine.
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A Comet that Bodes Mischief
Sophie Smith
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Women in philosophy  have always needed a special stroke of luck. Like men, they have usually had to be well-born, well-off, talented and - in the European tradition at least - white. But most women philosophers before the late 20th century needed something more: access to a man who held the uncommon view that women - or at least certain women - could be serious thinkers too. The odds were long. For centuries, philosophers hammered prejudice into reason. Aristotle's claim that in women reason was 'not sovereign' travelled across the universities of medieval Europe, even though he and other ancient male authorities lived and wrote alongside women who were evidence to the contrary. The Pythagoreans, Cynics, Cyrenaics, Platonists, Epicureans and Stoics are all thought to have had female participants. Plato admitted at least two women into his academy, Lasthenia of Mantinea and Axiothea of Phlius (Axiothea is said by Diogenes to have worn men's clothes); his Symposium is our only source for the philosopher and priestess Diotima, who, with Aspasia, is one of two women we are told taught Socrates. In his Republic, Plato said that women could be philosopher-rulers (a fact that earned the dialogue a place on many women's studies syllabuses in the 1970s), though in his late dialogue Timaeus, he suggests that the fate of cowardly and unrighteous men is to be reborn as women. This ambivalence towards women didn't trouble Erasmus. Plato's aim, he wrote in The Praise of Folly (1511), was 'to show how flagrant is the folly of the sex'. To which he added his own gloss: 'If by chance some woman wishes to be thought of as wise, she does nothing but show herself twice a fool ... a woman is always a woman - that is, a fool, whatever part she may have chosen to play.'
In medieval and early modern Europe, philosophers - with help from learned lawyers, medics and theologians - developed what became the dominant view in Western philosophy: that women were neither made for, nor capable of, reasoned thought. As the scholar Bathsua Makin put it in 1673, 'it is verily believed ... that Women are not endued with such Reason, as Men; nor capable of improvement by Education, as they are. It is lookt upon as a monstrous thing, to pretend the contrary. A Learned Woman is thought to be a Comet, that bodes Mischief, when ever it appears.' Combining with ideas about the function and virtues of Christian women, this view ensured the near total exclusion of women from the burgeoning educational institutions, from schools, universities, societies and libraries, and from the pursuits for which higher education was necessary. (It is easy to forget how recently this was still the case. When I was an undergraduate at Cambridge sixteen years ago, one don was said to wear a black armband on the anniversary of the day in 1978 when women were first admitted to the college.)
Behind nearly every woman philosopher in the period before the widespread admission of women to academic institutions was a man willing to provide access to an education otherwise denied. In many cases this was her father: we might think of Christine de Pizan, whose father was astrologer to Charles V of France, or Damaris Masham, whose father was Ralph Cudworth, Regius Professor of Hebrew at Cambridge from 1645. Anna Maria Van Schurman began her Latin tract on Women's Aptitude for Knowledge and Higher Learning (or, as the English translation subtitled it 'Whether a Maid may be a Scholar?') of 1641 by acknowledging that 'few are fortunate to have parents who either want or are able to educate them themselves.' On his deathbed, Van Schurman's father, her first tutor, begged her to avoid 'the inextricable, extremely iniquitous worldly shackles of marriage'.
An intellectually ambitious woman without an enlightened father might adopt what the historian Sarah Gwyneth Ross calls a 'filial persona' to secure support without scandal - and it required all the genuflection one might expect. 'I commit myself to your boundless dignity, wisdom and authority,' Isotta Nogarola wrote to the celebrated humanist pedagogue Guarino Veronese in 1436. 'I esteem you even in the place of my own father ... whatever is honourable and praiseworthy in me, I profess that it has come from you.' After reading his Essais at eighteen, Marie Le Jars de Gournay befriended Montaigne, who made her his fille d'alliance and then his editor (which makes one wonder about this line from the Essais: 'When I see [well-born women] intent on rhetoric, astrology, logic and similar drugs, so vain and useless for their needs, I begin to fear that the men who advise them to do this, do so as a means of gaining authority over them under this pretext.')
After she had exhausted her tutors, Elisabeth of Bohemia - nicknamed 'La Grecque' by her family for her love of philosophy - found a willing interlocutor in Rene Descartes. In his Principia Philosophiae (1644), Descartes wrote that Elisabeth was the 'only person I have so far found who has completely understood all my previously published works'. In one letter he set her the problem of the three circles - to find a circle that touches three given circles on a plane - and then worried it was too hard. But she replied with a solution, one which he recognised as more elegant than his own and which taught him something about algebraic geometry. Elisabeth was the first to offer what is now considered a standard objection to Descartes's dualism (how can the material body and the immaterial mind interact?). Her letters to him quickly gained a reputation among contemporaries as the key to understanding his notoriously complicated method. But she also developed philosophical views of her own, as Lisa Shapiro has argued.
The late 17th-century English philosopher Mary Astell benefited from a series of amenable gatekeepers: her father, who allowed her to study with a Cambridge-educated uncle; her uncle, who saw her potential and decided to nurture it, and who left his large library to her; the archbishop of Canterbury, William Sancroft, who acceded to her request for charity and put her in touch with the publisher Richard Wilkin, who printed almost all of her works; and the one-time Oxford philosopher and theologian John Norris, who encouraged her thinking and who in 1695 published their Letters Concerning the Love of God, thus saving Astell's letters to him from the abyss into which much of her correspondence fell. Her opening letter, written on 21 September 1693 when she was 26 and unpublished, acknowledges that 'some morose Gentlemen wou'd perhaps remit me to the Distaff or the Kitchin,' but she expected 'better things' from Norris, 'who is not so narrow-Soul'd as to confine Learning to his own Sex, or to envy it in ours'. He in return praised Astell's 'clearness and Strength of reasoning', but admitted that after receiving her letter he needed 'some time to recover my self out of that wonder I was cast into, to see such a Letter from a Woman'.
These women philosophers required a good deal of grit. As the historian Carol Pal has shown, many 17th-century women scholars went out of their way to forge intergenerational networks of sorority, recognising that while men were needed to access a life of letters, they could not be relied on to sustain women in that life (Astell would eventually be patronised by a group of unmarried aristocratic women). Neither of Marie de Gournay's parents showed much interest in educating their daughter; her autobiography says that in 'stolen moments she learned her letters alone'. In 1588, she wrote for support to the Flemish neostoic philosopher Justus Lipsius, who replied:
Who are you, who writes to me thus? A maiden? I can scarcely credit that fact. Is it possible that these things - I will not even mention the reading and the talents, but the prudence and judgment - fall to the lot of that sex, in an age such as ours? Maiden, you have unsettled me.

The two corresponded for several years and after Montaigne's death in 1593 Lipsius offered to be her frere d'alliance. But just under a decade later, he discouraged Jan Moretus, a printer friend, from publishing a book of poetry by a woman: 'I once praised that French girl and now neither I nor (perhaps) others are very happy with my judgment. It is a deceitful sex, more shine than substance.'
Even when men recognised their intelligence, learned women were usually cast as exceptions to a rule - 'a miracle or a monster of nature', as one of Van Schurman's (male) eulogisers put it. Astell observed how often men described successful women as 'acting above their sex'. 'By which one must suppose,' she went on, 'that they were not Women who did those Great Actions, but that they were Men in Petticoats!' Some men, in trying to police boundaries, came close to deconstructing them. In his reply to Nogarola, Veronese gave her a bit of advice: 'You must create a man within the woman.'
From at least the 15th century, some of these women philosophers insisted that they were not exceptions to the rule of female inferiority, but evidence that the rule was nothing more than a popular fiction. Bathsua Makin's Essay to Revive the Ancient Education of Gentlewomen (1673) includes chapters dedicated to showing that women had 'understood logick' and 'been profound Philosophers'. Another strategy involved, as Van Schurman put it, 'the guilty men [having] their own weapons turned against them'. Sometimes this was by other men. A lovely, little-known example sits in the Bodleian Library. In a manuscript written around 1630, William Page, a fellow of All Souls, flipped on its head the prelapsarian hierarchy that Aquinas and other theologians used Aristotle to defend, according to which Eve was naturally subject to Adam. Page agreed that in Eden some order of ruler and ruled would have been necessary, and similarly endorsed Aristotle's principle that in every pair there is a pre-eminent part. But if, as the theologians also claimed, women's punishment for the Fall was subjection to her husband then it must follow that 'woman in the state of innocency had the sovereignty over the man.' Gotcha.
Women philosophers regularly charged men with the fallacy of confusing custom for nature. When asked, in The Book of the City of Ladies (1405), whether women have 'a clever enough mind' for 'great learning' given 'men maintain that the mind of women can learn only a little,' de Pizan's Lady Reason responds that 'the opposite of their opinion is true ... if it were customary to send daughters to school like sons, and if they were then taught the natural sciences, they would learn as thoroughly and understand the subtleties of all the arts and sciences as well as sons.' For Moderata Fonte, writing in the late 16th century, notions of women's inferiority were 'an abuse that has been introduced into the world and that men have gradually translated into law and custom, so entrenched that they claim (and actually believe) that the status they have gained by bullying is theirs by right'. Her solution was armed conflict.
By the late 17th century, the techniques men used to maintain their supremacy had come under intense scrutiny. Astell was withering about the coercion and absurdity involved in men's pursuit of epistemic control: their insistence, for example, that claims vulnerable to counter-evidence were 'self-evident and fundamental truth' and the punishment of reasonable dissent 'like Sedition at least, if not Treason'. In 1705, Masham observed that 'laws and edicts' were not necessary to 'restrain' a woman from learning: 'It is sufficient for this that no body assists them in it; and that they are made to see betimes that it would be disadvantageous to them to have it' - disadvantageous in part because female intelligence provoked such derision.
If asked for the origins of the view that patriarchy is not a natural state but a system organised by men, for men, that philosophy has been its handmaiden, that invocations of intellectual objectivity are often dubious, that sexist 'necessities' are contingent, most people would tell you to look to the 1970s. But here is the philosopher Poulain de la Barre writing three hundred years earlier:
All laws seem to have been passed simply to maintain men's possession of what they currently have. Almost all those who were considered learned and who addressed questions about women said nothing favourable about them. Indeed, one finds that men's conduct in this respect is so uniform, in every century and throughout the whole world, that it seems as if they conspired ... On what basis, then, could one be certain that women are less gifted than us and that it is not luck, but some insurmountable necessity, that prevents them from participating as equals in society?

Poulain's De l'egalite des deux sexes was published in 1673. He was inspired in part by the Cartesian distinction between mind and body ('the mind has no sex') but also by trips he made to various towns and cities to speak to women 'of every social class'.
Poulain described the way in which male society would 'assign' women certain tasks, which, once institutionalised, create the belief that women were 'incapable of doing anything else'. This artifice gripped and limited the imagination, producing a worldly pessimism: 'People find it very difficult to imagine that things could easily have been different, and it even seems as if we could never change the current situation no matter how hard we tried.' In 1739, the pseudonymous 'Sophia' (some speculate Mary Wortley Montagu or Sophia Fermor, though there is little evidence) built on Poulain's work to argue that those who inferred an 'ought' from the 'is' of women's exclusion from public life were committing a fallacy. As Desmond Clarke points out in the preface to his edition of Poulain, Hume published The Treatise of Human Nature, famous among contemporary philosophers for introducing the 'is-ought' problem, just a year later. Did he know Sophia's essay? It's not impossible. If Sophia was a woman then philosophers have for centuries attributed to a man the discovery of a problem already identified by a woman who was herself trying to expose philosophy's sexism. That seems unbearable, but maybe it's glorious.
Early modern women philosophers saw the solution to their situation in education: if men made women a certain way then they might be unmade, made different. But they only went so far. Early modern women philosophers spoke of their metaphorical chains, without having much to say about the yoke of poverty or the shackles of chattel slavery. For all her talk of fetters, Astell never mentions the branks - an iron head cage with a sharp spike that sliced the tongue should its wearer try to speak, which was used as a punishment for 'scolds and shrews' (almost always poor women) in Newcastle, where she grew up. In 1789, Olaudah Equiano recorded a similar device being used on an enslaved woman in Virginia.
In an enduring dynamic, some early modern women philosophers policed the boundaries of sex more ferociously than their male peers. Making an argument for the education of women, or the equality of minds, was consistent with supporting a range of social, political, economic and ecclesiastical hierarchies, including the subordination of wives to husbands, and the exclusion of women from politics and preaching. In practice, women's education was often more concerned with increasing godliness than developing talent. Nonetheless, the education for which several early modern women thinkers called - Makin, Van Schurman and Astell among them - was not limited to needlework and dancing or Church dogma. Women were to be taught philosophy; and, moreover, to learn that women's thinking itself had a history. With that, old prejudice might transform into new custom.
Were  they right? Regan Penaluna has written a book about her experiences in philosophy which suggests that it remains 'a subject dominated by white men' who create a climate 'unfriendly, sometimes even hostile, to women'. The teachers she encountered as a graduate student in the early 2000s dismissed philosophy's history of prejudice, refused to include women on their syllabuses and oversaw classrooms that transformed young women from confident, enthusiastic pupils into nervous, self-doubting shadows. Despite securing a tenure track job, she eventually left academia.
Penaluna's book started life as an essay which, when excerpted on the popular philosophy blog 'Daily Nous', led some men in the comments to question the representativeness of her experience. They'd been taught the work of Elizabeth Anscombe and Philippa Foot in the 1980s! Could things be as bad as all that? 'Probably not,' someone called Brian replied.
To suggest that a culture of sexism might be disproved by the presence of a few women who are granted exceptional status is, among other things, to show an ignorance of the discipline's history. (Wittgenstein, Anscombe's beloved teacher, was notorious for making life hard for female students; when he had seen off all from his lectures except Anscombe, the exception he had nicknamed 'old man', he turned to her and said: 'Thank God we've got rid of the women!') It is also to dismiss the testimony of women who made their way through the discipline in the 1980s. The philosopher Sally Haslanger, a professor at MIT, got her PhD in philosophy in 1985, the only woman in her cohort at Berkeley. After she received a distinction in her preliminary exams, her fellow students called for her to take 'a blood test to determine if I was really a woman'. In a recent interview, Anita Allen, one of the first black women in the US to get a PhD in philosophy, recalled an encounter with her white dissertation chairman, the moral philosopher Richard Brandt, in 1980: 'He stood over me, lifted my chin towards him and remarked that I looked like a maid his family had once employed.'
Have things changed? When I told my undergraduate supervisor I wanted to study feminist political philosophy he rolled his eyes and asked why I would opt for something 'so relentlessly unserious'. At the end of a tutorial on Rosa Luxemburg, the only woman thinker on our course, another professor, some 45 years my senior, blocked my exit and went in for the kiss. (An error of judgment in more ways than one: I was also lusting after girls my age.) During one lecture, on Hegel I think, Raymond Geuss paused and launched into a poem he later published on Hannah Arendt: 'She lived as a hausfrau/thought as a hausfrau/and died/as a hausfrau/doing the shopping.' I find Arendt as intellectually exciting as cold toast. But hausfrau? Really? When I think of it now, I'm reminded of Poulain's response to Aristotle's claim that women are monstrous: 'If a woman, no matter how learned, had written the same about men, she would lose all credibility.'
I expected some resistance to Penaluna's account from my women friends in philosophy, since they have all by any measure succeeded in the discipline. But one told me that at a welcome drinks on her first day in graduate school a famous philosopher grabbed her arm and made her sit on his lap. In the seminar room, the young men would talk over her, assuming she knew nothing by comparison. Another described a now defunct online message board where anonymous peers (and, who knows, perhaps also faculty) would speculate about whose dicks women had sucked to get where they were. One of the men alleged to have run the board is still in the discipline. And the women? 'It's often your cohort that want to destroy you,' one woman I spoke to said.
These women pointed me to the stories collected on the blog 'What Is It Like to Be a Woman in Philosophy?' Alongside the accounts of sexual harassment and gaslighting is an unsettling post which asks whether feelings of inadequacy are the product of an undoubtedly prejudicial culture or an accurate perception of one's capacities. A problem with some invocations of 'imposter syndrome' is that they don't take seriously the value of healthy intellectual humility: sometimes the issue really is you. Thinking can be painful and alienating and lonely and hard. If you're doing it well, you will come up against your limits. The trick is to work out when to persevere and when to admit defeat, to see progress even in failure. This is tough for anyone. The bias, sexualisation and contempt faced by women in philosophy doesn't just complicate judgments about their abilities, it can lead them into spirals of self-doubt. Is it me or is it them?
In the US and the UK, women are less well represented than men at all levels in philosophy. A pyramid effect is visible across institutions in which the proportion of women decreases with each increase in seniority. When race is brought into consideration too, the situation is even worse. Of an estimated 10,000 people with PhDs in philosophy in the US in 2018, 38 were black women. Some philosophers will tell you that the problem is the pipeline, that the disparities are explained by a process of socialisation which takes place before university and over which academics have no control. But this doesn't explain why philosophy has a worse gender ratio of PhD recipients than many STEM subjects. Could the problem lie with philosophy itself? Mathematicians are presumably as sexist as anyone else; but the discipline's canonical texts do not assert the intellectual inferiority of anyone who isn't a man of European descent.
Consider the relative percentages of women choosing to pursue undergraduate and graduate degrees in philosophy in the US and UK. In the US, from the mid-1980s to 2016, women received around a third of all philosophy BAs. In the same period, they made up around 25 per cent of philosophy PhDs. The percentage drop from undergraduate to graduate was around 8 per cent. (The latest study suggests the drop is decreasing, with 39 per cent women at BA level and 34 per cent at PhD.) In the UK, by contrast, a 2021 study showed near parity at the undergraduate level: 48 per cent of philosophy BAs were taken by women. But women made up only a third (32 per cent) of completed PhDs: a drop of 16 per cent.
American universities allow you to decide on your major after taking at least a couple of courses in the subject; in Britain, you choose a degree subject while still at school and, in the case of philosophy, often before you've ever been taught it. Could the ratio of women to men in undergraduate philosophy in the US, and the greater percentage drop in women philosophers from BA to PhD in the UK, have the same cause: women's experience in the philosophy classroom?
Penaluna's memoir is structured around her extramural discovery of four early modern women philosophers: three near contemporaries - Masham, Astell and Catharine Trotter Cockburn - and Mary Wollstonecraft, born almost a century later. Together they offered an 'intellectual community' at a time when she was 'struggling without one'. Her reason for focusing on these four thinkers, contrary to an uncharitable New York Times review, isn't 'simply that each is female'; Penaluna is drawn to these women, she says, because they all diagnosed and resisted male attempts to diminish their intellects. Here her title - How to Think Like a Woman - might mislead. Her point is not to endorse essentialist nonsense about women's minds, but to ask how these philosophers came to think at all, in spite of a culture that said that they, as women, couldn't.
Penaluna takes succour from history, but in so doing she sometimes flattens out its complications, and interest. At one point, she asks whether philosophy's canonical figures have endured only because they have been sanitised: 'I sometimes wonder what Aristotle was like in bed. Did gold chains hit his chest? Did he like to tongue ass?' But sanitisation hasn't always been a precondition of canonisation. Indeed, at the height of his philosophical reputation, a lot of people imagined Aristotle having sex. In medieval Europe a popular literary topos involved the representation of men dominated by women. One example saw Aristotle seduced by his pupil Alexander's consort, Phyllis. Up to mischief, she insisted that Aristotle attend their tryst on his hands and knees and let her ride him about like a horse, which he did. Medieval artists took to this with gusto. Phyllis riding Aristotle was cast in brass and sculpted in stone and ivory, depicted on carpets, tapestries and stained-glass windows, and in multiple woodcuts and engravings. My favourite is Hans Baldung's from 1515. A smirking, corpulent Phyllis sits side-saddle, naked save her hat, whip in one hand, reins in the other, a bit in the mouth of her buff steed. The story is meant as a cautionary tale, but it was also about titillation, and bringing intellectuals down to earth. It was entirely consistent with Aristotle's place on the curriculum of almost every European university.
There are excellent reasons to return to thinkers such as Astell, many of which have nothing to do with their views on women. Are there good feminist reasons? Penaluna assumes so, though she tends to focus on the way studying these figures makes her feel. We might say they are a salutary reminder that the case against misogyny has existed for a very long time. If so, they are also evidence against excessive faith in persuasion: several centuries of debunking patriarchy's fallacies didn't prevent the rise of Andrew Tate. They also serve as a reminder of feminism's own internal tensions. The history of pro-women causes is littered with privileged women kicking down on those with fewer advantages. Perhaps the real feminist value in returning to these early modern women is to see more clearly the deep roots of what Susan Watkins calls 'anti-discrimination feminism' - the kind of feminism that looks at the status quo and asks only how the best-off women can get a foot in the door.
Penaluna is aware that not everyone will identify as she did with the four women she describes as 'heroic voices'. She handles this old issue in feminist recovery as many have before her: acknowledge the problem - sure, Astell didn't mean all women when she wrote 'to the ladies' - but offer little more than tokenism in response. She gives just a handful of paragraphs to women of colour, in a chapter titled 'Bedtime Stories'.
In  1983, the intellectual historian Dale Spender wrote that 'while men proceed on their developmental way, building on inherited traditions, women are confined to cycles of lost and found.' Spender's point was not only that women are often written out of history - a complaint that dates back to at least the 14th century and which became, by the mid-20th century, a resounding chorus - but that histories of women's ideas are repeatedly effaced, leaving each generation to discover women thinkers anew.
This issue proves to be a source of tension for Penaluna, as it has been for others seeking to do this work of recovery. She admits that her four protagonists have not been 'completely lost to history'. Yet, she also describes them as 'lost feminist philosophers' and presents herself as wanting to 'shake up intellectual history'. This leads her to make claims that are themselves unwitting acts of erasure. We are told that de Pizan wasn't recovered until the late 20th century, which would be news to, say, Charity Cannon Willard, whose 1936 MA thesis at Smith College was the start of a lifetime dedicated to de Pizan's thought. And in her choice of Astell and Wollstonecraft, Penaluna opts for two women philosophers who have been the subjects of much important scholarship; her chapter on Astell, for instance, closely follows Ruth Perry's magisterial biography.
Indeed, Penaluna's invocation of the 'forgotten women' trope masks a major development: since the 1980s there has been a flourishing of scholarship, produced overwhelmingly by women, on historical women philosophers. The US arm of this movement gained force in 1981 when the philosopher Mary Ellen Waithe launched the Project on the History of Women in Philosophy; by 1995, she had produced four multi-authored volumes whose subjects were described as 'not women on the fringes of philosophy, but philosophers on the fringes of history'. Since then, and alongside scholars in literature, history and women's studies, conferences have been run, essays and monographs published, specialist journals started and series founded for scholarly editions of out-of-print primary texts. 'The Other Voice' series, edited by Margaret King and Albert Rabil in 1996 and originally published by Chicago, now runs to more than 150 volumes, primarily of texts by early modern women, several of whom are philosophers. Since 2017, the Oxford New Histories of Philosophy has expanded its focus beyond Europe, to include the works of Maria Stewart, Mary Ann Shadd Cary, Im Yunjidang and Gang Jeongildang. In February, Waithe and Therese Boose Dykeman brought out a new edited collection, Women Philosophers from Non-Western Traditions: The First Four Thousand Years. (By comparison, Anthony Kenny's A New History of Western Philosophy, published in 2010, doesn't discuss the ideas of any woman writing before the 20th century, and then only Anscombe and Foot.)
Published  a few months after Penaluna's book, Karen Detlefsen and Lisa Shapiro's Handbook of Women and Early Modern European Philosophy is a monument to this scholarly sea change and to the decades of quiet determination required to bring it about. Over 46 essays, the volume displays the breadth of philosophical themes tackled by women writing, mainly in Europe, from c.1560 until 1780, as well as the range of methods and genres they used to do it. In an essay on gender and canonisation, Lisa Shapiro emphasises that the story of women's intellectual history is not one of linear progress. In 18th-century Germany, women were included in several mainstream histories of philosophy, only to vanish in those written a century later - a result, Sabrina Ebbersmeyer recently argued in the British Journal of the History of Philosophy, of attempts by 19th-century German philosophers to resist women's increasingly vocal demands for access to university education. But when it comes to the last 150 or so years, the picture offered by the Routledge volume is not dissimilar to Penaluna's. Histories of philosophy since the middle of the 19th century, Shapiro and Detlefsen write, have 'effectively made the contributions of women disappear'. The thinkers on whom the volume focuses are described in one essay as 'largely forgotten' until thirty years ago, 'their work overlooked'.
Whenever I read claims about 'forgotten women', I want to ask: 'By whom?' Feminists? Society? The 'culture'? And why 'forgotten'? Forgetting presupposes something once known, but the general 'we' who have 'forgotten' these women are also the 'we' who were not taught them in the first place. Such generalisations risk shifting the focus, and the responsibility, away from the agents of our ignorance: the historians and philosophers who made a world in which certain texts were deemed unworthy of preservation and the history of women's thought was kept to the margins.
While it is true that the last forty years have given historical women philosophers a quality of attention never previously seen, such work was not without precedent. Caroline Dall's Historical Pictures Retouched (1860) was framed as a corrective against the tendency of some 19th-century men to ignore women thinkers. Though Dall is unmentioned in the Routledge volume, she was concerned with several of the same figures: Astell and Wollstonecraft, yes, but also Maria Gaetana Agnesi and the natural philosopher Laura Bassi, who in 1732 became the second woman to receive a PhD and the first to teach in a European university. Dall gives a chapter to Cassandra Fedele, whom she reports as being 'so skilled in philosophy ... as to untie the Gordian knot when all other hands have failed'; Fedele appears only once, in a footnote, in the Routledge volume.
Women (and some men) have been trying to write women back into the history of philosophy for as long as men have been writing them out. If these histories are still little known, it must in part be due to the fact that over the last century and a half, as the discipline of intellectual history developed in both the US and Europe, the books and essays that charted its course - which give the field and its students a sense of what matters - have treated work on women's ideas as unworthy of comment. This is not a complaint consigned to the past. In 2016, Richard Whatmore, a professor of modern history at St Andrews, published a book called What Is Intellectual History? which managed to stay silent on centuries of attempts to recover and reflect on women's thinking. In answering the question of his title, Whatmore used the word 'women' only once, in relation to Rousseau, and 'woman' not at all. Some men, Judith Drake wrote in 1696, are reluctant to transmit 'to Posterity, any thing that might shew the Weakness and Illegality of their Title to a Power they still exercise so arbitrarily, and are so fond of'.
The first woman in the US to discuss 'intellectual history' explicitly in print (at least as far as I can tell) was Gertrude Bustill Mossell in The Work of the Afro-American Woman (1894), a robust historical defence of black women's intellectualism. Mossell had read Moses Coit Tyler, who is sometimes described as 'inaugurating' US intellectual history, but she implicitly criticised his restrictive - white and male - understanding of its sources: 'The race has built up a literature of its own that must be studied by the future historian of the life of the American nation.' She defended Phillis Wheatley, subject of an essay in the Routledge volume, from the racist disdain of Thomas Jefferson ('Among the blacks is misery enough, God knows, but no poetry'), repeated by Tyler. And she drew attention to figures, such as Anna Julia Cooper and Ida B. Wells, who are increasingly read today for their contributions to political philosophy. Mossell's book has never been discussed in any survey of intellectual history's past.
'Forgetting' is a useful - and exculpatory - frame for patriarchy. But it is also a boon to capitalism. Books that participate in what we might call the 'women's recovery industry' sell the lie that the only thing standing in the way of 'equality' is a lack of historical awareness (while often borrowing the hard-won scholarship of academics). The Women Who Made Modern Economics (2023) by the shadow chancellor, Rachel Reeves, promised to 'rediscover the stories of those whose contributions to economics have been overlooked for too long'. It was later revealed that she had lifted more than twenty of its passages from unacknowledged sources. None of the contributors to the Routledge volume is guilty of such cynicism - quite the opposite. But the same incentives to simplify the historiography exist in the academy, where 'innovation' and 'impact' determine the way scarce resources are distributed and some powerful male scholars prefer not to be reminded of the women they chose to ignore.
I have spent much of my adult life thinking about thinkers who wouldn't think much of me. Sometimes the irony pleases me. Occasionally, it's infuriating. 'Do you know,' I want to say, while reading that I'm weak-willed, garrulous and good only for babies, 'who it is sitting here, engaging with your views, trying to get you right?' Critics of an exclusively white male philosophical canon are sometimes accused of wanting to 'erase the past' in the service of contemporary agendas. This obscures how often those maligned by 'the canon' have called on their readers to study it. W.E.B. Du Bois summoned Aristotle and Aurelius; Martin Luther King called for American Socrateses. Toni Morrison saw that 'canon building is empire building', but did not 'intend to live without Aeschylus or William Shakespeare'. Frances Beal, a founder of the Third World Women's Alliance, argued that women of colour should study the 'tradition' in order to understand the 'philosophical foundations' of sexism and racism. Even Audre Lorde, who wrote that the master's tools, at best, 'may allow us temporarily to beat him at his own game', called for communication across ideological and experiential divides: 'It is not difference which immobilises us, but silence.' These are not calls to stop reading, but to read more.
One thing I can do is to teach my own students to read women thinkers - Christine de Pizan and Mary Astell but also Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay and Angela Davis - with the same care I was taught to read and love Thomas Hobbes. What happens when we take this author seriously, and afford her the attention and the generosity men have always received? As anyone who has read Machiavelli or Locke or Rousseau or Rawls knows, 'great men' have their share of false premises and shaky inferences. We assume her claims are choices. We trace the way she engages the past. We discuss the phenomena she names. We ask what future she hoped to bring into being.
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In  1607 John Derpier, an argumentative Wiltshire gentleman, was hauled before an ecclesiastical court for publicly proclaiming 'the most hereticall & damnable opinion (that there was noe god & noe resurrection, & that men died a death like beastes)'. Derpier's audacity was compounded by the fact that he had made his assertion in a church and in the hearing of the impressionable youth of the parish. For them, the spectacle of one of their elders and betters disputing solemn religious truths with the local vicar must have been as entertaining as it was scandalous and shocking. Thirty years later, Peter Vavasour from Yorkshire was prosecuted by the High Commission for similarly provocative words about the Christian doctrine of life after death. 'Tush tush,' he declared. 'That is but a tricke of the clergye, to cause the people to beleeve ... to gett money and to catch fooles withal.' For Vavasour, prayers 'were noe better then the barkeinge of doggs'. Statements like these leap from the page: revealing the presence of outspoken unbelievers in an age of ardent faith, they seem to foreshadow secular modernity.
Such cases are very rare in the historical records of early modern Britain. People who overtly rejected the existence of God turn out to be an exotic and elusive species: sources suggest that few dared to question it directly or explicitly. Yet contemporaries were convinced that the problem of atheism was both pervasive and growing. As Thomas Nashe put it, 'there is no Sect now in England so scattered as Atheisme.' The Spanish ambassador, Diego Sarmiento de Acuna, Count of Gondomar, reported in 1617 that some 900,000 people (more than a quarter of England's estimated population), were atheists. By 1695 the Protestant divine John Edwards surmised that 'there is scarcely a Town where there are not some that may justly be reckon'd in this number.' The widespread anxiety about the rise of irreligion reflected in sermons, pamphlets and tracts is hard to reconcile with the shortage of actual instances of articulate unbelief. This intriguing paradox lies at the heart of Michael Hunter's book, which combines lightly revised versions of his previously published essays with newly written chapters to advance a distinctive argument about the significance of atheism in England and Scotland before the Enlightenment. Building on his extensive work on science and intellectual culture in the 17th and 18th centuries, it serves as a companion to The Decline of Magic (2020), his influential study of the role of freethinkers and sceptics in the much contested process that Max Weber called 'the disenchantment of the world'. Atheistical opinion is seen as part of the prolonged shift in perception that slowly evacuated the category of the supernatural from contemporary thinking.
Hunter probes atheism as both an abstract concept and a documented phenomenon, as an amalgam of the imaginary and the real. He sees the link between the two as key to explaining the emergence of the religiously pluralistic world in which we now live. His interest in excavating evidence of self-professed atheists stands in counterpoint to Lucien Febvre's celebrated claim that unbelief (l'incroyance) was a philosophical and logical impossibility in the 16th century. The long shadow cast by Febvre's thesis has not only inhibited serious scrutiny of the small group of radical thinkers who did repudiate God's existence but has also fuelled the view that the term 'atheist' was a slippery, capacious and overused term of abuse, bandied about so loosely that it had no useful or concrete meaning. On this reading, the incidence of the word 'atheism' in early modern discourse alerts us less to a genuine seam of unbelief than to the spiritual and ethical preoccupations of the post-Reformation era. In an environment in which binary thinking prevailed, atheism was a potent 'other' against which devout Christianity defined itself. At its most extreme, this line of interpretation has led to the suggestion that if atheism had not existed it would have had to be invented. Into the stereotype of 'atheist' were bundled all the tendencies that pious ministers and laypeople feared were undermining the religious integrity of society: from hypocrisy and epicureanism to an instinct to attribute too much autonomy to nature and an unwillingness to acknowledge God's providential interventions to reward virtue and punish sin. Symptomatic of moral panic, it functioned as a stick with which to beat the forces that appeared to be undermining the Church from without and within.
Some contemporary writers anticipated modern scholars in dismissing atheism as a 'mere Chimaera', an optical illusion. The Latitudinarian minister Joseph Glanvill acknowledged its status as a derogatory label, launched against others as a weapon 'like the bolt of one that throws hard words in haste, and without aim or judgment'. By implication, its targets were simply the unfortunate victims of a form of character assassination. Hunter offers a more subtle exposition. Anti-atheistical literature helped to create and crystallise proliferating anxieties about declining piety, but it also changed the way people saw the world around them. This explains why so many worried that the 'godless' constituted a growing proportion of the population and why the eminent Presbyterian Richard Baxter was convinced that a large proportion of those 'born of Christian Parents' had 'banished' faith from their 'Hearts and Lives'. Often described as 'worldlings', these were people who denied God less in thoughts and words than in deeds.
In some ways, such anxieties were a by-product of the Reformation. As Ethan Shagan argued in The Birth of Modern Belief (2018), the Reformation raised the stakes when it came to what it meant to be a true believer. The yardstick by which the English Protestant clergy judged sincere piety reflected the high standards of zeal they shared with the Catholic missionaries who were their rivals. The schism within Christendom precipitated by Martin Luther's protest against the papacy not only fostered fierce competition between the Churches in the spheres of moral righteousness and religious fervour; it also had the effect of focusing fresh attention on the difference between real commitment and merely formal adherence to particular creeds. Indifference became the default position of the majority, while the achievement of belief came to seem a profoundly burdensome task. This was despite the fact that, according to reformed theology, human beings owed the gift of soul-saving grace to the Almighty, who had foreseen and decided their fate before they had even been conceived in the womb. Uncertain about whether they numbered among the elect or the reprobate, godly people were recurrently wracked with doubt about their eschatological status. Sometimes this extended to temporary disbelief in the very existence of heaven and hell, God and the devil. In Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners (1666), John Bunyan described the 'whole floods of blasphemies' by which he was afflicted, which included suspicion that Holy Scripture was just a 'cunning story' or 'fable'. Many devout Protestants evidently had similar experiences, as their diaries and journals reveal. This variety of Puritan 'atheism' was a natural - if uncomfortable - part of the pilgrim's progress to faith: such scruples were hallmarks of the process by which they sought and gained assurance of their salvation. Some retrospectively read it as evidence of their election. For others, it may have been a stepping stone to deeper disillusionment with all forms of organised religion.
Hunter insists that godly doubt must be distinguished from bold and unabashed atheism of the kind espoused by Derpier and Vavasour. He critiques the instinct to conflate them in some recent work, such as Alec Ryrie's Unbelievers: An Emotional History of Doubt (2019). The religious misgivings of the devout were apologetic, shameful and secretive, ingredients of a 'covert history' that contrasts starkly with the swaggering self-confidence and certainty of well-known freethinkers such as Christopher Marlowe. These men were not only willing to defend and disseminate their dissident views publicly, but deliberately set out to provoke their hearers. Their offensive pronouncements about religion as a Machiavellian instrument of awe and an insidious invention of priests had an aggressive, proselytising ring. This typically found expression in impious jests and sarcastic jokes. But the bravado of the atheist was itself part of an evolving literary trope. It should be situated in the context of a culture of playful satire and wit that extended from drunken scoffing in taverns and pubs to the erudite humour of the gentlemen's club and coffeehouse. The Jesuit Robert Persons claimed that Walter Raleigh taught the 'schollers' in his 'schoole of Atheisme' to spell God backwards - as 'dog'. It remains difficult to unravel caricature and commonplace from the idiosyncrasies of individual personalities.
Episodes and texts like these fed fears that Christianity was being threatened by an epidemic of atheism and licentious living. The chaos of the revolutionary decades, when the structures of religious and political control broke down, created the conditions in which heterodox ideas appeared to be spreading rapidly. The Blasphemy Act of 1650 was one response to the circulation of 'execrable Opinions, derogatory to the honour of God, and destructive to humane Society'. Unease about these tendencies intensified after 1660, fed by the cynicism of Hobbes's Leviathan and the 'Sadducism' of those who denied conventional assumptions about the vitality of the spirit world. Divine judgments, diabolical apparitions, ghosts, omens and witchcraft were harnessed to hold back the tide of unbelief and to demonstrate that God still ruled the world. The controversial publications of Charles Blount and John Wilmot, the libertine earl of Rochester, horrified the orthodox. The dean of Canterbury, John Tillotson, spoke feelingly of their 'degenerate age ... miserably overrun with scepticism and infidelity'. The scientist Robert Boyle, who wrangled with his own religious doubts throughout his life, made provision in his will for the endowment of a series of lectures 'proving the Christian Religion' against the arguments of atheists and deists. By the end of the 17th century, in both England and Scotland, anxiety about the menace presented by irreligion was reaching its peak.
This  is the backdrop against which Hunter sets the cases of three notorious unbelievers. Executed for blasphemy in January 1697, Thomas Aikenhead, a student at Edinburgh University, denounced the Old Testament as 'Ezra's fables', declared Christ an impostor and condemned theology as 'a rapsidie of faigned and ill-invented nonsense'. He was alleged to have predicted that Christianity itself would be 'utterly extirpat[ed]' as soon as 1800. Reputedly, he died repentant, with a Bible in his hand, leaving behind a manuscript entitled 'Cygnea Cantio', a swansong that gave an account of the origins of his unorthodox opinions.
The danger that intellectual scepticism posed to godly Protestantism was also demonstrated by the physician, polymath and Episcopalian Archibald Pitcairne, whose mechanistic views and ridicule of revealed religion brought him to the attention of the Scottish Presbyterian authorities and earned him a reputation as a subversive freethinker. It was said in 1711 that he and others met every Sunday to read and lampoon scripture, in a mocking inversion of Christian worship. Pitcairne's outlook is most clearly illuminated by the overtly irreligious dialogue between 'Incredulous' and 'Credulous' found among the papers in his study after his death, rediscovered by Hunter in the Houghton Library at Harvard.
A third figure, an Essex curate evocatively called Tinkler Ducket, emerged, like Aikenhead, from an academic milieu. Ducket held deviant philosophical views, which led to a trial in the vice chancellor's court and his expulsion from the University of Cambridge for atheism and immorality in 1739. These included the claim that he had made sexual advances to a local widow and tried to persuade her to go to bed with him by saying that 'matrimony was Priestcraft' and that 'she made a mere Bugbear of God to think that he wou'd punish his Creatures for gratifying the Passions he had implanted in them.' A key piece of evidence was an incriminating letter to a fellow of Gonville and Caius, in which he boasted of having reached 'the Top, the ne plus ultra' of atheism. When confronted with it, Ducket apparently seized it and tore it into pieces 'with intent utterly to destroy the same'. Ducket's disgrace reflects the ready equation of sin and scepticism in mainstream thinking. Required to express remorse for his errors, he was, according to Hunter, 'made a scapegoat for a phenomenon of much wider cultural significance'.
The scrutiny to which Hunter subjects each of these figures self-consciously recalls the microhistorical technique employed by Carlo Ginzburg in The Cheese and the Worms (1976), his classic account of Menocchio, a Friulian miller burned at the stake for his heretical beliefs in 1599. Aikenhead, Pitcairne and Ducket are the Menocchios of early modern Britain. Are they the tip of a hidden iceberg of unbelief? Or does this colourful trio simply cast the values of a society that retained an enduring commitment to Christianity into sharp relief? Hunter can't hide his admiration for the 'breathtaking' radicalism of these 'pioneers', who 'deserve to be celebrated for taking a heroic stance against the prevailing orthodoxy'.
The question of how representative they are of wider opinion in early modern Britain remains. One issue is gender. The story of atheism Hunter tells is largely located in a male and masculine domain; women are conspicuous by their virtual absence. He refers to a tortured soul known only by her initials M.K., who became convinced 'that there was no heaven, no God, no Jesus, no good angels, only a hell there was, and devils to carry me thither'. We also hear of Elizabeth, wife of the Nonconformist minister Oliver Heywood, who battled throughout her life with 'the unbeleefe of her own heart'. But these are exceptions that seem to prove Hunter's rule that Christian doubt differs from the rational scepticism of the (educated and impatient young) men that he primarily places under his lens.
A second neglected element is the irreligion of ordinary people. Hunter's book is not a social history of plebeian unbelief. He notes rather than tests Keith Thomas's interlinked suggestions that some members of Tudor and Stuart society rarely went to church and that 'the hold of organised religion ... was never so complete as to leave no room for rival systems of belief.' Little attention is paid to the opinions that landed humbler parishioners in the ecclesiastical courts and that led the bishop of Exeter to complain in 1600 that in his diocese it was 'a matter very common to dispute whether there be a God or not'. In 1631, Margaret Gimlett of Old Cleeve in Somerset found herself in trouble for an angry outburst: 'that she did despise God and all his works, and did spit at it'. Husbandmen, ploughwrights and labourers who denied the existence of the devil and the deity declared that they would only believe what they could see, opening a window into a world of subaltern scepticism that cries out for fuller investigation. The origins of these unorthodox ideas and their connections with better-documented examples of aristocratic infidelity deserve to be the subject of future studies. So too does their relationship with the polemics against confessional enemies unleashed by the Reformation: the virulent anti-Catholicism and anti-Puritanism that was such a long-lasting legacy of the religious revolution of the 16th century. A sermon of 1712 entitled Popery Near A-Kin to Paganism and Atheism articulated a commonplace about the affinities between the two that shouldn't be overlooked. After all, the charge that popish rituals and doctrines were traditions forged by corrupt monks and priests to delude the laity was a standard part of Protestant rhetoric. Repudiating one strand of Christianity could be a route to abandoning religion in its entirety.
In the end, as Hunter recognises, the archive of early modern atheism is skewed - since atheistical thoughts were often, perhaps predominantly, expressed orally rather than in writing. Unbelievers prudently confined their opinions to the ephemeral realm of speech and engaged in forms of self-censorship to deflect charges levelled against them. When incriminating written evidence about him came to light, Tinkler Ducket 'did by force and violence seize the said scandalous paper or Letter and tear the same into pieces'. Later scholars and curators have compounded the gaps and distortions in the historical record by sanitising it. The antiquary Thomas Baker found Marlowe's sentiments so 'horribly blasphemous' that he dared 'not transcribe them, or be any way Instrumentall in preserving them'. Christian decorum dictated the effacement of sentiments that threatened moral and religious values, and continued to do so: this was certainly the case in the Victorian and Edwardian eras. Even now, in some circles, a degree of embarrassment surrounds them.
Hunter leads us into his subject with authority, deftly uncovering the irreligious underbelly of pre-Enlightenment England and Scotland. But puzzles persist. Ultimately, the student of atheism remains in a hall of mirrors. Bedazzled by images of doubt and disbelief, we still can't easily tell if our eyes are deceiving us. Do contemporary reports and records conceal as much as they reveal? Do they illuminate the subjectivity and priorities of an intensely Christian society or provide evidence of the presence and influence of those who defied it? Exactly how many shared the startling opinions of Aikenhead, Pitcairne and Ducket is still a mystery.
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It is not  a coincidence that the quality of writers in Parliament has declined along with the quality of the political class - most of its contemporary representatives are poor at speaking and reasoning, with no sign of what Denis Healey called a 'hinterland' - and that this has been simultaneous with a collapse in respect. Is Chris Bryant an exception? Labour MP for Rhondda since 2001, he is a former deputy leader of the House of Commons and, until becoming shadow minister for culture, was chair of the Committees on Standards and Privileges. He has written an account of Christian Socialism, biographies of Stafford Cripps and - strange conjunction - Glenda Jackson, a two-volume 'biography' of Parliament, a critique of the British aristocracy, a history of ten gay MPs who opposed appeasement and, only last year, a book called Code of Conduct: Why We Need to Fix Parliament. Bryant was also the first gay MP to celebrate a civil partnership in the Palace of Westminster, and his latest book tells the story of James Pratt and John Smith, the last men to be executed for sodomy in Britain. Pratt was a servant and Smith a labourer; both were out of work when they were arrested, and only Pratt knew how to write. Pratt was 32 and Smith forty. Pratt was married with a daughter; Smith was single and supported his mother. They met, perhaps for the first time, on 29 August 1835, and went to 45 George Street in Southwark, where a lodger, William Bonell, aged 65, let them into his room and left them to it. Shortly afterwards, they were seen in a compromising position by John and Jane Berkshire, the owners of the house. They were surprised while still in the act, a policeman was called and the two men were arrested, along with Bonell. All three men were put on trial. Bonell, found guilty of inciting the offence, was transported for fourteen years (though he died within six). Pratt and Smith were hanged on 27 November 1835.
Bryant was recently accused of filibustering in the Commons, and he's certainly guilty of this in his new book, which narrates the above events in 235 pages, taking 95 of them to get to 29 August. It's the first case I've encountered where the marvellous ease of access to historical materials facilitated by the mass digitisation of newspapers, books, journals, censuses and court records has had a clearly deleterious effect. Very little information exists about the lives of Pratt and Smith, and Bryant says he has therefore tried to 'reveal them at least in silhouette' by 'reconstructing the world in which they lived and by detailing the many people who had an effect on their fate'. But you know you're in big trouble when you're presented with a whole chapter about Deptford, where Pratt lived, abjectly titled 'Its Excellent Docks': 'The main support and consequence of Deptford arose from its excellent docks.' By this point, you've realised that if Bryant knows the name of someone Pratt worked for, he will give us their family history; that if Pratt moves to a new street, we will learn everything about it and about everyone who lived there; that when Pratt's wife has a baby, we will pause to consider the ways in which giving birth 'was a dangerous business in London'. In Bryant's hands, Pratt's walk into the city on the day of his arrest has something of the flavour, but none of the fun, of Nicholson Baker's The Mezzanine, which makes a novel out of a man buying a cookie and some shoelaces on his lunchbreak. Bryant sweats nearly ten pages out of it, imagining alternative routes and every scent and sight Pratt might possibly have encountered: 'If he had had a spare shilling, he might have visited the cathedral-like tunnel at Rotherhithe ... If he had wanted to visit the church of St Mary's Rotherhithe, he would have had to pay the pew-openers who lived opposite, as the church was shut on a Saturday.' And had Pratt attended the opening of the New London Bridge four years earlier, 'he would have seen a river full of boats with streamers.'
There are moments when this technique pays off. The account of Pratt and Smith's rendezvous at the Berkshires' house, and its disastrous denouement, gains from descriptive density. It is useful, somehow, to know that the Berkshires ran a coal-hauling business, did furniture removals and rented out a shop nearby, that Mr Berkshire had been fined for dangerous driving, after knocking down a Quaker woman on Holland Street; that they were robbed in 1838 by 16-year-old Jane Smith, the daughter of their maid, whom they prosecuted for taking, along with a lot of silver cutlery, three watches and fourteen gold rings. I picture the Berkshires: busy, eager, self-preoccupied, until something touches them too nearly, at which point they take an interest all the greater for their previous neglect. It makes sense of their not having given much mind to Bonell's 'frequent' habit of bringing men up to his room, sometimes in pairs, but also of Mr Berkshire's seemingly impetuous decision, when he saw Smith and Pratt enter his house at around four o'clock that Saturday afternoon, to go round to a stable, up into the loft, and get a view into Bonell's room by removing a tile. And of Mrs Berkshire - once her husband reported that he'd seen the three men sitting on each other's knee - going swiftly upstairs and putting a bold eye to the keyhole. When she did, she saw that Bonell had left the room, and that Pratt and Smith's trousers were down. Later, in court, she confirmed that she had seen both men's private parts. 'Laying down?' she was asked. 'Or in a state of erection?' After a pause, possibly modest or because she didn't recognise this way of putting it, she said the latter. The two men were in a 'state of connexion' and 'moving'. She hurried back downstairs and told her husband. (All the while, poor Pratt and Smith, obliviously enjoying themselves.) Mr Berkshire then took his turn, looked and saw, as he stated in court, 'Pratt laying on his back with his trowsers below his knees, and with his body curled up - his knees were up - Smith was upon him - Pratt's knees were nearly up to Smith's shoulders - Smith's clothes were below his knees.' A moving detail: there was a 'great deal of fondness and kissing'.
Then it was at an end. Mr Berkshire barged in (the door was unlocked); the two men jumped up, frantic at their trousers, and begged him to let them go. Bonell returned with a jug of ale and, hoping to defuse the situation, offered Berkshire a drink, not receiving a very reassuring response. Another lodger stood guard while Berkshire went in search of a policeman. And here it again feels valuable, albeit after a detour through the details of the Met's creation in 1829 and the type of buttons on the uniform, to learn that the policeman who came to the house was called - unbelievably - Sergeant Valentine, that he was from Devon, was a 35-year-old married father of five, with four children still to come, and that he was one of the first men to sign up to be an officer.* (Though we didn't need to know the names of all the children, the years of their birth or the fact that his mother died in 1832 and his father in 1834.) On arriving at the house, Valentine asked questions, and knew to examine Pratt and Smith's clothes, so hurriedly pulled back on. Smith's underlinen was damningly 'dirty ... in front' but clean at the back, while Pratt's was clean at the front, but at the back covered with a 'slimey, glutinous' matter (Pratt blamed his bowels). The three men - Pratt, Smith and Bonell - were then marched between Valentine and the Berkshires to the Union Hall Police Office, which contained a magistrates' court. It was less than half a mile, but knowing about that journey and the attention it must have attracted, thinking about the three arrested men's feelings as they walked along in the daylight, two of them having just had their underwear publicly examined by a policeman - it makes a difference. Here, detail serves a purpose.
As it does when Bryant reports that it had been a busy week at Union Hall: 'The magistrates had seen 51 cases and sent six prisoners for trial by jury ... Eighteen people had been sentenced for a misdemeanour and another twenty had been remanded for further investigation.' And when he points out that Pratt, Smith and Bonell were jumbled into the dock alongside all the others who had been arrested that day:
Isaac and William Cuff had stolen some apples and pears from a garden in Camberwell and were discharged. Joseph Dale was found guilty of the same misdemeanour and sent to the House of Correction in Brixton for fourteen days. Up for the second time, Thomas Cooper was alleged to have stolen a machine for sweeping chimneys which belonged to John Deaton, and was committed for trial. James Ryall, John Burridge, John White and Thomas Wall were re-examined for passing counterfeit coin but were discharged for lack of evidence. The last man up, Joseph Greenfield, was remanded till Monday for stealing a quantity of nails, 'the property of some person unknown'. The only man who had not committed a property crime of any kind was John Cooper, who was charged with playing 'pitch and toss' with pennies and ha'pennies in the public highway in Camberwell, which was a new offence under the recent Highways Act. He too went to Brixton, for six weeks.
James, John and William may have taken some succour from [the magistrate's] treatment of the only other men up for a capital offence that day, Thomas White and Alexander Lawson, who were charged with stealing cigars from William Tucker's shop in Lambeth. Wedgwood decided to discharge them of the felony and instead imprison them for two months with hard labour for the misdemeanour of being found in a shop with an unlawful purpose.
James, John and William may also have hoped that the Berkshires would drop their allegations that evening or that Wedgwood would dismiss the case ... In the event, Wedgwood asked some simple questions and remanded them till Monday.

What should already strike us here is the sharp descent to normality, to humdrum criminality and court procedure. Bryant seems almost wounded that the three men were 'lumped in with a bunch of petty thieves'. It doesn't quite fit the picture he has offered of a Britain defined by homophobia, what he - despite producing religious endorsements for it - calls an 'irrational antipathy' that 'permeated everything'. He claims that 'every part of society cast a pall of unknowing over any reference to homosexuality' and that this 'peculiar and illogical British obsession led Parliament to constantly tighten the ratchet', for example, by passing new legislation in the 1820s. 'Rage, hatred, violence, and humiliation,' Bryant says, 'were all a gay man could expect from the public.'
And yet this scene at Union Hall backs up the arguments of the historians H.G. Cocks (who must have heard all the jokes) and Charles Upchurch, who have claimed in two books - Nameless Offences and Before Wilde - that the point about homosexual offences in 19th-century Britain is precisely that they were not exceptional. Though there was a large and insidious increase in the number of prosecutions in the decades after 1780 - and it undoubtedly became much riskier for men to have sex with men - this did not reflect a strategy of deliberate persecution, sponsored by the state or the police or moral organisations, but developments in criminal law, which, as it was reformed and consolidated, extended its reach and empowered more people to bring actions against others, partly by covering their expenses more systematically. (The same trend can be tracked in other unrelated types of criminal prosecution.) As Cocks puts it, 'the most sustained legal assault on homosexual behaviour in English legal history, which set a pattern of prosecution and punishment that lasted at least until 1967, was made up of countless individual and separate decisions' and stemmed 'mainly from the location of these offences at the heart of common life, in everyday encounters, casual accusations, rejected advances and forced proximity'. When Parliament passed new legislation - such as the 1827 Larceny Act, which among many other things criminalised all attempts to 'move or induce' a person to commit sodomy - it was responding to longstanding common law practice, formalising and neatening, rather than introducing fresh horrors.
The Pratt-Smith case is in many ways representative: the offence took place between two ordinary men in an ordinary place at an ordinary time of day and was witnessed by members of the public, who decided to involve the law. And yet, it was far from being the case that the law was always out for blood: significantly more homosexual offences were dismissed, or treated with fines, or noted only as 'known to the police', than were translated into committals. Grand juries - which decided whether to advance prosecutions to trial - were disproportionately likely to throw out cases involving homosexual offences. Although prosecutions were going up in the first decades of the 19th century, conviction rates, in London at least, were going down. Where the Pratt-Smith case was unrepresentative was in there being apparently clear-cut evidence of actual sodomy. The vast majority of discovered or suggested - and frequently interrupted or rejected - sexual contact between men was classed as an 'attempt' at sodomy or as 'unnatural assault'. These were not capital crimes, and were often harder to prove legally.
Bryant  knows all this, since he refers to Cocks and Upchurch prominently in his acknowledgments. Indeed, he has relied on their evidence: on several occasions, he provides identical or near identical quotations from primary texts in an identical or near identical order, but in his footnotes cites only the primary source. It may well be that he double-checked a report in the Times, for instance - it's only a click away - but it is dubious for him to imply that all the discoveries are his own. If he has chosen to overlook much else, this is surely because taking proper account of Cocks and Upchurch's subtle and complex arguments would risk blunting his j'accuse: 'It would be difficult not to conclude that the bloodthirsty English legal system wanted a hanging,' he writes, 'that James and John were in the wrong place at the wrong time, and [Lord John Russell, the home secretary] could neither be bothered to save them, nor dared to court public opprobrium by changing the law.' This was 'one of the great injustices of British legal history - the judicial murder of two men for adult consensual sex'.
It's not that Bryant doesn't have important points to make. Obviously the whole thing was cruel and futile. It's heartrending (though somewhat miraculous) to read Dickens's description of Pratt and Smith in Sketches by Boz. The men were found guilty on 21 September and were still waiting to find out whether their death sentences would be commuted when he visited Newgate Prison, looking for material, on 5 November:
One of them, who was imperfectly seen in the dim light, had his back towards us, and was stooping over the fire with his right arm on the mantelpiece, and his head sunk upon it. The other was leaning on the sill of the furthest window. The light fell full upon him, and communicated to his pale, haggard face, and disordered hair, an appearance which, at that distance, was perfectly ghastly. His cheek rested upon his hand; and, with his face a little raised, and his eyes widely staring before him, he seemed to be unconsciously intent on counting the chinks in the opposite wall.

Pratt and Smith were unlucky to appear before a deeply unsympathetic judge, Sir John Gurney, and unlucky too that the recorder of London (the senior circuit judge at the Old Bailey) was Charles Ewan Law, who shortly before their arrest, in his other guise as a Tory MP, had tried to make the penalty for attempted sodomy significantly more harsh. It is striking, at least superficially (since Bryant is predisposed to fit facts to his argument), that they were the first people to be executed at Newgate for more than two years, and that their sentences were not commuted, which was the norm for the majority of capital convicts, even for some recent sodomy offenders (though three men had been hanged for sodomy in the previous five years, one as recently as August). Perhaps more striking is that the impressive petitions for clemency made on their behalf to Russell as home secretary made no difference. Among these was an excellent letter from Hensleigh Wedgwood, the magistrate at Union Hall who had committed them for trial, in which he wrote that their 'dreadful situation ... shocks me so much, that I cannot neglect a chance of saving them'. The crime was a bad one, he accepted, but 'not a crime against society of such a description as to justify the spilling of blood'. He recognised that their inability to pay for proper privacy made them susceptible to discovery in a way that richer men weren't and that one reason sodomy remained a capital offence was the absence of anyone 'hardy enough to undertake what might be represented as the defence of such a crime'. There was also a petition organised by Pratt's wife, Elizabeth, signed by 55 respectable citizens, including - and this seems to fit my picture of them - the Berkshires, at least semi-repentant.
All of this, Bryant thinks, should have told on Russell and on the other members of the government who gathered to consider the potential royal commutation of capital offences in the presence of William IV at Brighton on 20 November 1835, in what was known as a Grand or 'Hanging' Cabinet. One reason it didn't, he suggests, is because the recorder of London, Law, whose job was to summarise the Pratt-Smith case, downplayed the scale of support for clemency, not mentioning Elizabeth's involvement, or that of the Berkshires. But Bryant doesn't make comparisons with similar cases, so we can't judge to what extent this was a deliberate tactic. There are other reasons given: the attitude of the prime minister, Lord Melbourne, who favoured a strict interpretation of the law and heavy punishment; the temporary absence of a lord chancellor, normally the representative of the legal profession in cabinet and a role filled until a year earlier by the energetic reformer Brougham; the possible desire to implement the full sentence, on the salutary grounds that sodomy had not been punished by death at Newgate since 1823. There was also the fact that Pratt and Smith's case was considered at the same time as that of Robert Swan, who had been found guilty of having extorted money by falsely accusing a gentleman of a homosexual approach, but whose version of events (he really had been approached) had been supported by new testimony. After long debate, Swan's sentence was commuted to transportation. Compared with this, Pratt and Smith's case might have seemed open and shut. A week later, they were dead.
In the end 
, Bryant's awareness of all this contingency, and of the existence of a large, untapped well of compassion, helps to undermine his insistence on homophobic bloodlust. As does the reason for his book's existence: the fact that Pratt and Smith were the last victims of their kind. It seems plausible to me that Russell, who made more positive difference in his long career than almost anyone in British political history - passing the 1832 Reform Act, creating modern municipal government, expanding and improving education, introducing state supervision of public health and factory work - was waiting on the recommendations of the Royal Commission, made up of legal experts, which had been tasked in 1833 with codifying the criminal law. By chance, on the day that Pratt and Smith were arrested, he had asked it to focus on the question of which offences should be treated as capital crimes. Confronted with the Pratt-Smith case before the commissioners had made their report, and in the absence of extenuating circumstances - since no one seemed to doubt the evidence of the Berkshires and Sergeant Valentine - he might have felt that the law must take its course. In the event, the commission refused to make a recommendation on sodomy, but Russell used its broader findings as a springboard for action, and in 1837 passed ten bills reforming the criminal law, reducing the number of capital offences from 37 to 16 - there had at one point been more than 200 - and demolishing much of the vast, gothic edifice of the 18th-century 'Bloody Code'. (One capital offence that was abolished was the crime of extortion by accusation of sodomy, under which Swan had been sentenced. The Hanging Cabinet also went, as did the role of the recorder of London.) Between 1828 and 1830 almost 4000 death sentences were handed down and there were 178 hangings; between 1838 and 1840 there were only 249 death sentences and 26 hangings.
In 1841, Russell voted, with a large majority in the House of Commons, for the abolition of the death penalty for sodomy and rape, to be replaced by transportation. This was a clause in the Punishment of Death Bill introduced by the lawyer MPs Fitzroy Kelly, Stephen Lushington and Thomas Talfourd (a friend of Lamb and Dickens), which aimed to remove the death penalty in all cases except treason and murder. Bryant notes this quietly, but seems unaware of Upchurch's second book, Beyond the Law: The Politics of Ending the Death Penalty for Sodomy in Britain (2021), which covers this moment in detail: not an easy task, since MPs tried their best to avoid discussing the subject directly. Despite this, Upchurch is almost certain, because of the systematic way in which Russell spoke in the debate, going through the bill clause by clause, that he was referring to the penalty for sodomy when he said
They could not make a criminal law, and they did not profess to make one, that could reach every moral offence, according to the degree of its moral guilt, and punish it in proportion to its enormity ... It was because the offence was beyond the law and above the law. It was an offence that could only find its punishment in the feelings of mankind, its punishment must be in the conscience of the offender - its punishment was in the retribution of an eternity.

The bill passed the Commons, but the reference to sodomy was removed in the Lords before it became law. The number of capital crimes was reduced to eight, but the principle seems to have been established that in future only treason and murder would be punished with death. The way the sodomy element of the bill was lost is revealing: Lord Winchilsea, a scorching-hot Protestant, insisted on naming as sodomy what Russell and other MPs had shrouded with euphemism, or skipped past. Russell's successor as home secretary, Constantine Phipps, the marquess of Normanby, was in the Lords, and found himself unable, when directly engaged, to defend this aspect of the bill with any vigour. Twenty years later, in 1861, when the death penalty for sodomy was finally removed (replaced by ten years' imprisonment, and the penalty for attempted sodomy increased from two to up to ten years), it was done without any parliamentary debate at all, one of 77 clauses in the Offences against the Person Act, itself bundled with six other bills. The same thing happened when Henry Labouchere introduced a clause into the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1885 replacing 'attempted sodomy' or 'unnatural assault' with the new offence of 'gross indecency', with which Wilde was later charged (Upchurch points out that, contrary to popular belief, this was a significant improvement, since the punishment was a more lenient two years' imprisonment).
The clear obstacle facing any potential reformers of the laws on homosexuality - once such an effort could no longer be disguised, as in 1841, as part of a blanket attack on capital punishment - was the same one Wedgwood identified in 1835: finding men 'hardy' enough to risk the implication that the reason they cared about the rights of homosexuals was because they were homosexuals themselves; or to face down the charge that they were spoiling the nation's moral and cultural atmosphere, like a cat dragging a half-eaten corpse into the living room and then vomiting some of it up. Bernard Shaw thought this was the problem in 1889; John Addington Symonds thought it was the problem in 1891; and E.M. Forster was convinced in 1960 that if homosexuality could be legalised 'overnight' without debate, it would cause little bother. Homosexuality was a well-known social reality, framed in the language of everyday life and in the language of the law (which was avidly reproduced in the newspapers). Increasingly, it could also be framed in medical or psychological terms. What was missing was a political language in which the subject could be discussed by respectable parliamentarians. It took a private bill - and a lot of cultural change around ideas of masculinity, even more than around sex and religion - for homosexuality to finally be legalised in 1967 (though only in England and Wales). At last, the right form of words had been found.
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At the Perimeter
On Shuvinai Ashoona
Emily LaBarge



Ablue creature  - part platypus, part squid, part amorphous squiggle - scuttles behind a pale three-headed figure with one webbed foot. A naked human form being consumed by (or is it wearing? becoming one with?) a large orange octopus stands with an empty box of Kellogg's cornflakes under one bare foot. A red-haired figure, placid face peeking out of its raised parka hood, carries a many-tentacled pink being on its back. A slick brown beast with an elongated neck and mismatched limbs glides across the icy ground, a green friend (or foe) following close behind, long scarlet tongue extended. This exotic bestiary inhabits Shuvinai Ashoona's drawing Untitled (2021): an unearthly procession across an otherwise earthly terrain - the snowy streets of Kinngait, Nunavut, whose Arctic landscape is studded with brightly coloured prefabricated houses.
Most of Ashoona's seventeen coloured ink and pencil works on display in When I Draw at the Perimeter Gallery in Bloomsbury (until 26 April) are equally fantastical. In Composition (Monsters Pulling Roots) (2021), a green fish-lizard with a curly tail inclines its head to suckle the brown breasts of a walrus, which has one goggle eye much smaller than the other and is in the process of uprooting a tree. Composition (At the Dentist) (2022) shows a check-up gone haywire. Instead of the usual sterile environment, the dentist's room is roiling with hybrid visitors: a giant squid-toad with yellow crescent eyes and a thick black tongue holds a limp pink humanoid; a two-headed blue alien with a green mermaid's tail seems to be in running the show. The young patient looks gleeful rather than terrified; his hand reaches out to grab the gleaming white tusk of a nearby mer-creature.
[image: ] Detail from 'Composition (Monsters Pulling Roots)' (2021) by Shuvinai Ashoona.




Other scenes are more prosaic: depictions of everyday life in Kinngait, a town of around 1400 people at the southern tip of Baffin Island. An untitled drawing from 2016 shows two women kneeling on the floor with a qulliq - a traditional stone lamp - between them. These lamps, which once burned seal or whale oil to heat tents and igloos, are now largely symbolic: an elder might light them before telling a story or saying a prayer. The two women wear amautis, parkas with large fur-lined hoods designed to hold infants, keeping them sheltered but easily accessible. But there are no babies in this bare room and its inhabitants gaze beyond the frame, dreaming. The viewer stands where the storyteller might be, ready to imagine what hovers in the stillness.
'When I start to draw, I remember things that I have experienced or seen,' Ashoona said in Ghost Noise (2010), a documentary about her work. 'I don't attempt to recreate these images exactly ... Sometimes they come out more realistically but sometimes they turn out completely different.' She works on huge sheets of paper laid out on the floor of her studio (many of the pieces at the Perimeter occupy whole walls), lying across them on her stomach to start at the corners and work her way in. The outline comes first in felt-tip pen, with no preparatory sketch. Afterwards, Ashoona fills her forms and their backgrounds with thin layers of coloured pencil and graphite hatching. Beneath the image, the rough texture of the paper can often be seen, providing a terrain.
Ashoona was born in 1961 in Cape Dorset (as Kinngait was known until 2020). Nunavut, formerly the eastern half of the Northwest Territories, became its own territory in 1999. She comes from a family of important Inuit artists. Pitseolak Ashoona, her grandmother, was an illustrious first-generation printmaker known for her scenes of traditional Inuit life - nomadic hunting, seasonal camps, food preparation, hide tanning - as well as her images of animals. In these wild visions, birds sprout bulbous feathers, land and sea creatures fly through the air, animals stand on their hind legs like humans. The work of her cousin Annie Pootoogook is quite different: spare pencil drawings of contemporary scenes - supermarkets, laundromats, kitchens, off-licences, living rooms, hospital corridors.
All three artists passed through the West Baffin Eskimo Co-operative, an organisation of great importance in Kinngait, where a fifth of the local population is sustained by art-making. The co-op was set up in 1959 with the involvement of the artist James Houston, who had arrived from Toronto a decade earlier. He was fascinated by the small soapstone carvings locals made, and had the idea of fostering an industry in which materials were subsidised and artworks sold across Canada, with any proceeds reinvested in the co-op. Printmaking, being more affordable and easy to replicate, became the most common technique. The first room of the exhibition nods to these origins with Large Bear (1961), a lithograph by Lucy Qinnuayuak, on loan from the Tate. In a nearby vitrine is the hulking, polished soapstone block, carved by Ashoona's uncle, from which it was printed.
Inuit art as we know it - though often assumed to be an ancient cultural tradition - is a product of the 20th century. Its imagery, however, is a complex fusion of old and new, of the pre-colonial and post-colonial, of the human world and the spirit world, of interior and exterior life. In Inuit culture, the seen and the unseen co-exist. Ashoona's work has no hierarchy of reality. Her people go to work and school, toboggan, fish, ride bicycles and ATVs, drink Pepsi, watch TV. Animals and other creatures are not fearful interlopers but part of a universe shaped by animism and shamanism. She is not simply depicting the sea goddess Sedna, whose fingers were cut off by her angry father and transformed into marine life, or Nanook, the master of polar bears, or Agloolik, a capricious spirit who lives under the ice. Rather, these myths and metamorphoses weave in and out of normal life, at once real and imagined.
In the large-scale Untitled (2021), a platypus with orange braids may be an animal or a woman or both - one dreaming of the other. In Drawing like the Elephant (2023), four children display their drawings to the viewer (or whoever is imagined in our place). Two of the children have sprouted walrus tusks; one has bright red bird feet; another has the legs of a bear. One is a dark green dinosaur-like animal. Their drawings show similarly hybrid worlds, in which more children and animals hold up drawings of more children and animals. Views inside views inside views. What we see is more than is apprehended by the eye alone. The children shown in the dinosaur-lizard picture hold up an artwork with the words '2023 Winner for Each Animal Drawing' across the bottom: another generation of artists documenting Inuit life.
Ashoona has described her work as 'a kingdom with another kingdom under that', a statement as much about cosmology as it is about art. In the basement of the exhibition, alongside a selection of archival materials about the history of Inuit art and the Cape Dorset tradition, there is a drawing in which six planets are suspended in a multicoloured sky. Each planet is ringed with different animal species - fish, seals, ducks, walruses, caribou, turtles (or are they beavers?). In this universe there are too many kingdoms to count, and always more to be discovered.
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 Tyranny of the Minority: How to Reverse an Authoritarian Turn and Forge a Democracy for All 
by  Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt.
 Viking, 368 pp., PS20, October 2023, 978 0 241 58620 4



In  1831, a young French aristocrat, charged by his government with reporting on American prison conditions, spent the year travelling in the United States. Alexis de Tocqueville's inquiries into the penitentiary and its ideological underpinnings led him also to think about the character of the political regime. He published his reflections as Democracy in America (1835). Tocqueville recognised that the forces driving modern development were ineluctably eroding the authority of monarchical and aristocratic regimes and was keen to identify the implications of this march towards democracy. His main concern was whether democracies would be capable of sustaining political freedom. The growing social egalitarianism that he saw as characteristic of democratic regimes involved a revolution in sensibility as well as the reform of institutions of collective decision-making. As individuals were liberated from inherited social conventions, new energies would be released. But would this generate a conformity to mass opinion that would in turn undermine freedom? The danger of democracy, he suggested, was that it would lead to a 'tyranny of the majority'.
 The democratic drive to advance the good of the greatest number would also, Tocqueville believed, increase competition and foster a preoccupation with material gain, making necessary a further concentration of power in central government. He worried that as a result countries would be reduced to 'nothing better than a flock of timid and industrious animals, of which the government is the shepherd'. Such tendencies towards 'soft' despotism might be mitigated by America's distinctive constitutional arrangements and, more important, by the manners and customs of its people. The antidote to centralisation lay in local practices of civic participation, and especially in the American habit of forming voluntary associations, civil society networks that maintained the spirit of a free people.
 Tocqueville came to see the US constitution as an adjunct of this civil society, suggesting that the character of the regime had been shaped even before the 1787 constitution by the Puritan settlement in New England. Puritanism wasn't just a religious doctrine, 'but corresponded in many points with the most absolute democratic and republican theories'. In bringing with them to America such liberal tenets as freedom of speech, freedom of the press and trial by one's peers, the Puritans had already created a constitution. Trial by jury, in this context, was to be admired not because of its efficiency in administering justice, but as an effective means of educating the people in the practice of self-government.
 The social and political role of the legal profession was also important. In a remarkable passage, Tocqueville argued that lawyers provide powerful security against democratic excess because they are the only group in a democracy that can bind together the two great classes of society. By birth lawyers belong to the people, but by habit and taste to the aristocracy. They succeed because they acquire through their training a taste for formalities and habits of order that are repugnant to 'the revolutionary spirit and the unreflecting passions of the multitude'. Without this 'admixture of lawyer-like sobriety with the democratic principle', democratic institutions could not endure. The survival of the modern republic depended on the influence of lawyers increasing in direct proportion to the growing power of the people.
 In How Democracies Die (2018), Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt presented an alternative to Tocqueville's thesis, arguing that contemporary democracies are being damaged by elected leaders' subversion of the democratic processes through which they acquired power. Leaders win elections in accordance with constitutional rules but then often work imperceptibly to reduce the efficacy of these safeguards. The chief danger to democracies today is not the 'tyranny of the majority' but the authoritarianism of political leaders. Levitsky and Ziblatt's book gave an account of how democratic regimes are being hollowed out, but went only so far in explaining why. Here it helps to follow Tocqueville, widening the analysis to include the cultural underpinnings of governing institutions. Today's democracies are in trouble because of the growing political polarisation of increasingly diverse societies: a gulf in attitudes has emerged towards fundamental issues relating to race, identity and culture. In their new book Levitsky and Ziblatt assert that the danger is the 'tyranny of the minority'.
 Democracies implode when the authoritarian tendencies of the leaders of mainstream political parties are not reined in by constitutional mechanisms that are supposed to impose checks. These mechanisms work most effectively when competing parties accept the rules of the game, acknowledge the existence of restraints on their exercise of government prerogatives, reject the use of violence as a political weapon and respect citizens' basic liberties. Consider for example the frequency with which presidents now seek to hold on to power beyond their constitutionally mandated term limits. Since 2000, one-third of presidents from across the world have sought to do so, most of them by trying to amend the constitution but some by appealing to the courts to quash the limitation as an unconstitutional restriction on the principle of equal participation in the democratic process. Two-thirds of these appeals have been successful and the ones that have failed were mainly blocked by popular resistance rather than judicial action.
 In How Democracies Die, Levitsky and Ziblatt examined countries including Venezuela, Thailand, Turkey, Hungary and Poland, but their overriding concern was whether the American constitutional settlement could survive Donald Trump's presidency. Tyranny of the Minority examines the prospects for democracy now. Recognising that Trump's success lay in the exploitation of an already existing political polarisation, they begin with the changing nature of American society. They acknowledge that the sense of civility, egalitarianism and shared purpose that many liberals saw as characterising US democracy in the mid-20th century has been badly eroded. The causes of this, including growing inequality and increasing racial and cultural diversity, are shared by many advanced industrial economies, but Levitsky and Ziblatt think the US faces a particularly profound crisis.
 Consider, by contrast, the case of Hungary. Viktor Orban's Fidesz party won a resounding electoral victory in 2010 with 53 per cent of the vote and, because of an electoral system designed to prevent political fragmentation, was rewarded with a two-thirds majority in parliament, which allowed it to make amendments to the constitution. Fidesz took the opportunity to make major changes to the judicial system, to institute stringent controls on the mass media and to pass laws that stifled dissenting views, all of which strengthened its grip on government. The impact of these changes ensured that, although its vote share dropped below half in the 2014 and 2018 elections, Fidesz was able to maintain its proportion of parliamentary seats.
 Hungary, where Magyars comprise 88 per cent of the population, provides a relatively straightforward illustration of the dangers of majoritarianism. Yet Levitsky and Ziblatt argue that the situation emerging in the US is even more serious. Can Americans establish a regime which, although no longer founded on a majority ethnic group, is still able to hold free and fair elections, respect civil liberties and maintain a basic level of political and social equality? African Americans, Hispanic Americans, Asian Americans and Native Americans together make up 40 per cent of the US population and, significantly, form a majority of those under the age of eighteen. Levitsky and Ziblatt argue that this rapid increase in cultural diversity exposes the US to major divergences in political alignment. This is seen most acutely with respect to the Republican Party, which remains overwhelmingly white and Christian but must sustain itself in a country where white Christians have declined from three-quarters of the electorate in the 1990s to barely half the electorate today. Over the last two centuries the US constitution has functioned to mitigate the danger Tocqueville foresaw, not least by checking presidential power. But the constitution now works to entrench the power of partisan minorities, enabling them to frustrate the will of the majority and even to rule contrary to its expressed wishes.
 The impact of polarisation on the US political system was starkly exposed after Trump lost the 2020 presidential election. Breaking the first principle of democracy, he refused to accept the result and pressed Georgia's secretary of state to commit electoral fraud by 'finding' the additional 11,780 votes needed to win the vote in that state. By conspiring with an insurrectionary movement to storm the Capitol in an attempt to prevent the peaceful transfer of power, he also violated a second principle of democratic politics: the unambiguous rejection of violence. But the deeper problem arises from the fact that so many in the Republican Party have tacitly supported Trump's actions.
 After the 2020 election Democrats had control of the presidency, the House and the Senate. It seemed possible that the corrective mechanisms within the political system would be restored. But this overlooked the flaws in the US constitution. To the extent that they seek to bind future generations, constitutions are necessarily counter-majoritarian devices but, properly drafted, they can still aid democracy. Everything depends on the design. A century ago, Harold Laski wrote that the US constitution is 'the worst instrument of government that the mind of man has so far conceived' - a harsh verdict, but one that has been vindicated by its recent effects.
 Many criticisms can be made: the Electoral College system results in candidates entering the White House even when they have lost the popular vote; there is equal representation of states in the Senate despite the largest having a population seventy times greater than the smallest; the lifetime appointment of Supreme Court justices leads to infirm octogenarians holding on to office when unable to discharge their responsibilities; the Bill of Rights includes the right to bear arms but excludes any sort of equality right; and, to top it all, the amendment procedure renders the constitution the most difficult to alter of any in the world, meaning that any significant reform to the system is impossible. Add to this list the Supreme Court's extensive power of judicial review and the Senate's filibuster rule (practices not specified in the constitution but which have emerged as powerful counter-majoritarian devices), and the mechanisms through which a 'tyranny of the minority' operates become clear.
 These constitutional barriers have seriously distorted the democratic process. In 2016, Hillary Clinton won the popular vote for the presidency, gaining 2.9 million votes more than Trump, but it was Trump who won the Electoral College vote, by 304 to 227. The skew in the Electoral College in favour of small, sparsely populated states systematically works to the advantage of the Republicans. Levitsky and Ziblatt calculate that it added eighteen votes to George W. Bush's overall tally in 2000, and since Al Gore was defeated by five votes, once again the candidate who lost the popular vote won. With the exception of 2004, the Republican Party has lost the popular vote in every presidential election since 1992 and yet during this period has held the presidency three times.
 A similar story can be told about Senate elections. So far this century the Republicans have not yet won a majority of the popular vote in Senate elections. But they won a 52-48 majority in 2016 with 45 per cent of the vote, a 53-47 majority in 2018 with 48 per cent of the vote, and in 2020, when the seats were split 50-50, won only 45 per cent of the vote. This counter-majoritarian impact is reinforced by the Senate's filibuster rule. Before the late 20th century it was rarely used, not least because it required senators to hold the floor by speaking continuously. But after reforms that allowed them merely to signal their intention to filibuster, it has become routine practice. With sixty votes now required to pass legislation, the filibuster has been converted into an entrenched supermajority rule. Today all legislation is subject to veto by a small minority of senators.
In  the Federalist Papers, Alexander Hamilton claimed that the judiciary 'will always be the least dangerous to the political rights of the constitution'. This is not now the case. Four of the nine US Supreme Court justices were confirmed by a Senate majority backed by a minority of the popular vote, and three justices were nominated by a president without a popular majority. One consequence is a Supreme Court increasingly out of step with public opinion, a point most prominently highlighted by the 2022 decision in Dobbs v. Jackson to overturn Roe v. Wade. This despite polling evidence indicating that a clear majority of Americans support the right to abortion, with less than 40 per cent registering as 'pro-life'. Even more insidious was the defeat of the Women's Health Protection Act, which would have prevented states from restricting abortion rights; introduced in Congress in 2022, it was defeated by a 49-51 vote in a Senate with a significantly skewed representation of the popular vote.
 Many regimes have adopted constitutions which, influenced by Tocqueville's concerns, include powerful counter-majoritarian provisions. As their societies have evolved, however, so too have their constitutions. Levitsky and Ziblatt cite Norway's constitution which, when adopted in 1814, was considerably less democratic than America's. But since then Norway has amended its constitution more than three hundred times. By contrast, the US constitution of 1787-91 has only been amended seventeen times, mostly in unimportant ways, and is now regarded as fixed and permanent. More than seven hundred attempts have been made to reform or abolish the Electoral College, all of which have failed. The Equal Rights Amendment, designed to guarantee equal rights regardless of sex, was first introduced in Congress in 1923 and has been the subject of countless campaigns and votes. A century later it has still not been ratified.
 Tocqueville recognised that in the US almost all social and political questions become issues for judicial deliberation sooner or later. Lawyers now stock the legislative assemblies and run the administration. Comprising less than 0.5 per cent of the American population, they make up almost a third of the House of Representatives and a majority of the Senate. By making a fetish of the constitution, shedding their 'lawyer-like sobriety', reshaping political debate into an adversarial discourse of rights, promoting the destructive techniques of 'lawfare', and foregrounding Tocqueville's warnings about the dangers of majoritarianism, lawyers are no longer the glue that binds together the nation. They now bolster a regime of minority rule that is in danger of tearing the country apart.
 The depth of the US crisis is revealed by the extent to which Tocqueville's bulwarks - local practices of civic participation and the tempering effects of lawyers - have been eroded. The problems coalesce around the figure of Trump, who, despite insurmountable evidence of his unsavoury character and lack of legal probity, now seems certain to win the Republican presidential nomination. This is a man who has been found to have committed rape, is caught up in a civil suit for falsifying business records which could jeopardise his entire business empire, and is a defendant in several criminal cases, ranging from electoral subversion to the unauthorised removal of national security documents. These proceedings could well result in prison sentences, yet they have done little to dent Trump's electoral appeal. Neither did recent legal action which sought to disqualify him from the presidency because of his role in the insurrection on 6 January 2021. The 14th Amendment to the US Constitution bars a person from holding government office if, having taken an oath to uphold the constitution, they then engage in 'insurrection or rebellion'. Yet in March the Supreme Court ruled that only Congress has the power to enforce that provision. Given the existing congressional veto points, this is an unlikely prospect. And should Trump win in the November election, we can be confident that presidential immunity from criminal prosecution will be invoked to put an end to any outstanding criminal cases.
 Such developments reveal the singular inability of US lawyers to perform the mediating role that Tocqueville envisaged. The practice of constitutional law has been politicised to such an extent that, as the New York Times reported in February, scholars now despair of being able to teach the subject at all. This is a desperate state of affairs. Yet it's here that Levitsky and Ziblatt's analysis is weakest. They conclude with a predictable set of proposals for the institutional reforms needed to rejuvenate American democracy. But they underestimate the cultural factors that Tocqueville saw as vital and which have led to a grave loss of active civic engagement. At least the American subtitle, 'Why American Democracy Reached Breaking Point', is accurate, where the subtitle of the UK edition, 'How to Reverse an Authoritarian Turn and Forge a Democracy for All', is most surely a distortion. This may be America's problem but in most parts of the world Levitsky and Ziblatt's emphasis on 'democratising our democracy' and restoring majoritarian rule is the last thing liberal intellectuals want. Outside the US, liberals march under the banner of 'militant democracy'. This really means 'militant constitutionalism', a movement that champions the need to strengthen counter-majoritarian institutions in order to protect liberal values from an apparently rampant populism. Democratising democracy - the clarion call of French post-Marxists - has been appropriated by American liberal political scientists. Who'd have thought?
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'Rip their skin off'
Alexander Clapp in Montenegro



In August  2011, a Montenegrin sailor called Goran Radoman fled the scene of a late-night car crash in Havana. He was arrested three months later at Jose Marti International Airport and sentenced to seven years in prison for manslaughter. According to the Serbian TV channel Insajder, the highest levels of the Serbian state lobbied the Cuban government for Radoman's extradition - Montenegro doesn't have an embassy in Havana - and by late December 2013 he was on a plane to Belgrade, although five years remained on his prison sentence. Radoman, who may have been flipped, becoming an informant for Serbian intelligence, or may even have been one all along, soon flew to Valencia, where he owned an apartment. When he got there, he found more than 200 kg of cocaine, stashed by a group of gangsters from two neighbouring Montenegrin villages, Kavac and Skaljari. Radoman sold the drugs and pocketed the earnings. Fourteen months later, he was in an underground car park in Belgrade when an assassin armed with a Kalashnikov shot him 25 times. The killer was never found.
Radoman's murder triggered a conflict between the Kavaci and the Skaljari that has claimed more than sixty lives across eleven countries since 2015. The killings have taken place in restaurants, cafes, bars, car parks, abandoned military camps, beach villas and the exercise yard of a maximum-security prison. The weapons have included machine guns, pistols, car bombs, sniper rifles, switchblades and industrial meat grinders. Among those killed in the crossfire have been an elderly doctor, a Montenegrin former MP and the owner of an Amsterdam pizzeria.
Radoman wasn't just a sailor. In the 2000s he became a foot soldier in the trade that shifts billions of dollars' worth of cocaine from South America to Europe every year. Over the last two decades this business has increasingly come to be controlled by gangs from the Balkans, and is now dominated by Montenegrins. Their networks stretch from the Aegean to the Amazon, where they have diversified into door-to-door extortion and illegal timber export. They have officers and engineers from cargo ships in their pocket; since 2022, sailors from Montenegro who work for the Geneva-based Mediterranean Shipping Company, one of the world's largest shipping firms, have been banned by the company from passing through the Panama Canal on its vessels. Since at least 2015, the Kavaci - the more powerful of the two clans - have had access to the police databases designed to monitor them, using intelligence files to evade detection and track their enemies from one end of Europe to the other. And in an inversion of the historical relationship between Belgrade and Podgorica, mobsters along the Danube now answer to those from the Adriatic.
The sheer reach of Montenegro's cartels - infiltrating multinational shipping companies and banking systems, co-ordinating transfers of drug shipments worth more than a billion dollars at a time, bypassing or bribing customs officials in Rotterdam and Barcelona, laundering the proceeds by buying property everywhere from Slovakia to Dubai - stands in stark relief to the reality of Montenegro as a state. With a population of just 600,000, Europe's second youngest country uses the currency of a political bloc to which it does not belong, and aspires to become little more than a hotel economy. Its richest citizen, at least on paper, is the former prime minister of Thailand, Thaksin Shinawatra. But this is misleading. More than anywhere else in Europe, and in ways that may only be comparable to Central America, the cartels in Montenegro today are indistinguishable from the state.
Nobody has done more to shape modern Montenegro than Milo Dukanovic. In 1989, at the age of 26, he helped conduct a putsch of the Montenegrin branch of the Yugoslav Communist Party - its leadership had been plotting a split from Belgrade - as Slobodan Milosevic's man on the ground. The coup bore the fingerprints of the Serbian secret services; students and metalworkers were bussed to Podgorica from as far away as Kosovo to give the impression of street support. In December 1990 the overhauled Communist Party won the first multiparty election in Montenegrin history. Two months later Dukanovic was appointed prime minister, the youngest on the continent, by President Momir Bulatovic, a fellow putschist.
As secession movements gathered momentum across Yugoslavia, Dukanovic pushed Montenegro in the opposite direction. When armed rebellions against Belgrade broke out, Dukanovic offered his assistance to Milosevic. In October 1991 Montenegrin troops began shelling the Croatian port of Dubrovnik, destroying eight hundred buildings and killing more than eighty civilians over the next seven months, in addition to looting and torching the Dalmatian countryside. Montenegro's military engagement in Bosnia was limited, but Dukanovic also provided support by other means. In May 1992, groups of Bosnian refugees who had fled south were arrested by Montenegrin police and handed over to Bosnian Serb forces, while a Bosnian Serb officer testified in 2012 that, without the fuel provided by Montenegro, the assault on Srebrenica could never have happened. Dukanovic later boasted that 'my government helped the Serbs of Herzegovina and Republika Srpska in secret for years.' In the decades after Yugoslavia's collapse, Dukanovic would say that Montenegro was the only one of the six republics to avoid bloodshed, but this ignores its role in the carnage beyond its borders.
It seemed unlikely that Montenegro would emerge intact from the Balkan wars of the 1990s. The pillars of its economy - mining, shipping, tourism - were particularly vulnerable to the UN sanctions levied against Yugoslavia in 1992. But Montenegro had one advantage: two hundred miles of coast facing the Mafia-infested ports of southern Italy. Dukanovic's government didn't pioneer the smuggling of cigarettes across the Adriatic - in the 1980s Croatian sailors shipped tobacco out of the Balkans and carried jeans in the opposite direction - but under its watch a black market supplanted what remained of the formal economy. In 1992 the cigarette manufacturers R.J. Reynolds and Philip Morris began sending cargo planes from Switzerland, Cyprus, Ukraine and Russia to Podgorica. Cartons of cigarettes were transported to warehouses in the port of Bar, put in speedboats that reached Italy in under two hours, and then driven north, unstamped and untaxed. (In 2000 the EU filed a civil lawsuit in the US against the two companies, alleging that they 'facilitated the smuggling of cigarettes illegally' into the EU. Philip Morris agreed to pay $1.25 billion in an out-of-court settlement in 2004 but did not admit liability; R.J. Reynolds said that the allegations were baseless.)
Between 1994 and 2000 a billion cigarettes left Montenegro every month, earning Italian syndicates hundreds of millions in undeclared cash which, according to a report compiled in 2008 by prosecutors in Rome, disappeared into Swiss banks. Two Montenegrin companies extracted a 'transit margin' of EU20 per carton, or around EU2 million a week; Montenegrin security services pocketed an additional 'tax' amounting to three Deutschmarks per carton. This arrangement helped pay public sector salaries and pensions; Dukanovic later defended the 'transit' in cigarettes during this period as being 'in line with Yugoslav and Montenegrin laws of the time'. In 2008 the Italian investigators produced transcripts of wiretapped telephone conversations between Montenegro's trade representative in Milan and crime bosses in Brindisi in which cash transfers and the forging of import permits by the Italians were discussed. Dukanovic was accused by the Italian prosecutor of having 'promoted, run, set up and participated in a mafia-type association', and indicted. He has always denied having links to organised crime. The Italian investigating judge eventually dropped the charges against him, citing his diplomatic immunity.
By 2008 it was no longer in the West's interest to drag Dukanovic through the courts. He was an ally. Montenegro's pivot began in 1997, the year Dukanovic fell out with Milosevic. Dukanovic thought Montenegro's future was in the West, whereas Milosevic saw it in Yugoslavia. (There were also financial considerations: a year earlier Milosevic's son, Marko, had demanded - and been refused - a cut of tobacco proceeds.) Dukanovic, by now in close contact with American officials, criticised Milosevic for having 'obsolete political ideas', and carried out his second coup of the decade, ousting Bulatovic, his former mentor, from the presidency of the Democratic Party of Socialists of Montenegro (DPS) and getting rid of pro-Serb elements in the party. (In the presidential election later that year, Dukanovic defeated Bulatovic by only 5000 votes; Bulatovic and his supporters alleged electoral fraud, though the OSCE said that the election had generally been 'well conducted'.) After a visit to Washington in March 1997, Dukanovic presented himself as a knight-errant willing to defend human rights against 'ancient hatreds'. Over the coming years, he pushed a version of Montenegrin identity based on civic, not ethnic, grounds. He rolled out the Deutschmark as parallel legal tender. And, with his willingness to enter what he called 'European and transatlantic structures' and create a 'new market system' where 'capital will be safe', he offered the West an opportunity: isolate Belgrade and transfer full responsibility for the Yugoslav implosion to Milosevic, whose days in power were numbered.
When I met Dukanovic in Podgorica in January, he said that he had no option but to turn on the man who had put him in power: 'Milosevic considered us something that rightfully belonged to him.' Dukanovic now operates out of the former Yugoslav Republic Institute for Urban Planning and Design, constructed in 1969 in what was then Titograd. In 2007 his brother, Aco, purchased the institute for EU2.7 million through his company - along with the state-run planning authority it housed. On my visit, Dukanovic was working out of a corner office on the second floor. Red leather couches faced a desk; a wooden model galleon sat on a table. Photos of him meeting foreign dignitaries were framed on the wall: John McCain, Vladimir Putin, Jens Stoltenberg.
Dukanovic stared at me intently during our conversation; a fat watch slid up and down his left wrist as he spoke. 'Serbia always thought of us as the annoying little rock in their shoe,' he said, explaining that it took Montenegro years to understand what Slovenia and Croatia had grasped almost immediately: that Milosevic, far from trying to hold Yugoslavia together in the early 1990s, was determined to replace it with a Serb-dominated ethnostate. I asked him if this was a Western interpretation of the conflict, one that ignored the role of the IMF in Yugoslavia in the 1980s and West Germany's premature decision to recognise Croatian independence in 1991. No, he said. Montenegro's mistake was its failure to detach itself from Yugoslavia years earlier, getting mired instead in a 'crossroads of civilisations' conflict. The country's problems - its low average salary, its shabby infrastructure - stemmed from what was essentially an identity crisis. Montenegro had oriented itself towards the Balkans when its future was in Europe. Joining Nato - 'the most advanced alliance in the history of mankind' - in 2017 had lifted Montenegro out of the Balkan quagmire and slotted it into the community it should always have belonged to. 'Our democracy is criticised by autocrats, our market is criticised by the economy of oligarchs, our rule of law is criticised by those who don't care about human rights,' Dukanovic said. 'I think all of us who feel comfortable in our system of values should oppose that.'
The wartime record, the cigarette smuggling, the allegations of electoral fraud - all of this was forgotten. UN sanctions were dropped. Capital flowed in. By 1998, the United States was paying Montenegro's electricity bills and funnelling $55 million in annual aid to Dukanovic's regime, turning the country - the 'only bright spot in the former Republic of Yugoslavia', according to the State Department - into the world's second highest recipient of American funding per capita in 2001. 'By providing political and material support for Montenegro, exempting Montenegro from sanctions and promoting its participation in the global economy,' Clinton's secretary of state, Madeleine Albright, explained, 'we are demonstrating the welcome that awaits the rest of Yugoslavia when democracy takes hold in Serbia, as I believe it will.' That year, with Albanians in Kosovo demanding independence, Dukanovic advised Montenegrin men to defy Belgrade's orders to report for duty, even as he assured the Serbian tabloid Blic that he was 'an opponent of every sort of secession movement'. A former American ambassador in the Balkans told me that Dukanovic was consulted by Nato over potential targets for air strikes, which began in March 1999. A month later, a CIA evacuation team and speedboat were stationed in the Croatian port of Cavtat just in case Milosevic attempted to topple his erstwhile ally.
Milosevic fell from power in October 2000. Dukanovic told me that this didn't change anything. 'The West told us, "Ok, Milosevic is gone, the source of misunderstanding is no longer here." But even without Milosevic, we believed it would be too difficult to function. So we started negotiating with the European Union.' The US and the EU were opposed to Montenegrin independence, fearing that it might trigger a wave of referendums in Serb-majority enclaves elsewhere in the Balkans. But when Brussels oversaw the signing in 2002 of the Belgrade Agreement, which fused Montenegro and Serbia into a new federation, Dukanovic was able to insert a provision granting Montenegro the right to call a referendum on independence, premised on a 'self-determination' clause that had been drafted into the Yugoslav constitution of 1990, itself never ratified. The EU succeeded only in requiring that Dukanovic delay the poll by three years - he would wait four - and raise the threshold to 55 per cent of votes.
In the end, independence was secured with the help of Russian capital. This had been piling up on the Adriatic coast since at least 2003, when Dukanovic made his right-hand man, Milan Rocen, ambassador to Moscow. But the crucial acquisition was in 2005 when Dukanovic, making good on his promise to Washington to privatise a substantial proportion of Montenegro's state assets, brokered the sale of an aluminium plant outside Podgorica to Oleg Deripaska, a Russian oligarch with close ties to the Kremlin, for EU48.5 million. The factory accounted for 15 per cent of Montenegro's economic output. 'The Europeans will not stop bothering us,' Rocen explains in a phone call to Deripaska in 2005 that was recorded by Serbian secret services. 'They want to disrupt the referendum.' Rocen explains that the solution is 'the Americans', and asks Deripaska if he could find someone in Washington to 'explain our position'. Less than a year later, Dukanovic's regime had brought American consultants to Podgorica to co-ordinate his independence push. One of them, Paul Manafort, later stated that it wasn't Dukanovic but Deripaska who paid him $10 million to run a campaign designed to make Montenegro look polished and Western-facing. When the referendum took place, in May 2006, independence was won by fewer than 2000 votes. Close to midnight, before the last ballots had been counted, Dukanovic - already the longest-serving leader in the Balkans - ordered his followers onto the streets to celebrate the birth of his state.
The smuggling networks  that emerged in the 1990s were never dismantled. But by the early 2000s the situation had changed. The return of the Croats to the cigarette trade they had once controlled, along with increased press scrutiny, meant that the Montenegrins required a new business model. It's unclear how the connection with cocaine suppliers in South America came about. A lawyer in Podgorica told me that one important step was shoplifting from northern Italian department stores: wearing Swiss watches and Armani suits during their early forays into Colombia, the Montenegrins looked 'like men you could do business with'.
One figure proved particularly important in cultivating the connection with South American suppliers. Darko Saric had briefly worked as a technician on a merchant vessel in the 1990s, in between prison stints for offences ranging from burglary to possession of illegal weapons. He moved to South America around 2001; according to one story, he bought up entire streets of cafes and restaurants on the outskirts of Sao Paulo to launder his earnings. He took Serbian citizenship in 2005; by the late 2000s the Serbian judiciary speculated that Saric was earning EU1 billion a year through the cocaine trade. 'We can talk about as many suspicions as we like, but we should not deprive people of basic rights,' Dukanovic told the Serbian TV channel B92 in 2010 when asked about Saric. 'We are not awarding him the Nobel Prize.' By that point Saric's criminal ties were beyond dispute: a few months earlier, an American-led operation seized more than two tonnes of cocaine belonging to his organisation from a yacht off the coast of Uruguay. After nearly five years on the lam, hiding out in the Dominican Republic, Saric surrendered to Serbian authorities in 2014. That was thought to be the end of the story, until text messages emerged in 2021 showing that, from cell 117 of Belgrade's Special Court building, and in co-ordination with Montenegrin police, Saric had been using several mobile phones to organise criminal activity across Europe.
Drug seizures give only a partial story of the way Balkan cartels began shifting cocaine. A more accurate picture has emerged from fruit imports. Cocaine often crosses the Atlantic in banana shipments; as perishable goods, bananas arrive at ports daily and move through customs quickly. Between 2017 and 2021 the total volume of shipping containers entering Croatian, Montenegrin and Albanian ports stayed the same, but according to the Geneva-based Global Initiative against Transnational Organised Crime, annual banana imports from Colombia and Ecuador increased by nearly 25,000 tonnes in that same period - a rise of almost 60 per cent. 'My first day in office, the chief of police brought me into a soundproof room and told me, "The cigarettes are a state business. Don't touch it,"' Zdravko Krivokapic, prime minister from 2020 to 2022, during Dukanovic's second term as president, said to me. 'Later, I was made to understand something else. I was told that the average Montenegrin eats three times more bananas than the average European Union citizen.'
The cocaine that enters the continent via the Adriatic is a fraction of the roughly 200 tonnes believed to enter Western Europe each year. And it is Montenegro's centuries-old seafaring tradition, above all, that explains the rise of its gangs over the last two decades. Montenegrins made up the bulk of Yugoslavia's state-run merchant navy. The maritime academies at Bar and Kotor trained tens of thousands of seafarers who manned more than 350 state-owned vessels transporting everything from lumber to weapons for African anti-colonial movements. After the break-up of Yugoslavia, some of these sailors retired; some got into smuggling; others joined private shipping firms. In the 2000s Montenegrin officers and engineers offered an opportunity to Adriatic cartels looking to elbow their way into the cocaine business.
Today seven thousand Montenegrins work on cargo ships. Almost a third are employed by the Mediterranean Shipping Company (known in certain quarters as the Montenegrin Shipping Company). In 2019, more than a hundred FBI agents boarded an MSC vessel, the Gayane, in Philadelphia harbour and discovered eighteen tonnes of cocaine - a billion-dollar haul - welded into shipping containers packed with nuts and wine. It was the largest maritime drug bust in US history. An FBI investigation revealed that the cocaine had been delivered on fourteen speedboats dispatched over four days from the Peruvian coast, then lifted into the Gayane by night while it was at sea. A third of its crew, including four Montenegrins, were involved in the transfers. Two years later, in August 2021, Spanish police conducted a raid in the Canary Islands. They seized 400 kg of cocaine from a villa, along with twelve encrypted phones, banknote-counting machines and a yacht, and arrested four suspected members of the Skaljari. It was the third bust on the Canaries in two years, giving support to a Spanish court document that had concluded that 'an immense fleet of seamen hired from MSC ships' had become cocaine mules for Balkan cartels.
The third engineer on a bulk carrier operated by the German company Hapag-Lloyd told me he had once seen a cocaine shipment placed inside a waterproof sack off the coast of Gibraltar, then attached to his vessel's hull with magnets. Divers waiting in a port 'somewhere in the western Mediterranean' - the engineer declined to say where - later retrieved the cocaine from the hull while the ship's legal contents were being unloaded. Montenegrin seafarers who agree to assist the cartels can expect a life-altering payday - as much as EU100,000, often delivered to their apartments in bags full of cash, according to Montenegrin journalists. 'You know of guys who get off a ship and a few months later buy a new car. They want a Jeep Wrangler? They'll get a Jeep Wrangler,' the engineer said, gesturing around him at the medieval port of Kotor. 'But once you cross into that circle, you cannot get out. The clans' - he pointed to the mountains - 'have you on their leash.'
Half an hour north of Budva, Kotor is surrounded on three sides by towering scarps of karst. Crumbling relics of Yugoslavia - among them the graffitied headquarters of Jugooceanija, a state shipping company - are dotted around a fjord-like bay (it has three secret submarine tunnels, dug on Tito's orders). On the late January morning when I arrived in Kotor, the feast day of Saint Sava was being celebrated outside its largest Orthodox church. Hundreds had gathered for the occasion. Towards noon, a naval band played marching songs while a priest in a yellow gown swung a silver thurible. From the Church of Saint Sava, the procession coiled through Kotor's cobbled alleyways towards the Catholic Cathedral of Saint Tryphon, patron saint of generations of mariners and smugglers. In Agents of Empire, his history of the late medieval Adriatic, Noel Malcolm shows that seafarers from places like Kotor - which straddled the Venetian and Ottoman empires - occupied a crucial position in 16th-century Europe. The clans in and around Kotor functioned like 'linguistic and cultural amphibians', serving as missionaries, spies, merchants and pirates. The Adriatic clans were often exploited by the empires that encroached on their mountains and occupied their ports - enlisted into naval crews, or forced to convert - but in many ways they benefited from their borderland identity. They played off great powers against one another, leveraged strategic information for court influence, infiltrated imperial ranks and forged valuable mercantile connections.
Skaljari and Kavac sit on opposite slopes of Mount Orjen, which rises above Kotor. They look like a thousand other places in the Balkans. Skaljari is not quite its own village, but an extension of Kotor. Grubby apartment buildings crowd a road that boasts two cemeteries, several casinos, grocery stores and some shipping agencies. From the main street, a narrow road up the mountain leads to a stone house with a basketball hoop in the driveway. This is the childhood home of Jovan Vukotic, head of the Skaljari clan until September 2022, when he was shot in Istanbul by Turkish gangsters in the pay of men from Kavac. Kavac is smaller. To get there, you take a switchback road that runs up and over Mount Orjen. After a Roma scrapyard, a cement wall topped with barbed wire, satellite dishes and security cameras stands in front of a house belonging to Slobodan Kascelan, deputy head of the Kavaci clan. He was arrested in April 2021 on charges of forming a criminal organisation and is currently in Spuz prison, six miles north of Podgorica. The head of the Kavaci, Radoje Zvicer, remains at large. His house is up the street.
The Skaljari and Kavaci were once part of a single organisation which answered to Saric. His arrest in March 2014 is thought to have damaged relations between them, which broke down irrevocably nine months later after a disagreement over whether Radoman should have been killed for stealing the cocaine he found in his apartment. It's believed that the Skaljari wanted to keep him alive and use his contacts to source additional suppliers in South America; the Kavaci were bent on killing him. By 2015, hits were occurring regularly. Radoman's business partner was shot in Budva that October; there were other murders in Kotor and Podgorica. By 2016, the death toll had reached double figures, with the Kavaci assuming the upper hand. That September, a Skaljari gangster was exercising in the Spuz prison yard when he was killed by a Kavaci assassin, who fired from a mountain on the other side of the Zeta river, a quarter of a mile away. 'It was easy. Like shooting a cat in the street,' Mirko Popovic, a cargo ship electrician from Kotor who was in Spuz at the time on assault charges, told me. A police search later found a sniper tripod near the burned-out remains of a Skoda, but a helicopter sweep failed to locate the culprit.
For every member of the Kavaci killed, there were at least two Skaljari. Mobsters wanted by Interpol for years were located with apparent ease, ambushed in their cars or bumped off in steakhouses. Most Skaljari fled the country, but the Kavaci pursued them. There were assassinations in Vienna, Berlin and on the Croatian island of Pag. The clans, each comprising around a hundred men, enlisted allies: smugglers from up and down the Adriatic, Serbian football hooligans, Albanians, Kurdish gangsters. In January 2018 a Serbian police officer was caught on a surveillance camera disposing of the handgun of a Skaljari soldier moments after he shot a Kavaci gangster in a Belgrade car park; two years later the Kavaci paid Serbian enforcers to torture two Skaljari soldiers in a village east of Belgrade, crush their bones in a meat grinder, then toss the bagged remains into the Danube. 'These guys went to school together. They were best men at one another's weddings. They are godparents to one another's children,' Vladimir Jokic, the mayor of Kotor, told me in his office. 'Now the obituaries come in from all these different countries and it's like, "Oh, we know him!"'
On a Sunday afternoon in January 2020, four Kavaci clad in black jumpsuits fired more than twenty bullets at two Skaljari bosses having lunch at a seaside taverna outside Athens. Five months later, a member of the Skaljari was on holiday in Corfu when two Kavaci headed south using fake passports, paid a smuggler EU1500 to transport them across the Greek border by motorbike, hired a boat and crossed to Corfu where they staked out their target for three days before shooting him and his partner as they returned from the beach. They then fled the scene on quad bikes. In 2022, a Turkish hitman was paid EU1.5 million to kill Vukotic, the new Skaljari leader, as he was driving his wife and daughter to a shopping centre in Istanbul. News of the latest murder came in just before I arrived in Montenegro: a Skaljari had been shot three times in the back while on a bike ride with his wife and son in the suburbs of Sao Paulo.
Over the last nine years, it has become clear that the Kavaci possess two advantages over the Skaljari. The first is a willingness to dispense with the Balkan honour code. The Kavaci sometimes take photos of their executions. They run torture chambers. Assassins - known as 'engineers' - are told to shoot Skaljari members no fewer than five times, according to testimony from a trial in 2016, in order to 'send a message to everyone in Montenegro who is in the business of selling drugs'. The second advantage is that the Kavaci weren't just being protected by the government. They were working for it.
Dukanovic  has served as prime minister or president for eleven of the eighteen years since independence. He has been prime minister six times, after parliamentary elections in which the DPS won a majority or emerged as the largest party; he has twice held the office of president, a more ceremonial position elected separately. As he tacked between these positions, Dukanovic blurred the differences between them; Montenegro looked much the same whichever title he had.
The praise he received in the 2000s and 2010s was lavish, even by the standards of Western autocrat-clients. To Berlin Dukanovic was a 'a role model for others'. To Brussels he was a 'champion of regional co-operation'. 'There is a strong feeling in the United States,' said Robert Gelbard, Clinton's envoy to the Balkans, who first mooted bombing Yugoslavia, 'that Milo Dukanovic has done an extraordinary job, has been a real hero, in terms of his role in building Montenegro as an independent democratic state, a country that is founded on strong democratic and free market principles, and one that has a clear vision of the future.'
That he owed his sovereignty in no small part to a Putin loyalist was one irony of the Western embrace of Dukanovic. Another was the way he ran the state. The closest equivalent to Montenegro's post-communist political trajectory is Azerbaijan, a mountain republic where a tight clan-based elite also outlasted the collapse of communism and honed extensive networks of surveillance and control for another generation. Once independence was secured, Dukanovic proceeded to turn Montenegro into something resembling a family firm. His sister, Ana Kolarevic, is a lawyer. In 2005, Montenegro Telekom was purchased by the Hungarian firm Magyar Telekom. A 2011 filing by the US Securities and Exchange Commission claimed that Magyar Telekom paid EU7.35 million to 'third-party consultants under four sham contracts', on the understanding that 'all or a portion of the payments' would then be forwarded to Montenegrin government officials who helped facilitate the sale on terms favourable to Magyar Telekom. (The company agreed to a settlement with the SEC without admitting or denying the allegations.) The SEC filing alleged that payments were made to at least two government officials and to the 'sister of a top Montenegrin official', who 'was a lawyer in Montenegro', disguised as a payment to her law firm; Kolarevic has denied involvement. In 2007, Dukanovic's brother, Aco, oversaw the privatisation of Niksic Saving Bank and purchased a stake that made him its biggest shareholder. It was renamed First Bank and became Montenegro's central bank in all but name, a financial clearing house through which state companies, ministries and charities transferred and held capital.
With mining largely in the hands of Deripaska - collapsing commodity prices meant that by 2008 the arrangement was costing Montenegrin taxpayers 2 per cent of GDP a year in subsidies - and a state shipping sector that never recovered from Yugoslavia's collapse, what remained was tourism. In 2008, parliament passed a law declaring the construction of five-star hotels to be in the 'national interest', as part of an effort to triple tourism's contribution to GDP to 60 per cent by 2017 (it's currently around 25 per cent).
There's no better place to behold Montenegro's disfigurement over the last two decades than the bay of Budva. Above ranks of squat grey Yugoslav housing blocks, high-rises crowd the coast. There's the Splendid Hotel, built in 2006 by Viktor Ivanenko, a former chairman of the KGB. There's the island of Sveti Stefan, where Tito's government built a luxury hotel, leased out in a thirty-year deal in 2009 to the Piraeus shipping magnate Victor Restis. There's the Maestral Resort, built in 2017 by the Malaysian gambling tycoon Paul Phua, whose company soon began flying in high rollers for six-figure buy-in poker tournaments. For anyone wanting to flip dirty cash into euroised assets, this was a country where no questions were asked. Montenegrin passports could also be purchased, hawked in a scheme that, by 2015, saw everyone from the former Fatah leader Mohammad Dahlan to Thaksin Shinawatra receive citizenship in exchange for deposits in First Bank or promises of future investment along the Adriatic.
Periodic but cosmetic anti-corruption drives bought good will from Brussels, which began EU accession talks in 2012. Washington's preferred strategy was to ignore criminality while funding those who exposed it. The tawdriness of Dukanovic's regime was exposed by the State Department-financed Organised Crime and Corruption Reporting Project, which made him its Person of the Year in Organised Crime in 2015. 'Nobody outside of Putin,' it said, 'has run a state that relies so heavily on corruption, organised crime and dirty politics. It is truly and thoroughly rotten to the core.'
His most ambitious project has so far cost almost EU1 billion. Feasibility studies financed by the European Investment Bank in 2008 and 2012 found that the only affordable way to upgrade Montenegro's dilapidated road network was to spend EU500 million repaving and expanding it. Dukanovic rejected this, and instead agreed in 2014 to a new motorway proposed by Beijing, which loaned $944 million for the project. The price tag seems to have been the point: the Chinese brought in much of their own labour, but the contract stipulated that 30 per cent of the budget be directed to local construction companies. More than half of these contracts were secured by Bemax, whose owner - according to screenshots of decrypted text messages sent by Petar Lazovic, a police officer whose father was the head of Montenegro's anti-mafia police unit, and published in the Montenegrin newspaper Vijesti - 'burn[ed] a couple of million' on Dukanovic's DPS 'for the elections'. Lazovic, whom Europol has accused of being a member of the Kavaci, had keys to two safes in a building owned by Bemax in Podgorica, in which police officers found two guns.
The motorway is eventually meant to be 445 km long, connecting Bar to Belgrade. The project has now dragged on for more than nine years, delayed by the pandemic but also by financial difficulties and political upheaval. So far only a 41 km section has been constructed, running from just east of Podgorica to the village of Matesevo. In February, I drove along it to one of the workcamps slapped together to house the hundreds of Chinese labourers. When they left Montenegro in 2021, they didn't bother to dismantle them. Behind a perimeter of chain-link fence, dozens of dormitories had been taken over by local shepherds. Livestock dozed in the bedrooms; the floors were littered with mouldering suitcases. The doorways still had placards bearing the names of their former occupants.
By 2016, Dukanovic was the longest-serving head of state in Europe. In October that year, shortly before the DPS won its sixth consecutive parliamentary majority, he found himself at the centre of another geopolitical incident. On election day, reports circulated of a coup on the streets of Podgorica. Putschists dressed as police officers were said to be preparing to storm the parliament building and assassinate him. Twenty Montenegrin and Serbian citizens were arrested, and within days Montenegro was blaming Moscow, accusing 'organs of the Russian state' of attempting to derail its Nato accession. Western capitals repeated the claims. Over the next months, however, this narrative began to unravel. A retired Serbian general accused of helping to plan the coup claimed that Montenegrin police planted evidence in his car, including keys to a warehouse said to be full of weapons. One witness claimed that assault rifles had been dumped by the conspirators in Lake Gazivoda in Kosovo, but no attempt was made to find them. For Dukanovic, broadcasting that a coup had been attempted seemed more important than clarifying what had actually occurred. 'If Russia wanted to launch a coup in Montenegro, it would have succeeded,' Milan Knezevic, the president of the pro-Moscow Democratic People's Party, who is fighting a five-year prison sentence for helping to organise the coup, told me.
Polls conducted over the next six months showed that only 40 per cent of Montenegrins were in favour of Nato membership. But they didn't get a say. The accession vote held in April 2017 was confined to the Montenegrin parliament, where Dukanovic commanded a majority. 'It would have been very risky for us to call a public referendum on the matter,' Igor Luksic, Dukanovic's minister of foreign affairs from 2012 to 2016, told me. 'I don't want to say that we would lose, but it would have been a repetition of the independence campaign, and we wanted to avoid that. I think it was the wisest decision. I don't see how society would have benefited from a referendum.'
Within months of Montenegro's accession to Nato, Europol officials were attempting to access text messages sent through an encrypted application known as Sky ECC, long suspected of being the preferred messaging service of international cocaine cartels. By early 2021, they had succeeded, retrieving millions of messages exchanged over the previous thirteen years. The trove, which a Belgian state prosecutor estimated would take a team of forty police officers 685 years to read in its entirety, gave an unprecedented glimpse into the inner workings of organised crime. Europol compiled a report detailing its findings and, in 2021, it was sent to all the countries where Sky messages had been exchanged.
It arrived in Montenegro as the war between the Kavaci and the Skaljari was entering its sixth year. Dukanovic's grip on the state was starting to slip: in parliamentary elections in August 2020 the DPS was booted out of office and a new coalition government came to power, with Zdravko Krivokapic as prime minister. Montenegro's opposition was finally in a position to range the powers of the state against its progenitor. And now that he had helped deliver Nato its newest member, Western embassies were ready to round on Dukanovic. They helped organise the political opposition in late 2019 after he attempted to pass legislation effectively annulling the Serbian Orthodox Church's ownership of properties built before 1918, in an effort to strengthen the Montenegrin Orthodox Church. Some Montenegrins saw this as an attempt to close off one of the last remaining valves of Serbian influence in Montenegro, whose recognition of Kosovo remains a major point of contention with Belgrade. There was also the matter of the Church properties themselves, sprawling holdings of real estate situated along the valuable coastline. Either way, the move angered voters across the political spectrum, driving as many as 70,000 people - more than a tenth of the country's population - onto the streets of Podgorica. By April 2020, the weekly demonstrations had turned into broader expressions of rage against two decades of Dukanovic rule: 'No more corruption!' 'Milo thief!'
Yet Dukanovic was still president, and he remained close to the most powerful figures in Montenegro's intelligence agency, police and judiciary. It was to them that Europol's Sky report was delivered. Among those indicted on the basis of the Sky communications were the assistant chief of the police unit Dukanovic had tasked with fighting organised crime; the former head of Montenegro's supreme court who, for thirteen years, appointed the judges who prosecute organised crime; a special prosecutor responsible for bringing cases against organised criminals; the mayor of Budva; 'two police officers who "provided protection to the Kavac clan and informed them about sensitive operational data from the police", three who, according to information provided by "international partners" to the Montenegrin government, had more than EU50 million in their bank accounts'; more than a dozen other officers; and their boss, Montenegro's police chief. Those indicted deny the charges, and claim that the messages aren't admissible as evidence, having been obtained illegally and by Europol rather than Montenegrin authorities.
Rather than instigating a confrontation with the cartel system, the Europol report instead sparked a proxy conflict within Montenegro, or between competing versions of the country. There is, on the one hand, the emerging new Montenegro, comprised of a young generation of politicians who have limited experience of governing and who scarcely control certain parts of the state they have been elected to run. 'One evening in April 2021 we arrested eighteen members of the Kavaci clan, most of them in Kotor,' Dritan Abazovic, who succeeded Krivokapic as prime minister, told me. 'By noon the next day the judges had let them out of prison. Known killers - and they let them all out!' This Montenegro is determined to bring an end to the Dukanovic system. But strategies differ. Some, like Abazovic, have visited Spuz prison in search of convicts with incriminating information about Dukanovic. Others prefer to co-ordinate with the Western embassies that once worked with Dukanovic. Another major player in Montenegro's mafia war is the FBI, which flies Montenegrin prosecutors to the US for training and then directs them to root out government corruption.
Against this new Montenegro is the old guard. It understands how the state works because it spent thirty years running it. It has deep ties to intelligence and deeper ties to the judiciary. The batches of Sky communications that continue to be leaked to journalists roughly once a week, by politicians or prosecutors determined to destroy Dukanovic's system or muddy the evidence against it, provide insight into the way the old Montenegro operates. The text messages have been heavily redacted. Some show possible signs of editing. Plucked from millions of exchanges conducted over at least seven years, full of code words and inscrutable gang language, their context isn't always clear. But some of the messages are easy to understand. There are texts in which police discuss giving weapons to the Kavaci and send photos of Skaljari members being tortured in police stations or police vehicles. 'In one Kavaci group chat which included 21 members, twelve were discovered to be active-duty policemen,' Jelena Jovanovic, the Vijesti journalist who has been at the forefront of publishing the Sky communications, told me. 'Most of their contracts were never terminated. They still work the streets.' In the texts, the gangsters consult Saric, in prison in Belgrade, about how to organise the Corfu hit, which is nearly called off when a Kavaci member realises that he crossed the North Macedonian border using his real passport.
In text messages exchanged in July 2020, an officer asks the Kavaci not to target the Skaljari in the run-up to elections the following month. 'Don't do it unless it really has to be done,' the officer says, relaying what he says are orders from a police chief. 'When the elections are done, then you can go and rip their skin off.' The messages make you wonder whether factions of the police were orchestrating the mafia war all along. Indeed, the more closely one examines the Kavaci-Skaljari conflict, the stranger certain murders appear. Take the killing of Vukotic in September 2022. He had been charged with murder in Montenegro in February 2020 before being released that July. At some point after his release he was red-flagged in Interpol's tracking system. By the summer of 2022 the Kavaci had tracked him down to the Sisli neighbourhood of Istanbul. 'I don't believe the police were sharing the exact location of Skaljari members with the Kavaci,' Damir Lekic, a lawyer for the Skaljari clan who has spent the last four years flying around Europe to collect the bodies of murdered clients, told me. 'But they would give the Kavaci a rough area - a neighbourhood in Athens - and say: "You have ten days to do what you need to do."' I asked Lekic why the state decided to co-operate with the Kavaci instead of the Skaljari. There were many reasons, he believed, but the most important was the willingness of the Kavaci leadership to let the authorities occasionally arrest its members in order to keep up appearances. The Skaljari wouldn't agree to this.
There is no evidence that Dukanovic used the Sky app. But he is a recurring topic of conversation. Police officers and Kavaci members call him 'the Boss'. 'Everyone will vote how I tell them to,' Radoje Zvicer, the Kavaci clan leader, writes to police ahead of the 2020 elections. In October 2020 Petar Lazovic tells the Kavaci gangsters that 'the Boss had a grandson,' and sends them a photo of Dukanovic celebrating at a dinner party. The mobsters ask for their congratulations to be extended. 'The Boss is talking about you,' Lazovic tells Zvicer. In an exchange dated two months earlier, Lazovic discusses delivering cash to the Boss. 'Don't mention that we've been working for thirty years and handing money to Milo personally,' he advises an associate. 'Don't say that we bring money to Milo; 300,000 [euros] to Milo Dukanovic personally every month.' (Dukanovic denies this ever took place.) It's a proposition so shocking - the son of the man who leads the country's anti-mafia task force openly discussing six-figure monthly kickbacks to its president - that many Montenegrin journalists I met were caught between two theories about what it meant. Perhaps Lazovic was aware that his messages were being decrypted by Europol and deliberately wrote something so outlandish that it would cast doubt on the veracity of all the Sky exchanges. That - or corruption under Dukanovic was so pedestrian, nobody thought twice about putting such things in writing.
The Sky messages confirm that Montenegro isn't an example of state capture by organised crime. Rather, the cartels are an extension of the state. They are in contact with the state, they are shielded by it and they enrich the people who run it. Dejan Milovac, an investigator for MANS, an NGO that exposes corruption in Montenegro, told me that it will be harder to overcome the problem of organised crime there than anywhere else in the region. 'The first line of defence against organised crime - police officers, security officials, customs officers - all turned out to be working for it.' Or as Abazovic, the former prime minister, said to me: 'The Kavaci are a state project. And while you can try to reduce their power - and I tried to do that - here's the biggest problem: they possess much more money than Montenegro.'
Dukanovic 's 32 years in power came to an end last April, when a 36-year-old economist called Jakov Milatovic defeated him by nearly 70,000 votes in the presidential election run-off. 'Other countries in Eastern Europe were able to start their democratic development decades ago,' Milatovic told me in his office. 'We are only starting the process now. This is our 1989.' I asked him what he thought Montenegro might look like in five years. 'Slovenia,' he answered.
Dukanovic's successors have, on the face of it, little in common. Milatovic is an Oxford-educated former employee of the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development. Krivokapic is a former informatics professor and devout follower of the Serbian Orthodox Church who speaks little English. Abazovic is an ethnic Albanian who taught history at a secondary school in Ulcinj. His successor, Milojko Spajic, the current prime minister, worked for Goldman Sachs in Singapore. Each of these three prime ministers belongs to a different party; Milatovic, who was elected as the Europe Now! candidate, is now an independent. Yet they seem to have few ideological differences. None criticises the Western record in Montenegro. Their talking points - 'institutional trust', 'value-based systems', 'European future' - resemble the Euro-Atlanticist jargon Dukanovic perfected in the 1990s. Indeed, the country envisioned by the post-Dukanovic generation - one where EU accession is accelerated, the Kavaci are broken by a US-orchestrated anti-corruption drive, and a burgeoning tech sector helps obscure the fact that a land of miners and seafarers has been turned into a country of hoteliers - is familiar enough. When they herald a 'new Montenegro', what they largely mean is Dukanovic's state without the corruption.
The mood in Podgorica today is grim. Jubilation over last summer's election has hardened into frustration that membership of Nato has arrived, but EU accession - which a majority supports - still seems hopelessly remote. Montenegro's sole advantage, its balancing act between Washington and Moscow, is gone. The Europol report may have led to a small number of police officers and prosecutors being relieved of their duties, but others are still working from house arrest or jail: the mayor of Budva, arrested last year and charged with drug trafficking and creating a criminal organisation, continued signing bills from his cell in Spuz prison, where he denies the charges for which he awaits trial, until March when he was suspended on half-pay. The great unanswered question is whether there is any likelihood that Dukanovic will be prosecuted. It is easiest to imagine a future in which Montenegro brokers an amnesty with cartel capital rather than one in which it attempts to confiscate it.
But it has more immediate concerns. British intelligence agents have started monitoring the port of Bar for contraband tobacco. In 2021, the US embassy funded the installation of telephone jammers in Spuz prison to prevent inmates from ordering murders from their cells. South of Kotor, Bemax has begun surfacing a new portion of highway, even as Brussels rebuffs Podgorica's requests for help in repaying Beijing, which holds a quarter of Montenegrin debt. Russian and Ukrainian emigres, concentrated in Adriatic towns like Herceg Novi, now account for a tenth of Montenegro's population, and are pricing its citizens out of a coast already blighted by criminal investment. For one group, though, it's still business as usual. On any evening you can find the men from Kavac at the Podgorica Hotel, clustered in a dark corner of the lobby, handguns bulging beneath their black bum bags.
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Short Cuts
Total Eclipse
Chris Lintott



It is very difficult  to describe what I witnessed on Monday, 8 April, standing in a field in Ohio a little after three in the afternoon. As the shadow of the Moon swept across the surrounding cornfields, engulfing the crowd that had gathered to watch the total solar eclipse, we were transported, briefly, to a place unlike anywhere else on Earth. The transition from partial to total eclipse is as sudden and shocking as a jump cut in a horror film. With even 99 per cent of the Sun covered, the landscape retains a familiar aspect. In totality, there is a black hole in the sky where our star should be, surrounded by a pearly white corona stretching away into a purple sky, an orange glow on the horizon.
A total eclipse happens when the new Moon comes between the Sun and the Earth, creating a syzygy, an alignment of three celestial bodies, and casting its shadow onto our planet's surface. As the Moon moves in its orbit, the shadow moves rapidly along a track that may be only a few miles across. Observers within this path of totality see the Sun completely obscured. Those on either side see a partial eclipse, with the Moon covering only part of the Sun's disc.
If the Moon orbited in the same plane as the Earth, there would be an eclipse every month. Instead, the Moon's origins, more than four billion years ago, in a violent collision between a Mars-sized body sometimes called Theia and the still-forming Earth, placed its orbit at an angle which means that, most months, it passes unseen above or below the Sun in the daytime sky. Only when everything lines up precisely is there an eclipse, but even then totality is not certain. When the Moon is close to apogee, the point in its elliptical orbit furthest from the Earth, it doesn't appear large enough to cover the whole Sun and you get an annular eclipse, with a ring of sunlight surrounding the lunar disc.
Predicting eclipses requires keeping track of the rhythms of the lunar and solar orbits. Ancient astronomers knew that an eclipse would almost always be followed by another, near identical eclipse, 223 lunar months (eighteen years, eleven days and eight hours) later, a period known as the saros. This year's eclipse, for example, was preceded by one in 2006, which I saw from a beach in Turkey. The last American eclipse, in 2017, fell one saros period after the August 1999 eclipse that many in the UK remember for the cloudy Cornish weather that accompanied it. At any given time, around forty different saros series are in progress.
The use of these cycles to make eclipse predictions goes back at least to Babylonian observations in the sixth century bc, but the task of predicting exactly where on the Earth an eclipse will happen is much harder. As the Chinese astronomer Guo Shoujing wrote in the 13th century, 'the test of an astronomical system's exactitude is its treatment of eclipses. In this art of pacing the celestial motions, exactitude is hard to come by.'
Even once the route the shadow will take has been determined, the dedicated eclipse watcher has to deal with the far less predictable weather, as those watching from the West Country in 1999 found out. With totality lasting only a matter of minutes, even a single passing cloud can ruin everything. Some who travelled for this year's event chose to chase clear skies, heading to Mexico or Texas; others scrutinised the constantly changing weather patterns before plumping at the last minute for Arkansas or the far eastern Canadian provinces.
There's a baffling variety of weather models available. Even restricting myself, on the advice of my printed Road Atlas for the 2024 Solar Eclipse, to US and Canadian forecasts, I found myself clicking between different websites in the week before the eclipse, each of them detailed and convincing. I eventually decided to pick a spot and stick with it regardless of the outlook. I have a friend whose family home is in Farmersville, a hamlet twenty miles or so southwest of Dayton, Ohio, surrounded by stubble-strewn cornfields. The atmosphere the night before the eclipse was festive. Someone lit a bonfire (many of the visitors were camping). We drank cans of lager and watched lightning flash across the horizon. No one mentioned the thick clouds that had gathered overhead.
The next morning dawned with bright blue skies. The high cloud predicted by many of the weather models, due to roll in as the eclipse began, proved to be nothing more than a few scraps of cirrus. Excitement spread through the crowd, as we congratulated ourselves on having had the good sense to be in just the right spot on the Earth's surface at just the right time.
The start of an eclipse is easy to miss. Our eyes are very good at adjusting to changes in light levels, and it's possible to be under a 90 (or even 95) per cent eclipsed Sun and not realise. We watched the slow march of the Moon across the Sun's disc through eclipse glasses, which block out all but a tiny fraction of light, and used colanders to project images of the crescent Sun onto the ground.
As the Sun's disc narrowed, things became distinctly odd. The drop in temperature had been obvious for a while, but now colours, especially red and green, faded, giving the world a washed-out aspect (one of the pre-eclipse press releases that landed in my inbox warned that wearing bright colours wouldn't help you stand out during totality). Shadows sharpened, and then the south-western horizon darkened and the umbral shadow was upon us.
The last sunlight shone through a valley on the Moon's limb, producing a dazzling diamond-ring effect. Once this vanished, the corona - the Sun's outer atmosphere - popped into brilliant view. For most of history, the corona could only be seen during a total solar eclipse. It is made up of plasma, heated to millions of degrees by the Sun's powerful magnetic field and incredibly tenuous. Exactly how this happens was a mystery for many years, despite such efforts as an experimental Concorde flight in 1973 with a team of astronomers on board to chase the Moon's shadow, extending their totality to an unprecedented 74 minutes. Now satellites carry instruments capable of making artificial eclipses; and last year Nasa's Parker Solar Probe swooped just a little more than seven million kilometres above the visible surface of the Sun, travelling at nearly 400,000 miles per hour, faster than any other human-made object.
The complexity of the corona adds to its mysteries. Most photographs struggle to show the detail visible in the long streamers reaching away from the Sun, and pictures don't capture the contrast between the bright white coronal light and the blackness of the central disk during totality. They do show the changing shape of the Sun's atmosphere from eclipse to eclipse, however, reflecting the eleven-year cycle of solar activity that shows up in counts of sunspots and studies of flares.
Given the centrality of the corona to the experience of an eclipse today, its absence from descriptions written before the 18th century is striking. As late as 29 March 1652, discussion of a short totality that crossed the British Isles concentrated on the loss of the Sun; the day was known as Black Monday, or Mirk Monday in Scotland. Further back, the award for pithiest short description of an eclipse goes to the scribe who described an 1133 event as 'miserabilis, horribilis, nigra, mirabilis': wretched, horrifying, black, remarkable.
Many cultures have tried to ward off the bad luck associated with the Sun's disappearance. Sometimes this was mere bureaucracy, as in the record of a petition to the Chinese emperor Wen to dismiss his prime minister after an eclipse in 221 ad (he refused). Others took more drastic action. The Assyrian ruler Esarhaddon responded to a report of a partial solar eclipse in 669 bc by installing a substitute king on his throne, to take on the evil from the event before being killed soon afterwards. The real king was sequestered in a modest house and referred to only as 'the farmer'.
Eclipse warnings today tend to be limited to guidance on the dangers of staring at the Sun. Six inmates at Woodbourne Correctional Facility, New York, sued to be allowed to watch the eclipse (on religious grounds) rather than be confined inside for their safety. I've heard stories of school classes being kept inside as a precaution. Road signs warned of eclipse-related traffic, a modern curse. But millions of people were granted the blessing of clear skies. In Farmersville our view of the corona was complimented by a bright orange prominence, a loop of hot gas the size of several Earths reaching up from the Sun's surface. Venus and Jupiter appeared on either side of the eclipsed star. Birds made what the ornithologist next to me said might well be evening calls, and a confused bat swooped past the crowd, enjoying the shortest night of its life.
Then, as suddenly as it started, totality was over. The reappearance of the diamond ring brought cheers, and we paid scant attention to the partial phases that ended the eclipse. The next total eclipse to cover Farmersville will be centuries distant; in the northern hemisphere, any particular spot encounters totality only once every 330 years.
Nowhere else in the Solar System sees such a spectacle. Mercury and Venus are moonless, and though cameras on Mars rovers have sent back images of its small, asteroidal moons, Phobos and Deimos, crossing the Sun's face, they are too small to block it completely. The outer planets have plenty of moons, but see the Sun as a much smaller disc, easily covered. Despite a recent flood of discoveries that have revealed planets to be extremely common in the galaxy, we have yet to find convincing evidence for even a single moon beyond the Solar System.
Since the Moon stabilises the Earth's axis, and hence its climate, and probably also reduces the number of asteroids that hit the planet, it has been argued that the presence of such a large satellite might be a prerequisite for life. If so, a scarcity of such moons might explain the apparent absence of abundant alien intelligence from the cosmos. My Oxford colleague Steven Balbus goes much further. The coincidence of geometry that makes the Sun and Moon roughly the same size in the sky also means that they both contribute to the tides we experience on Earth. The beating of the solar and lunar tidal cycles against each other brings the difference between more extreme spring tides and lesser neap tides. This means there are liminal places on Earth that are covered with water occasionally but dry most of the time: ideal habitats for an oft-stranded species of fish to learn to breathe air or take its first steps onto land. If this idea is correct, then we should look to planets that have moons capable of producing total stellar eclipses to find our fellow land-dwelling intelligences.
The tides cause friction which slows the Earth's rotation, and causes the Moon to recede from us by nearly four centimetres a year: in about half a billion years' time, the Moon's shadow will touch down on Earth for the last time. Meanwhile, I'm looking for hotels at Keflavik Airport in Iceland, or in Majorca, under the track of the next total eclipse, on 12 August 2026.
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It's  a crowded field, but the most unsubtle of all 19th-century Russian paintings might be Vasily Vereshchagin's 1871 canvas The Apotheosis of War. In an arid landscape, a towering pyramid of human skulls is being picked over by crows, with ruined Islamicate architecture in the background. This heavy-metal album cover avant la lettre was dedicated 'to all great conquerors, past, present and future'. But to which conquerors was Vereshchagin alluding? The canonical skull-pyramid-builder in contemporary European minds was Tamerlane, the 14th-century embodiment of Oriental barbarism. But the conqueror Vereshchagin knew best was his own Russian Empire. The picture is unsubtle but not unambiguous. Was it a work of Western triumphalism or of anticolonial critique? The main signal it sends is about the volume of the dead.
Vereshchagin accompanied the Russian army as a junior officer during the conquest of Central Asia. Between 1853 and 1885 the empire annexed or subjected the Muslim khanates of Khiva and Khoqand, the emirate of Bukhara and many of the Turkmen tribes. Populated by around six million people, this vast region became part of the Soviet Union during the Russian Civil War and - thanks to its subsequent reorganisation into republics including Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan and Tajikistan - is now known to most non-experts as 'the stans'. Though in retrospect the conquest appears rapid and almost inevitable, Alexander Morrison's study shows that it was in fact the result of a long series of contingent decisions both by central authorities and actors on the ground, driven by a logic of Russian civilisational supremacy.
The justification for the conquest most commonly heard from the mouths of Russian leaders and officials at the time was that the Russians had come to bring civilisation and abolish the barbaric practice of slavery, particularly the enslavement of Russian subjects. This represented a significant shift in the narrative around anti-slavery, which had previously condemned Western imperialism. Yet by that point almost no Russian slaves remained in the khanates and, in practice, both slavery and other forms of bondage were allowed to persist for decades after the conquest.
Though some Europeans found this rationalisation for invasion plausible, in the 20th century more cynical interpretations emerged. One, which took its cues from Lenin, argued that Russia was driven by the desire of merchant capitalists to secure more reliable supplies of cotton after the disruptions of the US Civil War. Another, beloved of retired British corporals and their spiritual equivalents the world over, was that the conquest was part of Russia's Great Game with Britain, a struggle that boiled down to the security of India's north-west frontier. A third emphasised the agency of 'men on the spot', officers like General Konstantin von Kaufman, who produced excuses for military aggression to gain opportunities for fame and professional advancement.
Morrison finds neither the original explanation nor the later ones persuasive. Central Asia was not a significant source of cotton until the turn of the 20th century, and what it produced could have easily been obtained by trade. Though the Russians and the British certainly looked warily on each other's projects of expansion, Central Asia wasn't close enough to India for the conquest to be motivated by any desire to gain access to it, and in fact Russian and British officers often saw themselves as acting jointly as representatives of Western civilisation against Oriental savagery. As for 'men on the spot', their initiative mattered, but at no point did it come into serious conflict with the objectives of the centre. Indeed, tsarist imperial strategy presupposed a certain amount of latitude for the actions of its proconsuls.
Instead, Morrison presents an image of a blundering, gradual process typically driven by security dilemmas of the Russians' own making: having established a fortified frontier on the arid, agriculturally unproductive southern steppe, they found their new strongholds impossible to maintain or supply - a problem that appeared to be solvable if only some more stable line of fortresses could be established. As this expansion provoked more and more dangerous opposition from the khanates, the search for security came to require the subjugation of their heartlands and suppression of the attendant revolts.
The primary constraint on this expansion was logistical. If they had symbolised casualties on the Russian side during the conquest, Vereshchagin's skulls would have had to be of a totally different kind: the skulls of the camels that formed the backbone of supply trains before the establishment of the region's railways. In thirty years of war the Russians lost fewer than five hundred men, the majority of them in two brutal battles during the conquest's closing stages in Turkmen territory. But tens of thousands of camels died in the course of the invasion, usually because expeditions blundered with them into hot, cold, waterless or fodderless lands after Russians failed to heed indigenous knowledge about caravan trails or adequately scout the route ahead. Having exhausted the supply of camels in the region after one of these debacles, the army would have to wait a good while for their numbers to recover.
The more grimly ludicrous aspects of the war were the result of careerist infighting. In 1872 it became clear that the next target of the conquest would be the remote khanate of Khiva in the region's south-west, the site of a failed Russian attack thirty years earlier. By now the Russians were confident of being able to avenge their predecessors, but leaders feared that with the conquest of the region now demonstrably nearing its end, the supply of medals and promotions was going to run dry. As a result, four separate columns were organised to converge on Khiva from different directions, providing plenty of time on the pitch for glory-seekers. The resulting logistical disasters led to the total collapse of one of the columns and near fatal supply crises for the others, though Khiva was ultimately taken without difficulty.
But this lack of difficulty meant that some officers would likely be denied the recognition for battlefield valour they craved. Their solution was a punitive expedition against the Yomud Turkmen population, resulting in a large-scale slaughter of civilians. As the Khivan chronicler Muhammad Yusuf Bek (known as Bayani) reported, the Yomud drew the conclusion that 'now that we have encountered the Russians it is better for us to live by the sword. After our women and children were butchered it is our obligation to rise against Russia. It is better to die than to lead such a life in this world.' But the Russian conquest rolled on, and Kaufman, now the first governor-general of Turkestan, won a stratospheric reputation for his effective stewardship of the vast new province.
Though people like Vereshchagin often castigated the British for the arrogance and cruelty of their brand of imperialism, in practice the Russians were no better. Cliches such as Russia being 'between East and West' were propaganda aimed at spreading the idea of a kinder, gentler empire closer to its subjects than the British were to Indians or Africans. Yet the majority of Russia's officer corps - often native French or German-speakers - thought of themselves as full-blooded Europeans, culturally as well as geographically. The empire tried to maintain a facade of providing diplomatic excuses for conquest - the norms of European civilisation frowned on unprovoked military aggression - but nobody had any intention of recognising the Central Asian khanates as sovereign states. Instead, the conquest followed a pattern in which Russia would make an arrogant demand of one of the khanates, and when the opposing ruler demurred it was treated as 'insolence'. Insolence justified invasion and further annexation, and the generally low human and material costs of the campaign cleared the way for yet more arrogant demands. In another common scenario, harm allegedly done to a Russian soldier or officer would prompt a punitive expedition that extracted a much larger death toll. In no case was proportionality recognised as an objective: provocations had to be punished with overwhelming force.
As elsewhere in the world during the peak of 19th-century imperialism, it was the relative performance of Russian and Central Asian troops on the battlefield that did more than anything else to encourage the onslaught. Both Russian and local sources emphasise the drill and discipline shown under fire by the Russian rank and file, which resulted in the failure of the shock tactics that the cavalry-heavy Central Asian armies relied on. In situations where logistical overstretch was not a concern, Russian troops could generally outfight enemy armies that were many times larger. Such lopsided victories helped promote the view that Russian lives simply mattered more than Central Asian ones.
Was this imbalance the result of some mysterious civilisational advantage having to do with education or nutrition? Or did it come from the steely valour of frost-tempered Russian muzhiks? Or perhaps it was the leadership of the Russian officer corps, which had once triumphed over Napoleon? Maziar Behrooz's Iran at War, which analyses the history of Qajar Iran's long conflict with Russia a few decades before the conquest of Central Asia, suggests one possible answer. Behrooz describes an audience between an Iranian prince and a British emissary in 1809, in the course of which the foreign visitor described a recent European battle where an army of 120,000 troops incurred 25,000 casualties. The prince refused to believe it: the scale of the armies and the slaughter entailed were on a scale unimaginable to him. 'In our severest and longest battles,' the prince said, 'our loss never exceeds fifty to one hundred men.'
The growing effectiveness of Western armies, in other words, resulted not from their supposed civilisational achievements but from their greater ability to kill and to be killed. Armies grew larger as a result of more sophisticated recruitment, training and procurement systems, while weapons grew deadlier and more accurate at greater distances. Often described in the bloodless language of technological progress, these advances required the use of drill and propaganda to suppress the natural reluctance to kill (soldiers in the era of muskets could rarely hit a human target) and the urge to flee in terror when a comrade was ridden down, shot or blown up. The soldiers trained in such an environment were more indifferent to the lives of the enemy and to their own, and so perhaps more willing to kill civilians when ordered to.
This isn't to say that the regional rivals of the Russian Empire were sterling examples of humane warfare. Behrooz describes a late 18th-century campaign in which a series of Iranian victories over the restive small states of the South Caucasus were followed by mass reprisals against the civilian population, a common sequel to military action. The difference was that both Iranian and Central Asian rulers sought to establish hegemony over political entities and trade routes, not to subjugate a population in the long term. The civilisational rhetoric of the Russian conquest licensed not only the wholesale transformation of conquered societies in the interests of Russian and European settlers and capitalists, but also the extirpation of entire populations branded as 'robbers', 'barbarians' and 'bandits'. As Russia gained an upper hand in its wars against the Qajars in the Caucasus, it embarked on decades of brutal, often genocidal counterinsurgency warfare against traditionally autonomous local peoples like the Circassians.
The same pattern recurred in Central Asia. While the urbanised oases of Bukhara and Khiva were ultimately deemed militarily unproblematic and turned into Russian protectorates rather than annexed outright, revolt in the khanate of Khoqand in the eastern part of the region prompted a campaign of ethnic cleansing against its Kipchak inhabitants. In the west, semi-nomadic populations like the Turkmens were too ungovernable and too much of a threat to settler agriculture and frontier security to be allowed to maintain their freedom. As it began to complete the conquest, Russia sought to settle on a border with Iran, which would finally allow a permanent boundary to take the place of the vexingly fluid frontiers of the conquest zone. The Akhal-Teke Turkmen were in the way of this process of tidying up; during an initial attempt to 'pacify' them in 1878, they were able to exploit Russian logistical blunders to ward off the invaders, preventing the Russians from consolidating their control of Transcaspia.
In 1879 the Russians staged an attack on an even larger scale. Decades of bitter experience had failed to teach officers that grand invasion plans only multiplied the logistical problems posed by Central Asian campaigning. When the starving, weary army reached its objective, the fortified city of Gok-Tepe, it proved incapable of effectively assaulting the fortifications despite indiscriminate artillery bombardment (the main casualties of which would have been the village's civilian inhabitants). Although the Turkmen incurred much heavier losses, they scored another victory against the Russians - one of the costliest in Russian lives of the entire conquest. Predictably, the need to avenge defeat by a people they had branded as savages led to a punitive expedition. Led by General Mikhail Skobelev, a ruthless veteran of the Central Asian campaign, the attack of 1880-81 was logistically better prepared and its strategy more deliberate. This time, the Russian army conducted a three-week siege of Gok-Tepe, subjecting its 45,000 inhabitants to relentless shelling and mortar fire. When the city was finally taken, Russian soldiers pursued and slaughtered Turkmen who tried to escape. Even by 19th-century standards this was a crime against humanity. British and French writers happy to forget about their own legacies of massacre seized on the Russian depredations as yet more evidence of the Russian Empire's civilisational inferiority to their own.
Nobody, least of all the Turkmen themselves, denied that the events at Gok-Tepe were part of a military conflict rather than a one-sided targeting of civilians, and more Russians were killed in 1881 than in 1879. But casualties on the Russian side were precisely why the reprisal was so brutal. If the premise of the Russian conquest, as demonstrated over and over again, was that Russia couldn't tolerate dissent from a people deemed to be ontologically inferior, then any successful effort to even the score could only result in a greater need to restore the proper balance. Each Russian life lost at Gok-Tepe would be paid for by twenty Turkmen ones. That was the real apotheosis of war, European-style.
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On Pockets
Susannah Clapp



When I complain  it is sexist, the men on the door think I am having a laugh. Every week before being allowed into a theatre I have to prove I'm not dangerous by opening my bag for inspection. Meanwhile my male companion is invariably waved through - though that bulge in his pocket could be a knife.
Thanks to Hannah Carlson, I now regard this ritual as part of a widespread garment plot. In Pockets: An Intimate History of How We Keep Things Close (Algonquin, PS25), Carlson shows the ways in which pouches confer power: routinely sewn into male but not into female clothing, they have helped men make their way through the world, fully equipped, as if they were armoured vehicles or portable garden sheds. She stretches the p-word to its elastic limits, solemnly seeking out 'pocket integrity', 'pocket bounty', 'pocket allotment', 'pocket equilibrium' and 'pocket aspirations'. Yet she triumphantly lands her points.
[image: Popular locations for pockets on men's garments, from Bernard Rudofsky's 'Are Clothes Modern?' (1947)]Popular locations for pockets on men's garments, from Bernard Rudofsky's 'Are Clothes Modern?' (1947).




In an arch but meticulously executed drawing of 1870 a pocket bolsters the idea of quintessential boyishness. At the bedside of their sleeping son a young couple examine the live turtle they have extracted from his trouser pocket. The man (two-tiered moustache) looks waggish; the woman (flouncy gown) concerned. Their expressions say: what a delightfully naughty little scamp! A print from some fifty years earlier shows a youth in a Regency dress coat with swishing tails: fur cuffs and standaway collar; lounging attitude; shoe daintily pointed. Both sumptuous and sloppy, he completes his claim to being a fop by casually stuffing his hands into pockets.
But Carlson's main coup is to show that integrated pockets are aids to independence. In the 18th century, a man's suit could become a portable cabinet, with accordion-shaped compartments for filing separate items, large side pouches for documents, a small chamber for a watch. Pockets generated the manufacture of miniature instruments: Thomas Jefferson was able to carry on his person sextant, scales and thermometer. In 1899 an article in the New York Times declared that, since the invention of pockets, 'no pocketless person has ever been great.'
Women have not always been bereft. Pouches, tied around the waist, dangling among petticoats, and sometimes a whopping twenty inches long, enabled the sexual rummaging in Richardson's Clarissa and probably prompted the nursery rhyme featuring Lucy Locket and Kitty Fisher, though Carlson explains that contemporaries thought that 'pocket' was code for 'pimp'. Emily Dickinson persuaded her dressmaker to stitch a patch pocket, for pencil and paper, onto her white dresses; some seamstresses tucked a pocket into a bustle. Yet by the end of the 19th century most women were encumbered with bags and umbrellas and bits and bobs, or relied on someone else to do carrying. The discrepancy between male and female provision became a rallying point for Charlotte Perkins Gilman and other feminists. A 1915 suffragist parody, 'Why We Oppose Pockets for Women', declared: 'We must not fly in the face of nature. The great majority of women do not want pockets. If they did they would have them.'
Carlson's extensive research raises further questions. Are the objects in a pocket merely contents, or could they be called a collection? Crucially, when is a pocket not a pocket? Has it earned the title if it is not merely trivial - a decorative adornment on hip or tit which is too flat to hold anything but an emergency pill - but entirely pouchless, when it has dwindled into a flap? Can a trompe l'oeil pocket really be deemed 'fraudulent'? Franco Moschino mocked Chanel by creating a trim tweed suit on which the pockets were upside down. Actually, most pockets are self-satirising as containers: men spill themselves all over the place because of gaping trouser pouches. Is this spilling an unconscious territorial claim? Are men particularly keen on pockets because they have vulva envy?
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Eaten Alive by a Vicious Cat
Tim Parks


 My Friends 
by  Hisham Matar.
 Viking, 458 pp., PS18.99, January, 978 0 241 40948 0



Hisham Matar  doesn't need to look far for his subject matter. In his remarkable memoir The Return (2016) he explained that a privileged childhood in a wealthy Libyan family turned to nightmare when his father, leader of an anti-Gaddafi insurrection, was kidnapped in Cairo in 1990 and imprisoned in Tripoli. He eventually disappeared, never to re-emerge. As a result Matar's education in the UK - first at boarding school, then at university in London - turned into permanent exile. His first novel, In the Country of Men (2006), dramatises a young boy's turmoil when both his neighbour and father are arrested in Tripoli by Gaddafi's secret police. In his second, Anatomy of a Disappearance (2011), a son and a glamorous stepmother, with whom the young man is infatuated, search for a revolutionary father who has been abducted by the police of an unnamed Middle Eastern state.
Both novels are engaging, but the memoir is a work of quite different scope and achievement, which makes them pale somewhat in comparison. It's understandable, then, that Matar might hesitate before returning to fiction. In 2019 he published A Month in Siena, ostensibly a meditation on the paintings of the Sienese Renaissance, but also an exploration of the relationship between citizen and state, individual freedom and civic duty, which he feels those paintings illustrate. The book develops a style of melancholic reflection, Sebald-like, that moves back and forth between cultural analysis and private drama:
The distance between where we stood now in Siena, in front of Lorenzetti's Allegory of Good Government, and that moment, a couple of years before, when Diana [Matar's wife] and I had landed in Rome from Tripoli, in the wake of my momentous return to my country after more than three decades of exile, a period of time in which I became a man and perhaps a different kind of man from that other one I might have been had I remained in Libya; and the hours after seeing David with the Head of Goliath in the Galleria Borghese, searching for shade and finding a place to rest under a pine on a green beside the Sant'Andrea al Quirinale - all seemed to fold together and collapse like a concertina of days made of the same fabric. Here we were in Siena, Rome and Tripoli all at once; and here we were looking at the faces of Lorenzetti's Justice and her victim, as well as those of Caravaggio's David and Goliath.

A few pages later, observing a family placing flowers by a headstone in a cemetery, Matar arrives at the book's resonant moment:
The instant my eyes fell on them something made me look away. I felt, in Gerard Manley Hopkins's phrase, I had to take custody of my eyes. I hoped they did not see me, the mourner without a grave ... I knew then that I had come to Siena not only to look at paintings. I had also come to grieve alone, to consider the new terrain and to work out how I might continue from here.

Matar's new novel, My Friends, is by far his longest book to date. This time the familiar story of political violence and uneasy expatriation is told through the protagonist's relationships with the friends who have sustained him through more than thirty years of exile. Written in the first person and blending the melodrama of the earlier fiction with the reflective style of the memoirs, the novel opens at King's Cross Station in November 2016. The narrator, Khaled Abd al Hady, is saying what seems a final goodbye to his friend Hosam Zowa, who is emigrating to the US. As Khaled walks home to Shepherd's Bush, taking in the Regent's Park mosque, where the BBC journalist Mohammed Mustafa Ramadan was killed in 1980, then the Libyan embassy in St James's Square, where the policewoman Yvonne Fletcher was shot dead by an embassy official during an anti-Gaddafi demonstration in 1984, he looks back at a profoundly wounded life.
Once again there is a distinguished father, this time the headmaster of a school in Benghazi. Unlike the fathers in Matar's previous books, however, Ustath Kamal Abd al Hady does not openly oppose Gaddafi's regime. He is a closet historian, privately gathering facts that condemn Gaddafi but anxious not to expose himself to danger: he is 'part of that silent army that exists in every country, made up of individuals who had come to the conclusion that they live among unreasonable compatriots and therefore must, like grown-ups in a playground, endure the chaos until the bell rings, resigned to the fact that this may come long after they are gone'. Watched over by a hyper-protective mother, Khaled is similarly cautious: he has 'always been a careful angel', as his father puts it. But one day in March 1980, the family hear Ramadan read out a short story on the BBC's Arabic service. Written by the young Hosam Zowa, it describes a man who allows himself to be eaten alive by a vicious cat, until, when only his head remains, he at last finds the courage to say no. At which point the cat simply departs, 'leaving the man to finally resume his life'. Might casting off dictatorship require no more than an act of will?
Only weeks later, plagued by dreams 'where I sometimes saw myself as the limbless figure, in constant need of looking after', Khaled hears of Ramadan's murder: 'A stray dog has met his end,' Libyan state television announces. He reacts to this combination of challenge and warning by immersing himself in international literature. In the journal World Literature Written in English, he tackles an article by Professor Henry Walbrook with the unalluring title 'The Consequences of Meaning in the Infidelities of Translation'. Literature appears to offer a place for both passive opposition and shelter. Reading and caution are connected: 'Khaled the reader, Khaled the reasonable boy,' he imagines his father thinking. At the same time fiction, like the story of the cat, can have revolutionary implications. Three years later, Khaled enrols at the University of Edinburgh, where Walbrook teaches. 'Don't be lured in,' his father warns him, and we know at once that he will be. In Matar's fiction, everything is heavily foreshadowed. 'We are living in the century of fear,' he has said, and his characters move in an atmosphere of impending catastrophe.
Khaled's studies are funded by a scholarship from the Libyan government, but he is also being watched by students sent to spy on their compatriots. Mustafa al Touny is the only other Libyan who, as Khaled sees it, has 'come to actually study'. They become friends. But Mustafa 'entered books with pointed implements', examining the author's political views and 'ethical standing', seeking to condemn or exonerate. Khaled finds this 'passionate keenness' unsettling. The 'friends' of the novel are easily divided into the Libyans and the others: those who draw Khaled back towards home and those who encourage him to make his life abroad. There is Walbrook, with whom Khaled discovers how tempting it is 'when you are away from home, to make stuff up': to say, for example, that from the roof of his family's Benghazi house one could 'see all the way to Crete'. Rana, on the other hand, is a wealthy Lebanese student, entirely at ease in a cosmopolitan environment. She and Khaled form a chaste intimacy around cooking and going to the cinema. 'Was I falling in love?' Khaled asks.
Walking past the Regent's Park mosque in 2016, Khaled imagines, over several pages, Ramadan's murder more than three decades previously. Ramadan is given a series of extended Proustian ruminations as he climbs the stairs from the mosque's basement bathroom to meet two menacing strangers at the top. Supposing that the journalist savours the smell of the newspapers he distributes at the mosque, and associates that smell with the hope that, once printed, a fact can no longer be ignored, Khaled goes on: 'And this would have come with a sense of gratitude, understanding, perhaps for the first time, that he was among the lucky ones whose life and days and minutes had been lived purposefully.' It is just one of many instances when the narrator's fondness for subordinate clauses results in a certain mannerism, as if the demands of style were beginning to dictate content. After all, why would Ramadan have had that thought for the first time at such a moment?
Khaled turns south towards the old Libyan embassy in St James's Square. He hasn't been back there in all his years in London. He was right to worry about Mustafa's political fervour. In 1984, in response to the arrest, torture and killing of students in Libya, a demonstration was planned outside the embassy. Mustafa persuades him to take the bus down from Edinburgh. When they arrive in London, 'my heart, captured by a powerful premonition, knocked violently.' The two students spend an evening drinking, pick up masks for the demonstration from a sex shop, then, at Mustafa's instigation, go to a strip club. Sex, like political involvement, is an area of danger. Seeing a naked woman spread on 'blood-red satin', Khaled is reminded of his father's description of washing the 'shockingly pale' corpse of his grandfather. Later he dreams that the same woman, dressed as a nurse, is placing a gun 'hot from the previous patient' against his chest. At the demonstration the following day he and Mustafa are among those hit when a gunman opens fire from inside the embassy. Khaled is shot in the chest.
He wakes up in hospital. He has to assume that the Libyan authorities have identified him as an opponent of the regime. He can't go back to Edinburgh or to Libya. He knows that his parents' phone will be tapped, and that any letters he sends will be opened. 'You are now a danger to those you love the most,' he realises. Aged eighteen, afraid and vulnerable, he has to be both his 'own custodian' and the custodian of his family. That means cutting off all communication with his parents. Friends are all that remain. Mustafa goes into hiding in Manchester, but Khaled decides not to follow him. Rana comes to the rescue: her parents have an empty flat in Notting Hill. With a character reference from Walbrook, Khaled manages to find a job as a sales assistant in a clothes shop.
This first third of the novel is persuasively told. Khaled is faced with the perpetual dilemma: to assimilate in the UK or to remain stubbornly attached to memories of home. Preoccupied with the family he feels he has let down, he finds himself marooned. On holiday with Rana and her friend Seham, whose parents own a house on the Costa Brava, his 'stern command' gives way and he kisses Seham. 'But in the morning, when she came towards me, all present and vivid, I did not lend myself.' She is upset in exactly the way a younger girl in The Return is 'taken back, betrayed' when a relationship begins and is then abruptly broken off for similar reasons.
A few months later, Mustafa, more resilient than Khaled, reappears and plunges into London life. The two men cook Libyan dishes together. Nothing is said about the experience of working in a shop, as if that part of Khaled's life could have no meaning. 'I had some lovers,' he tells us. 'Nothing ever lasted long.' He lies to his girlfriends about the scar on his chest. In search of a purpose, he turns once again to literature, enrolling at Birkbeck. Now the world of books seems to provide an alternative, inclusive community. Khaled begins to 'see novels and poetry ... not as a field of demarcations, made up of languages and periods and styles and schools and civilisations, but rather as a great river with its own internal ancestry'. In a poetry class he meets a girl to whom he finally reveals his story. Hannah is generous, available, loving, but, like the other women in the book, with the exception of Khaled's mother, strangely characterless. It seems as if nothing can really happen between the two of them. Neither his positive vision of literature nor the affection of a partner can cure Khaled's longing for home. When, years later, he becomes an English teacher in a secondary school he finds that, despite his idea of literature as something that binds people together, he struggles to connect with his English students. 'I had no bond with the kids; or the sort of bond I imagined I would have if they were Libyan or if I were English.' National culture remains a fact. The most important event in Khaled's life over the next decade is a short visit from his parents and sister in 1992. He doesn't introduce them to Hannah.
Matar isn't afraid to strain our credulity. Eleven years after the shooting, Rana, now married in Beirut, calls to say that she's having brain surgery in Paris. She hasn't told her husband, but asks Khaled to hold her hand while she's in hospital. (The medical drama is resolved with little fuss.) Checking into a cheap hotel, he senses 'with profound certainty' that he knows the man behind the desk. It is none other than Hosam Zowa, who wrote the story that so deeply influenced him. Hosam, it turns out, was also at the embassy in 1984. The two men become friends, agreeing that 'Libyans never leave home,' and Hosam follows Khaled to London, moving into the flat below his. For the first time in years, Khaled enjoys 'the feel of being part of a family'.
The three friends, Mustafa, Hosam and Khaled, are at once needy and mistrustful. They constantly re-examine their positions on exile and Libya. Mustafa sometimes seems determined to settle in the UK, but goes through periods of obsessive anti-Gaddafi militancy. Hosam takes Khaled on long walks to visit the homes of authors he admires: Woolf, Conrad, Eliot. There is a kind of smouldering tension between the men. 'I could not help being Mustafa with Hosam and Hosam with Mustafa,' Khaled says, 'as though condemned to maintain their voices in some kind of balance.' In this protracted stalemate, the novel drifts and grows sentimental. The note of poignant melancholy is sounded again and again. A relationship between Hosam and an Irish woman he met years ago very much resembles Khaled's on-off affair with Hannah. Everybody is well-meaning, everybody reads good books and visits art galleries, everybody cooks healthy food, nobody is happy, nobody moves on. Matar's prose, with its gentle archaisms and deliberate exoticisms, its analogies that seem to come from another culture (Khaled was born with 'a basket of worries'), adds to the sense of being on a meander cut off from the main current.
Finally the Arab Spring shakes things up. In 2011, aged 45, Khaled can at last call and message his family freely. Mustafa goes to Libya to fight; Hosam returns to his home in Benghazi, falls in love with a cousin and sends Khaled long emails that almost amount to a novella within the novel. He eventually joins the same militia as Mustafa, both men becoming 'enduringly connected ... to the passions of [their] country and people'. Improbably, Hosam himself finds and captures Gaddafi. Back in his bedroom in London, Khaled looks for tickets to Benghazi and feels 'tears rolling down my cheeks in the dark'. He can't return, he can't feel happy about not returning.
So many of Matar's themes - trauma and vulnerability, the question of how to oppose authoritarianism, the experience of exile - seem very contemporary. Yet there is something profoundly conservative about My Friends. Khaled might look back on his upbringing with conflicted nostalgia, but the most highly prized values remain those of the traditional family: loyalty to family always trumps romantic love. The rituals of Muslim life and the wisdom of some of its teachers are celebrated for the structure and collective protection they offer. At the same time, the constant effort to recuperate the past through lyrical evocation, measuring every event by the narrator's emotional response, can cloy. Towards the end of the novel, Khaled visits Hannah, who has had time to marry and divorce. He feels drawn by 'a magnetic force' to her two children, 'as though they were mine but in translation' - so much so that 'their existence, their mouths and fingers and hair, their smell and voices, painfully wove together what is with what could have been.' Perhaps a talent for wistfulness can be as much of an obstacle to moving on as the original trauma.
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At the Movies
'The Delinquents'
Michael Wood



Rodrigo Moreno's  The Delinquents has taken a while to reach us. Its premiere was at Cannes in May 2023. The fate of the film imitates, in a way, its main theme. It's about getting lost, or not getting lost enough. It has been described as a heist movie and a comedy. These labels are appropriate only if every bank robbery is a heist, and if we call films comedies when we can't think of another word to describe them.
The Delinquents is curiously absorbing and bewildering, and one formula for what it seeks to show us would be the poverty of difference. Some differences are real, the suggestion is, but many are illusory and some are non-existent. The film repeatedly proposes that no matter how great the gaps are supposed to be between places or people or conditions or objects, they will keep collapsing into a dizzying similarity, if not duplication. 'Things here are not the way they are outside,' one character says. He is speaking in a prison. But he is also speaking as a gang boss inside the institution, about to claim from a fellow inmate a large monthly sum for protection. Sound familiar? The familiarity is enhanced by the fact that the actor in this role (German de Silva) also plays a bank manager in the world outside. I didn't realise this until I looked up the cast list, but a certain similarity between the two characters had already given an odd touch to the scene.
 The film opens with a sort of fable about difference, or its absence. A woman visiting de Silva's bank is not allowed to deposit a cheque because her signature is identical to one attached to another customer's account. We see photocopies of the separate but indistinguishable signatures. The bank officials don't know what to do but treat the mystery as if it was all in a day's work and offer the woman a few platitudes. 'There are people who have the same handwriting ... the same voice ... the same life.' We never learn whether the woman gets her cash, or indeed anything else about her, and it slowly dawns on us that this story is not part of the film's plot, just an emblem of its theme.
 We don't have to look far for other examples. One man (Daniel Elias) is called Moran, another is called Roman (Esteban Bigliardi). They both have affairs with a woman called Norma (Margarita Molfino), unless we are confusing her with her sister Morna (Cecilia Rainero). They also meet up with a man called Ramon (Javier Zoro Sutton). There are two split-screen scenes that invite comparison between the lives of Moran and Roman, and perhaps indicate a real difference, but all we see is that both men are smoking. What I have just called the film's plot is scarcely that. It is a series of invitations to storylines that flicker and fade, reminders that we are often a bit too practical in our need to know what happens. Or too limited in our idea of what counts as happening. If we are interested in questions of immediate practical concern, the film gives us plenty of details but no pacifying answers. This is especially true of the lyrical end of the movie, but let's look at some earlier moments first.
 The film is divided into two parts. The first is set in Buenos Aires and is almost entirely urban. It ends, however, on a rocky hillside far away from the city, in the province of Cordoba. The second part begins in the same place, and mostly stays there, with a quick trip back to town. This structure suggests a move from modes of confinement to some sort of freedom, and the film does partly point in this direction. The fact that Ramon is trying to film the sights and sounds of nature as they are is a clue, but he is a minor character and he hasn't robbed a bank.
 The elusiveness of the film's story contrasts with and comments on the neatness of Moran's plan for his and Roman's life. He has stolen $650,000 dollars in cash from the bank where he works. He arrived at this figure by calculating what two employees at the bank would make if they stayed there for 25 years. He is going to (and does) turn himself in and confess to his crime. He will be sentenced to six years in jail, reducible to three and a half for good behaviour. Meanwhile his initially unwilling collaborator, Roman, will sit on the money. After that they will split it and live happily ever after.
 At this point Moran doesn't know what happens in prisons, even when some behaviour is classified as good. This failure of neatness doesn't matter though. Moran pays his protection money, serves his time, reads a lot of poetry, and leaves the prison. What matters is Moran's activity in the brief period between his theft and turning himself in. He went to the countryside, met Morna, Norma and Ramon, and learned how he wanted to live when he got out of prison. While inside he instructs Roman, who is getting more and more desperate as he thinks he is going to be discovered holding the money, to go and bury the notes under a large rock in the landscape where part one of the film ends. As if by accident Roman meets the trio as he leaves the mountain, spends some time with them, and begins his affair with Norma. She comes to Buenos Aires to see him and that's where we get the urban interval in part two.
 Roman doesn't know about Moran's affair with Norma. She is, as it were, the single signature for two accounts. This is not an immediate problem until Norma offers him as a gift the same LP (Rappo's Blues) that Moran has offered him a while ago. Roman has delivered to Norma a letter from his still imprisoned friend, and he now makes out the full story, that he is the second person to find his way into the same affection, the same romantic dream. Another split screen, so to speak, although only one half is in view. Roman feels he has to tell Norma about the money and the whole scheme. She was leaving Buenos Aires anyway but is now disgusted with both of them. 'You're pathetic and your friend is mad,' she says. And despite Roman's protests - he has left everything for her - she abandons him and the film.
 The two men are exactly where they planned to be, except that Moran's idyll no longer exists, any more than Roman's affair does. What do they do? They take to the country, and we follow their travels almost in slow motion. Roman camps out where the money is hidden, waiting for what? Moran discovers that the trio's house is empty but the horse he used to ride is still there and he borrows it. He rides into the mountains. Are these the same mountains? Is he going to meet Roman, and will they share the money? Will they fight, get greedy? Is Moran going in another direction, does he perhaps now believe that the money doesn't matter? That it was a trigger but not a resource? These speculations, and others we may think of later, could go on for ever. But the film doesn't. It ends on a mountain.
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Towards  the end of 1997, Seamus Heaney wrote to his friend Derek Mahon from Magdalen College, Oxford. 'Amigo, Here briefly, at the fall of the leaf,' he began, archly but affably. 'The deer-park misty, the choir angelic, the heart aswim.' Mahon had just published The Yellow Book, a collection of long-lined, sophisticated poems steeped in Baudelaire and the fin de siecle. Praising its 'opulence of means and melodies, the pleure dans le coeur, the combination of buoyancy in the verse and ballast in the feeling', Heaney concludes: 'I see Milosz calls poetry a dividend from ourselves: high yields, mon vieux.' Christopher Reid, the editor of this weighty selection of Heaney's correspondence, adds disconcertingly: 'Below the signature, in Mahon's hand, on the actual letter in the Emory archive: "Pompous ass".'
 Was it unguarded of Heaney to take such pleasure in the haunts he had made his own during his years as Oxford professor of poetry? Did the allusion to Verlaine strike Mahon as parodic rather than complimentary? 'Buoyancy in the verse and ballast in the feeling' tells us more about Heaney's poetic aims than about Mahon's experiments - so was he piqued by Heaney's habit of characterising what he admired in others in self-descriptive terms? Or did 'dividend from ourselves' and 'high yields' trigger resentment at Heaney's financial security, now that his Nobel Prize 'doubloons', as he called them, had been invested? Mahon's jibe looks worse because the Letters show Heaney writing supportively to and about him, recommending him, for example, to his American publishers as 'the best in my own generation'. But it also throws into relief something Heaney had to guard against: the begrudgery that went along with him being Famous Seamus.
 He once said that everyone in Ireland is famous, or at least familiar, and that, even when he was a schoolboy, being recognised led to banter and taunts. But his early success as a poet, catapulted almost overnight from the Kilkenny Magazine to the Faber list, and then invited to speak for Northern Irish Catholics after the outbreak of the Troubles, gave him a visibility at odds with the solitude and simplicity he craved. One reason he moved with his young family from Belfast to Glanmore in County Wicklow in 1972 was to protect himself from what the final poem in North (1975) calls 'Exposure'. In this fraught lyric, Heaney is in the woods of Wicklow, 'feeling/Every wind that blows'; but physical exposure bothers him less than media exposure in Belfast, where journalists pumped him for his views on the conflict. Though safe now in the Republic, he is still distracted by the friends who tell him what to think and 'what is said behind-backs'. He hears in the patter of rain 'low conducive voices' that 'mutter about let-downs and erosions'.
 The touchiness of other people disturbed Heaney and drove him to fits of remorse. 'I hope a letter is not too melodramatic,' he writes to Michael and Edna Longley, after a perceived early failure to be an advocate for poetry in the North: 'It is not so much in the hope of redressing any hurt as to allay my own embarrassment and guilt. As usual your attitude has been gracious and gentle in the face of yet another let-down.' He can be tactfully evasive in the Letters, even two-faced. At other times he lets generosity spiral into 'babble' that is designed to praise and encourage but also seems calculated to keep his networks sweet and pre-empt hostility. Those addressed by such letters must have been delighted to receive them (apart from Mahon), and if they look less meaningful individually now that they are collected in a book, seeming distancing as well as connective, as though keeping others (in Heaney's phrase) 'familiarly at bay', you still respect him for taking the trouble.
 The same psychology can be seen in his worries about exposure, which are evident long after North. As his fame grew, and 'the N-word' (Nobel) added lustre, he attracted intrusive commentary. There were 'feminist uppercuts' and 'Marxist flesh wounds' from the academics. The mid-life letters are genial but often let slip how wary and frazzled he felt. Worn-out, jet-lagged, tied to itineraries, he lost touch with the elemental basics of Glanmore ('stone, slate ... cold water, open hearths') and felt reduced to 'the "mask" of S.H.', a 'mascot'. The public celebration of his seventieth birthday, he told one of his most trusted correspondents, the historian Eamon Duffy, left him 'feeling that I had agreed to be plundered. I don't know if you were aware of the extent of the exposure,' he went on, 'but it left me oddly unconfident. Not oddly, come to think of it. Understandably and self-reproachfully.' The exposure that went with success made him retreat to the persona he had used when publishing his earliest poems: Incertus.
 How far back this mindset went we may never know, because, if Reid is correct, Heaney's childhood letters have been lost. It is already visible in the opening letter of this selection, written to his schoolfriend Seamus Deane in December 1964, when they were in their mid-twenties. 'Christmas had better be a time of goodwill if you are not to stop reading just about here,' he begins, turning to the trope of belatedness that he uses more often than any poet since Milton: 'My neglect of your last letter and your first son amounts to an insult ... Perhaps it is not too late to make amends.' Deane had launched into an academic career and started a family. 'You have certainly taken life by the scruff of the neck,' Heaney wrote admiringly. 'All three of you have my accumulated good wishes - and envy.' Heaney was able to neutralise any envy by announcing in this letter his engagement to Marie Devlin and by advising Deane (being ahead in this particular race) on where to publish his poems.
 A more carefree mode became possible when he got away from the North. Funded by an award, he took his wife and their sons to the South of France and Spain. Though his letters aren't in the Byron league when it comes to exotic travel, they show a keen eye for the picturesque. To the Longleys, he wrote: 'Swallows shit from the rafters all around me; our landlord sprays the vines out at the back.' A teaching post at Berkeley also had a liberating effect, and 'something about the air here has me writing letters more promptly,' he remarked in 1970. 'The walk straight down into the campus takes about eight minutes through one of the most fantastic scenes you can imagine. Hippies, dropouts, freak-outs, addicts, Black Panthers, Hare Krishna American kids with shaved heads, begging bowls and clothes made out of old lace curtains, it seems to me.'
 In his well-judged introduction, Reid writes that 'if my selection of letters has a principal theme, it is Heaney's obligation to duty.' He does not say whether dutifulness was the leading theme of the innumerable letters he read (there were others he was not allowed to see) or whether he selected for publication those that best exemplified Heaney's diligence. His volume gives us nearly eight hundred pages of best behaviour, though a few glimpses of mischief do get through. Of a class he taught at Berkeley, Heaney writes to Michael Longley: 'stupid, illiterate, long-haired, hippie, Blake-ridden, Ginsberg-gullible, assholes (assholes or cunts, I hear you cry). Seriously though, it is an exhausting assignment with a lot of anxious and eager kids all wanting to hear they're the greatest thing since, say, Charles Olson.' This might be Larkin to Kingsley Amis, and it's a nice sting in the tail that we can be sure Heaney and Longley thought Olson no great thing.
 Even less expected is a postcard to David Hammond, a singer and TV director and one of Heaney's closest friends, sent during a stay in California in 1976. The card apparently shows a muscular man h0lding a club and wearing a leopard-skin loincloth; the message on the reverse, readable by any of Hammond's colleagues at the BBC in Belfast, takes us back to an age when boys would be boys:
 The minute I saw him I thought of you. My life at the massage parlour changed the minute you walked in the door. It has become a byword with us, your first words, remember? 'How far would ye go for fifty bob?' We've had times. I miss your guitar: I hope I didn't damage it irrevocably. 
 Sadie 

 Until we get the official biography, which is being written by Fintan O'Toole, we have little chance of making sense of Heaney's occasional naughtiness. But the letters give us an inside view of a career that most of us assumed soared effortlessly. The grounded Wicklow poetry of Field Work (1979) and the visionary, strangely unpeopled landscapes of Seeing Things (1991) came out of bruising rounds of academic labour and the hurly-burly of home life. Even the cottage in Glanmore became a problem as Heaney's family grew and grew up. To one of his touchiest correspondents, the poet John Montague, he confessed in 1976: 'I'm in a furious mess over the housing question. This place is a hellhole because of lack of space ... The launderette in Wicklow has closed down, so Marie washes for four of us and herself in the bath.' The life of the mind he declared 'locked, until her bridegroom brings her to a house'.
 In a rare oversight, Reid misses the quotation here from Yeats's 'A Prayer for My Daughter': 'And may her bridegroom bring her to a house/Where all's accustomed, ceremonious.' The democratic, modest Heaney was inoculated against the Ascendancy pretensions of Yeats, but the claustrophobia of Glanmore made him hanker for order and something like a Big House. 'I get into blind furies because of the impossibility of silence and study here,' he told Brian Friel. 'The summer is my only time just now, and it's utterly shot to bits. They're up round me here at this minute.' They moved to a bigger house in Dublin, which remained the family base, but that brought money worries. As he wrote to Deane in 1977, Heaney lived in the hope of breaking away from hack-work, but 'the fucking money-fears are so cruel ... I am at the moment in medias of res like that, over PS2000 overdrawn and the water rising.' All this will change perceptions of what Heaney had to deal with during his most creative years.
 Taking up posts at Harvard from 1981 should have made life easier, but 'when I'm here, I gradually become an instrument,' he wrote to the artist Barrie Cooke. 'I harden. I dry.' The silver lining for the reader is that Heaney's thoughtful letters to friends became a way of resisting paralysis. 'I need the voices of my best secret life and life-support,' he went on to Cooke. 'I need to hear fellow-anxieties and intuitions.' America could have changed his sensibility, but, despite contact and correspondence with the likes of Robert Lowell, he remained a visitor, too busy to look beyond the cliches. Writing to David Hammond from Salt Lake City airport in 1987, he notes the snowcapped Rockies and the big open sky of the West but says that this 'domain of magnificent romance' has become 'the humdrum of a slightly impatient, stressed, schedule-haunted, fat-bellied man'. After listing the many letters and references he has to write, the job applications he must read, the backlog of reviews, lectures and Festschrift tributes, he adds: 'It creates an enormous rage in me at times, a feeling I've allowed myself to be pushed to the edge of my own life. (We're boarding.)'
 Heaney was haunted by Larkin's lines about young mothers in 'Afternoons': 'Something is pushing them/To the side of their own lives.' His own situation is worse because he has 'allowed himself' to be pushed, not just to the 'side' but to the 'edge', as though hanging on by his fingernails. In 2001 he told his Polish publisher that being 'so bloody well put upon' by others had left him feeling 'panicked' and 'pushed to the side of my first self'. Reid says it was 'obedience to a self-imposed ethic' that made him so knackeringly dutiful, but to judge from the examinations of conscience he put himself through, his sense of obligation went down through his early formation (school prefect, anxious first-born child) to some inner need. It was in any case difficult to refuse duties that were hard-earned opportunities. He enjoyed, for example, 'the cathedra and the succession' when he became professor of poetry at Oxford in 1989, though it brought him a rush of publicity. In a letter written late that year, he worries not about exposure but, in a telling escalation, becoming 'overexposed'.
Heaney  did not, as some other poets do, sort out the stuff of poetry in the fabric of his letters. Nor did he, like Lowell in The Dolphin, damagingly recycle in verse, letters that had been sent to him. If he has an exemplar, it would be Keats. An early letter to Deane mentions (in brackets) that '(I fancy myself as a bit of a Keats with all these parentheses in my letters)', and he does have a Keatsian tendency to qualify, zigzag and empathise. Yet Keats's most amazing letters launch general principles into the world ('negative capability', 'the chameleon poet') and Heaney's letters are not written at that pitch. What he gives us, for the most part, is a vivid picture of the distractions that made it hard for him to write poetry. But future scholars will be glad to see how he planned to situate himself culturally. They will be struck, though not surprised, by the attention that he paid to word choice, punctuation and layout. And they will also, more distinctively, be struck by his bother with titles: Wintering Out was due to be called 'Blood on a Bush', Field Work was to be 'Umber', The Spirit Level was nearly 'The Flaggy Shore', District and Circle almost 'Planting the Alder'.
 He most clearly resembles Keats in embedding poems in his letters, as in this cosmic mini-haiku from 1987: 'Astronomical/mysteries contemplated/pissing during frost.' Like Keats, he fused genres and wrote verse epistles. There are feisty examples addressed to the poets James Simmons (with whom relations became strained) and Michael Foley. His best-known exercise in this mode is 'An Open Letter', which was published as a Field Day pamphlet in 1983. Mildly protesting about the appearance of the word 'British' in the title of an anthology that included his work, the poem does Heaney the credit of being awkward about appearing ungrateful to the London literary scene, but its conclusion is never in doubt: he is Irish (who knew?), not British. There is more vim and traction in later missives to the Scottish poets Robert Crawford and Rab Wilson, written in the six-line, tightly rhymed stanzas known as standard Habbie. 'Surprising by their fine excesses,' he says of Burns, in another echo of Keats's letters, 'Like bottled stuff that effervesces,/The lines fly past like fast expresses.' The strength of this epistle lies in Heaney's ambivalence about Burns, which gives it the characteristic bracing by qualification that 'An Open Letter' lacks. For all Burns's flair, there's a 'tone/Of knowing who and what's your own' which Heaney finds limiting and which he associates with the Ulster Scots. It is all most deftly done. The Letters put the wit and waggery that are kept out of Heaney's poetry at the forefront of our attention.
 Does the craft of these verse epistles distinguish them from the prose letters, or should they make us notice the artistry of the many pages scribbled in airports? In a review of Elizabeth Bishop's letters, Heaney's Field Day colleague Tom Paulin argued that 'a poetics does operate when we read a letter,' but that 'the gifted correspondent has to appear negligent of effect.' What successful letters show is 'a rejection of rhetoric in the interests of brief, in-the-moment, authentic certainties'. Setting aside 'authentic certainties', which is for the birds, what this leads to is suggestive when it comes to Heaney: 'The merest suspicion that the writer is aiming beyond the addressee at posterity freezes a letter's immediacy and destroys its spirit.' This is not a test any poet could easily pass after the 19th-century boom in the publication of writers' letters. Almost from the outset (as in the comment to Deane about Keats) the reader can sense Heaney's alertness to his place in the history of letter-writing and his wariness of the exposure that personal correspondence would ultimately bring. 'Christ,' he writes to Mahon, in 1992, 'now that Larkin's letters are out and Longley's are in archives, I'm beginning to panic about putting down a line!'
 The publication of such letters, whether actually or in prospect, changed the way Heaney wrote his own as well as changing our experience of reading them. His references to Larkin, for example, look the more sympathetic given that in the volume of letters he mentions to Mahon, he is oafishly put down as 'the Gombeen Man', with 'no lilt, no ear, no tune', 'litty and "historical"'. Heaney could be reluctantly severe, as when he echoes Friel's reservations about the lyrical mother-worship of John McGahern's Memoir: 'I feel - what shits we have to be - he's got too good at what he does.' But, at least in this selection, he never achieves, or wants to achieve, the suave malice of McGahern's terse remark in a letter neither of them lived to see in print: 'I'm glad Seamus got the Nobel. Nobody will enjoy it more.' Meanwhile, it is hard to miss that Heaney pulls out the stops and writes with an eye to posterity whenever the occasion demands it, which debilitates spontaneity. His letter to Reid, for example, on his edition of Ted Hughes's letters, echoes the address to readers at the start of Shakespeare's First Folio, cites Keats and Frost, and orchestrates a chorus of acclaim.
 His friendship with Hughes was close and important. The compatibility of their poetics helped (Jung, Eliade, Shakespeare), but it was reinforced by Heaney's awareness that his sensitivity to exposure made him better able to understand the contumely and self-blame that harried Hughes after Sylvia Plath's suicide. 'The fate that you have lived out and lived in for thirty years has only gradually dawned upon me,' he wrote in 1994. 'Something to do with the - mild enough - experience of enmity and false image-making that inevitably has gathered up around me.' Hughes had been supportive when Heaney's high-stress life gave rise to medical problems, starting with heart fibrillation in 1991. There is a passage in Reid's edition of Hughes's letters in which Hughes tells Heaney a tale about the Buddha:
 He had a note printed: 'Shamash, the Lord Buddha, hereby cancels all appointments.' Everybody carried on perfectly happily without him. Their festival programmes instantly found another name, the event organisers simply wrote to the next person on their list, the administrators quickly found a replacement ... The Antagonist, the great King of Delusion, curled up into a writhing homunculus the size of an ant, & fell raging through a crack in a dried-out cow-clap. 

 Heaney did not listen for long. Fast-forward to 1996 and we find him complaining that 'the thing is out of control ... I'm a function of timetables, not an agent of my own being. And it's going to be like this for weeks and months still.' The almost inevitable result was writer's block and depression. On leave in the summer of 1997, he couldn't get into the swing of composition. Even switching to the lapsed, eventually formidable translation of Beowulf did not fix the problem. 'I went down to Wicklow,' he told the poet Tom Sleigh, 'and gazed and gazed. When I went to open the word-hoard, the key just wouldn't turn. I was like a sullen old truck up to the hubs in mud slick, spinning, spinning, spinning. (To Glanmore then I came ...).' This doubly alludes to a breakdown, both mechanical and mental, in the half-quotation from The Waste Land. When Heaney wrote with such deliberate generosity to Mahon from Oxford, he was trying to get over this episode.
 Quite often after 1997 Heaney turned down public appearances, though so many invitations came his way that refusing them itself became a chore. In 2006 he had the stroke that propelled him into a dress rehearsal for old age and anticipated what was by today's standards an early death, at 74 in 2013. Initially, the stroke gave him an exit from the 'pressure, pressure, pressure' he had been feeling. He also had a pacemaker fitted. 'So, now I tick silently,' he wrote. 'Feel no different. Feel safer, I suppose. Walk again on an equal footing with myself.' This is a complex reflection, partly because of his recurrent discomfort in the Letters at being divided from himself by the output of 'Seamus Heaney' as well as by the masquerade of public events, and partly because it makes a jesting peace with the demands of time which he took seriously right to the end.
 'As usual,' he wrote to Michael Longley, scanning his lot before and after 1981, 'I am feeling that most of my life is busy and useless, that the time is being frittered yet somehow the frittering is inevitable.' When the obligations were full-on, duty left no time even to write the letters that kept non-institutional writing going and reminded Heaney that he could be himself. He could never keep up, and letters eventually evicted him. Writing to the publisher Harry Chambers in 2000, he explained why the missive was being sent from Glanmore rather than Dublin: 'Our own house has turned into a kind of office ... I had to build on an extra room to make a workspace where letters would be answered and stored.' So many of them made demands of him that bitterness was unavoidable. 'Every time a letter comes in,' he wrote a few years later, 'it's somebody looking for something ... At least that's how it is on Strand Road.'
 The poet Angela Leighton has observed that letters 'are creatures of time: the time they take to be written, delivered, opened, read, pondered, replied to, or perhaps just left unnervingly lying there'. Thanks to the fax machine, with which Heaney had a love-hate relationship, letters could be sent off promptly, but pending ones were a challenge not just because he was busy, but because the connectedness letter-writing offered was in tension with the risk of estrangement ('Pompous ass'). 'Obviously, I should have written long ago,' he admitted to McGahern in a letter that announced the publication of North, which he knew McGahern did not entirely admire. 'You know what a procrastinating fucker I can be about letters,' he wrote to Roger Garfitt in 1984. That time was of the essence is indicated, however, by a quirk picked up by Reid: Heaney's habit of dating letters to the previous year. Of one Reid dates to 8 February 1979, he notes: 'Rather late in the year for SH to be heading his letters "1978".' Time was flying, and with letters so often tardy ('Too late, too late shall be the cry!' is one of his typical apologies), pre-dating them was a defence. The surprise must be that, given the 'madness' of his 'schedule' and his wary inhibitions, Heaney wrote so many. He did so because he had a 'sense of worthlessness and hauntedness' if he let correspondents down, but also because writing letters could rewind time and hold it up. 'It provides a stopper in the time-sink,' he explained in 2008, 'a feeling of at-least-that-much-got-done.'
 After his stroke, with old age beckoning, Heaney returned to Yeats. 'I've put a ban on all public smiling man jobs,' he told Sven Birkerts, with a glancing reference to 'Among School Children', in which Yeats depicts himself as 'a sixty-year-old smiling public man' on duty as a senator doing a school inspection in Waterford. In an excellent recent book, Seamus Heaney and Society (2020), Rosie Lavan noted that Heaney called himself 'a smiling public man' in unpublished lines as early as 1969, when he was just thirty. At that point, the phrase spoke of detachment and exposure to the trials of the public sphere. Later, he was drawn to the phrase's age-appropriateness and enjoyed giving it a twirl. As a candidate for the professorship of poetry he called himself a 'fifty-year-old, smiling, self-doubting man', while in the letter to Duffy about his seventieth birthday he regrets losing 'the last bit of unpublic smiling man'. Playfully to invoke Yeats on the subject of age made sense because Yeats was describing himself as 'a tattered coat upon a stick' when barely into his sixties. In the wake of his stroke, Heaney quipped that 'having been issued with the stick, all I need now is the tattered coat.' He entertained himself with the rumour that the ageing Yeats had been fitted with monkey glands to overcome impotence: 'Wobbly, I am, with this "absurdity", as the Gland Old Man called old age.'
 Yeats gave Heaney more than postures and jokes about age. In a valuable letter written just after his stroke, he declared: 'It's not that I have been waiting for to be old, more that from early on I was (in Yeats's phrase) "beginning the preparation for my death".' This resonant echo doesn't introduce a recapitulation of Yeats's eccentric claims about dying and the afterlife in A Vision, though those are on the horizon, but of the Catholic worldview that gave meaning to the phases of life. 'You'd hardly got out of the cot,' Heaney says of the beliefs instilled in his infancy, 'yet already you were envisaging the deathbed. Along the way then you would learn about the sacrament of extreme unction, learn to talk knowledgeably about holy viaticum and the final anointing of the organs of sense with chrism.' He lovingly bows in this letter to what the Ireland of his time was losing, the notion that we have our being 'within the great echoing acoustic of a universe of light and dark, death and everlasting life, divine praises and prayers for the dead'. It was almost inevitable, given his upbringing, that 'getting older' would involve 'fitting in with those archetypal patterns'. What is more striking, as he points out, is that for decades he had been 'writing poems where I meet ghosts/shades' in Virgilian/Christian versions of the afterlife. In 'District and Circle', 'I more or less ghostify myself.'
 In the late letters, Heaney loses some of his ebullience. Reid tells us that he fell into a 'heavy depression'. In the homely phrase, he wasn't himself; frailty was bringing him closer to a spectral condition. He was still busy enough to be 'overloaded with obligations and events', as he wrote to Michael Longley in 2010, but, in Reid's words, 'a new, more nervous and guarded face at times seems presented to the world.' Perhaps it's more a case of 'the "mask" of S.H.' dropping, as retreat into himself made it less necessary and the presented self more vulnerable. In a generous note to a teenage poet who had written to him out of the blue and complained of a lack of like-minded company, he says: 'Even if you were surrounded by congenial literati you would still have to repair to the solitary place in yourself in order to do your own work.' He no longer plays at ageing, but accepts it. He is less jokey and more realistic when quoting Yeats to the poet Matthew Sweeney: 'Himself was right, an aged man is but a paltry thing.' He is acutely conscious, too, as Paulin said the letter-writer shouldn't be, of posterity - of dead poets (Eliot, Dunbar, Yeats again) and future readers - and that makes his letters more not less affecting. Kafka called writing letters 'an intercourse with ghosts, and not only with the ghost of the recipient but also one's own ghost which develops between the lines of the letter one is writing'. Towards the end of his life, this was the way Heaney wrote.
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 Painting in 15th-Century Italy: This Splendid and Noble Art 
by  Diane Cole Ahl.
 Yale, 320 pp., PS55, October 2023, 978 0 300 26961 1



Florence has always  been at the heart of any history of Renaissance art. The two most obvious reasons for this are the survival, especially in the city itself, of a very large number of works of art from that period, and the influence of Vasari's Lives, which is mainly about Florentine artists. For the 15th century, the period of Masaccio, Botticelli and the young Leonardo da Vinci, the other major city in Italy which has received most attention from art historians is Venice, but until the last third of the 15th century the survival rate of paintings there seems to have been much less, and partly for that reason Venetian art before 1500 has traditionally occupied a secondary role. Diane Cole Ahl, who is well known for earlier studies on Florentine painters of the 15th century, while conceding that the pre-eminent role of Florence is justified, has now provided an overview of painting of the period in most of the Italian peninsula. Her book consists of eight chapters, each devoted to a different city or region, starting with Venice and Milan and ending with Naples and Sicily. On this geographical basis Florence is in Chapter Five, preceding Siena and Rome. The approach to such a vast subject is necessarily selective, yet almost all readers will not only be impressed by the range of paintings included, but will also encounter individual works of art which are unfamiliar to them. Camerino, in Le Marche, for example, is not much visited, and an altarpiece of the Annunciation in the local museum by Giovanni Angelo d'Antonio is no better known than the painter himself, but it is distinctive and very beautiful.
 The main attraction of Cole Ahl's book is its geographical range, but the coverage of the different areas is inevitably uneven. In Naples and Sicily there are few surviving works to choose from, and those have little in common with one another, whereas the chapters on Florence and Siena present a far more comprehensive and coherent image of the kind of painting that was produced in those cities in the course of the 15th century. Cole Ahl stresses in particular two aspects of her research: the extent of travel by individual artists and the development of new techniques of painting as revealed by recent conservation studies. Unfortunately, the structure of the text and the very selective use of examples doesn't clarify the presentation of these topics. Thus we are told about Masolino's work in Florence and Rome, but not about his impressive frescoes at Castiglione Olona, near Milan, nor is there any reference to Mantegna's work in Rome, perhaps because this no longer survives. Again, an overview of the technical evidence provided at various points in the text would have been helpful. It is a pity there is no concluding chapter, summarising the main arguments and outlining the rationale for the choice of artists and works discussed.
 For a general reader it would also have been good to have been told what painters were required to do in the 15th century, and why some individuals or groups of people were prepared to pay very large sums for their services, in ways that seem to have varied greatly from place to place and over time. The vast majority of paintings produced at that period were of course religious, as any reader will soon discover, and most of them were for churches. To judge from later and better documented periods, most people would also have had one or more religious pictures in their house, usually of the Madonna or Christ and often of very modest artistic quality, so the evidential value of surviving pictures of this type for the state of painting in particular centres is limited. There was also a substantial amount of painted decoration in public buildings, such as town halls, almost all of it edifying and only some of it religious. And finally, in the last two or three decades of the 15th century, there was a very limited amount of non-religious art for private patrons, of which the main category was portraiture, an innovation apparently prompted by Flemish art. Not surprisingly, the fame of individual painters, if one can use such a term about those whose names were likely to have been known only to a small group of wealthy patrons and to other artists, seems to have gradually increased in the course of the century. However, the names of living painters almost never appear in early printed books.
 A question that obviously arises is why in some cities and areas the production of public religious painting seems to have been much higher than in others. If this is not just the result of chance survival, it can hardly be due to differences in piety or doctrine, but differences in social organisation could well have been a factor. It's important to bear in mind that religious images, whether painted or carved, were not and never have been a requirement in churches, and there was certainly no obligation (doctrinal, liturgical or otherwise) to display them above altars at which mass was being said, which is where the most expensive and impressive examples were located. It is often supposed by art historians that the content of altarpieces had some strong connection to the celebration of the mass, but there is nothing in Catholic doctrine to justify this belief. There is only one moment in the mass when it would have been appropriate for the officiating priest or the congregation to direct their attention to the figures most commonly represented in altarpieces, that is to say the Madonna and saints, and that was at the Memento, when those present were supposed to remember and pray for the souls in purgatory. Most altarpieces were provided by private individuals or groups such as confraternities or trade associations at their own expense, and the great majority were placed in private chapels or above side altars. Many of them include portraits of the patron and other relatives, and sometimes of the painter, to remind the living to pray for them, although portraits of the painters gradually gave way to signatures. The rights to altars in architecturally distinct chapels or at the sides of the nave were sold to individuals or groups as a means of financing the construction or maintenance of the church, and masses were said very rarely at such altars, because the owners had to pay for this service, although they were not obliged to be present. The main incentive for the owners in acquiring chapels or altars is that they would normally obtain burial rights nearby for themselves and their relatives. Other wealthy individuals preferred to pay for the right to be buried in proximity to the high altar, which, like all other fixed altars, contained the relic of a martyr.
 The idea of a church as a place for the dead as much as for the living has now largely disappeared, but it was central to religious thought and practice in the Renaissance and later. The living prayed in church for the souls of their dead friends and relatives in purgatory, while hoping that the dead were praying for them, as they were encouraged to believe. The images around the church of the saints and especially of the Madonna provided consolation and reassurance. In this context, the provision of an altarpiece was often only one element in what was in effect an investment in the afterlife for the patron and his family, and certainly not the most important. On occasion, altarpieces could have been commissioned much later than the purchase of a chapel, as funds became available, even if the church authorities regarded the provision of an impressive picture as a desirable addition to the building. This is probably one reason that altarpieces in Italian churches often date from very different periods. Since many of them were above altars not often used, the implication is that they were not primarily intended for the edification or aesthetic pleasure of the general public. They were meant to honour the saints represented, primarily on behalf of the deceased; similar figures, of whom the most common was the Madonna, also often appear on elaborate tombs. Of course, some altarpieces and other religious pictures were commissioned by religious orders, but this phenomenon was usually limited to high altars and the basic purpose was just the same: to honour the patron saint of the church and to encourage devotion to the other figures represented, like every other image. It is surely not just by chance that the production of new altarpieces in Italy came to a virtual halt around the time that church burial was forbidden in 1806, although many churches were built after that date; the ban has subsequently been disregarded only for members of the Italian royal family and some high clerics.
 If we ask why there was so much more religious painting on display in Florence or Siena (and, slightly later, in Venice) than, for example, in Naples, various factors could have been relevant. Most important was the fact that Florence and Venice were probably the richest cities in Italy, and in the 14th and 15th centuries Siena was rich too. They were all republics with a large class of prosperous families. In Florence, the wealthiest had made their money through banking - in other words through usury - and that is one reason this group of patrons had a particular enthusiasm for images showing the Three Magi, who presented the infant Christ with lavish offerings, including gold. In Naples, by contrast, ruled by kings, the wealth was largely in the hands of a small group of noblemen with a preference for elaborate and costly tombs. Then there is the obvious fact that there seem to have been very few native Neapolitan painters in the 14th and 15th centuries, so there would have been little scope for the training of local artists. In the 15th century even much of the sculpture, in the form of tombs, was imported and, as Cole Ahl explains, many of the paintings were provided by Spanish artists.
 Another notable difference between the places discussed in the book is the extent of civic patronage, whether by quasi-official bodies such as the major guilds in Florence, or by the city government there and in Venice and Siena. Civic bodies typically provided the administrative continuity and finance essential for the construction of major buildings, whether town halls, hospitals or cathedrals, and also commissioned schemes of painted decoration for them, much of which has disappeared, for example, in major fires during the 1570s at the Palazzo Ducale in Venice. Here, too, religious imagery was very important, as in any public building of the period, but allegory was also used in Siena and scenes of Venetian history in Venice. The preferred medium in the 14th and early 15th centuries was fresco, even in Venice, where the leading painters involved were all from other cities, perhaps because local expertise in the medium was limited. The sea air was thought to be unsuitable for fresco, but it continued to be used extensively for decorating the outside of buildings. Whatever the reason, the frescoes in the Palazzo Ducale began to deteriorate within a few decades and from the 1470s were gradually replaced with painted canvases.
 The other sections of the book are devoted mainly to areas under royal or quasi-royal rule, such as Milan under the Sforza, Mantua under its marquises, Ferrara under its dukes, Urbino, also ruled by a duke, and of course Naples, with its kings. What all these rulers had in common was the need to proclaim the legitimacy of their position, especially as most of them belonged to families that had achieved their status through violence, usually then receiving titles from the Holy Roman Emperor or the pope. In addition to the obvious need to build castles or other forms of fortification, they all engaged in display that emphasised the gulf separating them from their subjects, whether in terms of palaces, costume, servants or art - especially painting. In the 15th century, this was a relatively new form of conspicuous consumption, but one that was to become increasingly attractive to rulers throughout Europe.
Unlike the art  to be found in churches and town halls, which was almost exclusively edifying, in the palaces of rulers it was soon associated with notions of culture and aristocratic taste. This was almost certainly inevitable and need not be taken too seriously, since the taste of rulers was and always has been by definition refined and sophisticated. Cole Ahl claims, on the basis of an extensive but damaged scheme of non-religious frescoes in the palace of the ruling Trinci family at Foligno, with inscriptions in three languages, that the patron was cultured. In fact, the decoration shows only that this is how he wanted to be regarded. The work of Renaissance painters for rulers, although greatly admired today, was often less influential in the short term than that for less exalted patrons, because the latter was more easily accessible. Mantegna is now famous for the paintings he produced in Mantua for the Gonzaga family, but few artists seem to have seen these or chosen to imitate them. Far more important to contemporary painters were his more accessible early frescoes in Padua, as Cole Ahl points out. Likewise Piero della Francesca's paintings for the Duke of Urbino were not mentioned in texts of the time, whereas his frescoes of the True Cross cycle in the Franciscan church of Arezzo were hailed as one of the finest works in Italy.
 Rome was a very different environment for artists from anywhere else in the peninsula. With the removal of the papacy to Avignon in the early 14th century, Rome had become a relatively unimportant backwater, poor and underpopulated. The popes only returned there on a permanent basis some time after 1450, although Martin V had spent some years there in the 1420s. The city was without any substantial or sustained local tradition of painting and so the main artists were mainly from the papal states of Central Italy and from Tuscany, particularly from Florence, which also played a crucial role, through banking, in the papal economy. In the latter part of the 15th century, Roman painting was unsurprisingly very largely an extension of Florentine, and the pattern did not greatly change in the following century, with the arrival of Michelangelo. No outstanding Venetian painter worked in Rome in the 15th century, and only one for a significant period in the first half of the 16th century, Sebastiano del Piombo.
 If the strongly Florentine character of art in Rome after 1450 is easily explained, developments in painting elsewhere in Italy during the 15th century, sometimes closely correlated in time and sometimes not, depend on the travels of individual artists, which are not always fully documented or properly understood. Cole Ahl rightly emphasises the importance of this phenomenon, which was not new. In the previous century, Giotto had worked in Padua, Assisi, Rimini, Rome and Naples, as well as his native Florence, and Simone Martini, from Siena, spent time in Assisi, Naples, Pisa, Orvieto and Avignon, where he died. These two artists were well established when they undertook most of their travels and the mature works that they left outside their native cities had an impact on other painters, whereas artists who travelled to large cities to obtain an artistic training were probably often reluctant to return home, if they were ambitious. But it is far from clear how the reputations of outstanding artists preceded them, as Giotto's evidently did. By the beginning of the 15th century it must have been widely known that in some cities, notably Florence and Venice, there were many skilled painters, and it would not have been difficult to discover who were the leading ones. Whether or not they were willing to travel elsewhere, temporarily or permanently, obviously depended on their ambitions and interests. A gifted painter based in a small town, such as Piero della Francesca, faced different choices, since the opportunities, both artistic and financial, were so much more limited there.
 While stressing the importance of travel by artists, Cole Ahl claims that her book 'challenges the restrictive binaries of centre and periphery, replacing them with an emphasis on local style and campanilismo (intense pride rooted in local traditions and identity)'. However, the evidence of a lack of openness to new styles of painting on the part of patrons, or a preference for one style over another, is not very strong, whether in small centres or large. When patrons commissioned altarpieces they presumably did so not on the basis of their own taste, if that concept had any meaning to them, but, so far as their resources allowed, chose artists whose works were considered particularly admirable and accordingly commanded the highest prices. It was the artists themselves who established a hierarchy of excellence, especially as it was they who were called on to provide valuations of the works of their colleagues. In the 15th century, knowledge of even the names of the leading painters does not seem to have been very wide or to have been considered a mark of sophistication. The first sign of this development comes only in 1528, in Baldassare Castiglione's Book of the Courtier, which seems to have made a degree of knowledge and appreciation of the visual arts a desirable social skill in court society. The first reference in print to Giorgione, for example, appeared in this book, in which he was named as an outstanding painter with a distinctive style, together with Leonardo, Michelangelo, Raphael and Mantegna. How many of Castiglione's early readers would have heard of these artists, let alone would have knowingly seen their work, is open to question. Since we now automatically associate works of art with named artists it takes a real effort to understand a culture in which this was not the case.
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The Literary Criticism of Samuel Johnson: Forms of Artistry and Thought 
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Criticism,  for Samuel Johnson, was female, her votaries for the most part malicious, ineffectual men. In an early issue of the Rambler from 1750, Criticism is presented as 'the eldest daughter of Labour and of Truth', charged by the Muses with distinguishing good from bad writing and duty-bound to confer immortality or oblivion. Eventually, worn out, she gives up trying to judge the mixed performances submitted to her inspection and retires, leaving her duties to Time, who 'passes his sentence at leisure'.
To explain the origins of literary criticism in this way - in terms of a mythical entity whose given role, disinterested arbitration, is crushed by the human tendency to produce a hodgepodge of good and bad things - is partly to claim that no such discipline can exercise a useful purpose, or at least not for long. On the other hand, the fact that criticism begins as an attempt to recognise truth, to reward the deserving and punish the inept, suggests that such an activity might be morally defensible, even glorious, if it is cultivated by 'select minds, fitted for its reception by learning and by virtue'.
Nine years later, in Johnson's Idler, criticism is no longer a stern or remote celestial being, but 'a goddess easy of access and forward of advance, who will meet the slow and encourage the timorous; the want of meaning she supplies with words, and the want of spirit she recompenses with malignity.' This beguiling slattern, one of many phantasmic women to populate Johnson's imagination, vanquishes her pupil by giving him false, irresistible confidence in his own abilities. Roger Lonsdale identified a similar dynamic in Johnson's sometimes disturbingly fierce reactions to the 'seductive powers of eloquence' and 'overpowering pleasure' of poetry. Documenting those responses while seeking to reframe them in general terms, Johnson creates what Lonsdale called a 'quasi-erotic drama' within which the male reader's susceptibility to beautiful images and language becomes a form of delight so all-encompassing that it betrays him into surrender and captivity.
With the sheer potency of such individually pleasurable experiences, literary commentators cannot aspire to compete, and, as Johnson wrote in the 'Life of Pope' (1781), 'the criticism which would destroy the power of pleasing must be blown aside.' When he imagined a literary critic, the figure that sidled onto the page was contrastingly feeble. Dick Minim, protagonist of two essays in the Idler, arrives at his profession 'after the common course of puerile studies, in which he was no great proficient.' Inheriting a large fortune, he starts to while away his time in London coffee houses, eavesdropping on actors' gossip. At home, he reads and learns by heart the critical jargon and cliches of his day: that art should copy nature; that no writer can be perfect; that deleting is the best thing an author can do; and that no work should be published in haste. Most of his opinions are borrowed from Pope, who took them in turn from others. But when Dick rehearses his tediously unoriginal views in company, he is greeted with applause.
It might be expected that such an idle reprobate would provoke Johnson's censure. But the lightly sketched portrait of young Minim appears in a journal whose title commits it to defending a life of easy wins, as long as that life cannot hurt anyone. The key lesson of Minim's petty existence is that - however malicious his intentions - he remains innocent of damage. Johnson sees criticism, at least in these essays, as an essentially blameless, piffling activity. If Minim were to keep the 'mischief' and 'poison' of his views to himself, he might even become ill. By venting his spleen in public, he relieves his spite while his notional victim, the author, survives unscathed: 'No genius,' it seems, 'was ever blasted by the breath of criticks.' We are a very long way here from the possibility of a writer's life being 'snuffed out', as Byron put it (with Keats in mind), 'by an article'.
The valiant contender for literary fame is typically opposed, in Johnson's verse and prose, to a hostile public. Such an oppositional relationship was inevitable. The would-be poet, essayist, novelist or dramatist, Johnson repeatedly suggests, 'may be considered as a kind of general challenger, whom everyone has a right to attack ... To commence author is to claim praise, and no man can justly aspire to honour, but at the hazard of disgrace.' At once heroic and faintly absurd, this quixotic vision of authorship - chasing praise, skirting infamy - bristles with comic potential. One of the most salutary aspects of Johnson's criticism, as Philip Smallwood has pointed out in a previous study, Johnson's Critical Presence: Image, History, Judgment (2004), is that it refuses to take itself or its subject matter entirely seriously. When Imlac, venerable tour guide of Johnson's Abyssinian tale, Rasselas (1759), narrates his own history, he explains his efforts to achieve literary greatness at such length and with such rapturous emphasis on the difficulty of the enterprise that the prince is driven to exclaim wearily 'Enough! thou hast convinced me that no human being can ever be a poet.' Somewhat chastened, perhaps a little huffy, Imlac acknowledges that 'To be a poet,' unlike being a critic of Minim's stripe, 'is indeed very difficult.'
Johnson's writing on such matters, while shot through with irony, often shades into allegory of a peculiar emotional intensity even when it seems most doggedly committed to everyday life. Among his earliest intellectual heroes were English and Continental humanists of the Renaissance - Thomas More, Francis Bacon, Erasmus - questing, chivalric figures who pursued their arduous scholarly experiments in a landscape fraught with dangers and temptations (Smallwood also discerns a 'tantalising' series of parallels with Montaigne). Those antecedents went on to influence 18th and 19th-century biographical interpretations of Johnson himself, and of the monuments of scholarship that he produced, especially his Dictionary of the English Language (1755). The abiding impression made by such works, however, is not only one of amazement at their scale, complexity and intelligence. Johnson was always eager to acknowledge the distinction between what he had designed and what he had achieved, or 'the difference between promise and performance'. An honest consciousness of inadequacy, as well as sheer ambition, is a hallmark of his authorship.
Literature and literary criticism may not be vocations associated with bravery, yet Johnson was nothing if not courageous. The first judgment on record of his character - 'Here is a brave boy' - was uttered by the male midwife who delivered him, 'almost dead', after his mother's 'very difficult and dangerous labour' in September 1709. His godfather remarked that 'he never knew any child reared with so much difficulty.' Decades later James Boswell pictured Johnson in childhood, grappling with disease and burdened with premature sagacity, as 'the infant Hercules'. For Thomas Carlyle, in 1840, Johnson was the first hero as 'man of letters'. Unlike his German counterpart Goethe, however, he 'did not conquer'; rather, he 'fought bravely and fell'. Johnson himself would have concurred with the spirit of this appraisal. As he wrote in 1753:
To strive with difficulties, and to conquer them, is the highest human felicity; the next is, to strive, and deserve to conquer: but he whose life has passed without a contest, and who can boast neither success nor merit, can survey himself only as a useless filler of existence; and if he is content with his own character, must owe his satisfaction to insensibility.

Strength and perseverance were the qualities he most admired and which he still appears to many readers to exemplify. Johnson's life has often been depicted as a series of contests from which he emerged more or less victorious. The diaries he left behind are melancholy, desultory and remorselessly self-recriminating, consisting in large part of resolutions, inevitably broken, to rise early, study hard and control himself. Yet Johnson was also a convivial, energetic, witty man, the cure for whose weakness (as he said himself) was company. The drive to escape solitude for a crowd may explain his dislike of eccentricity, idiosyncrasy and singularity, and his efforts as a critic to translate vivid personal encounters with literature into rational generalisations about the way everyone thinks and feels.
What T.S. Eliot observed of his own critical assertions also applies to Johnson's: 'I am convinced that their force comes from the fact that they are attempts to summarise, in conceptual form, direct and intense experience of the poetry that I have found most congenial.' Yet some of Johnson's most memorable views on literature evidently sprang from what he considered the least congenial of his experiences as a reader. His notorious objection to Milton's pastoral elegy Lycidas (1638), for instance, was that 'where there is leisure for fiction, there is little grief.' Why, then, write about Milton at all? Johnson didn't have the final say on which authors were to be included in his late masterpiece Lives of the Poets (1779-81) - in which this judgment of Lycidas appears - although he did add five names to the commissioning booksellers' list. He also insisted that 'No man but a blockhead ever wrote, except for money,' and that he would therefore write about anyone or anything if the price were right - a hard-nosed attitude to his craft which dismayed many of Johnson's admirers (Boswell among them). That attitude was born of having had to graft at authorship for decades before winning recognition and a pension in middle age; it was also (relatedly) the consequence of a robust, combative nature honed by reviewing the works of other writers. Tackling a subject, and an author, tended to involve elements of resistance and competition.
The same cannot be said for Smallwood's method of appraising his subject in his latest book, The Literary Criticism of Samuel Johnson, which is expansive, patient and sympathetic. Smallwood remains feelingly alert to traces of Johnson's personal history, in chapters ranging in emphasis from the editorial and structural to the moral, dramatic, philosophical and poetic. He often suggests ways in which Johnson's tenacious memory, as well as his conversations or letters, might lead us to the origins of his biographical and critical statements - so that we could say of his writing, as of Eliot's, that 'emotional experience' is 'realised as principles of art'.
Unlike Dick Minim, Johnson wasn't bound by rules or tradition in his critical judgments of other writers; indeed, dismissing one familiar charge against Shakespeare's plays - that they are neither tragedies nor comedies, but an uncertain combination of the two - he concluded that their mixed character faithfully reflects real, 'sublunary' life, and that 'there is always an appeal open from criticism to nature.' Recognising in his subject a 'mingled' drama of beauties and faults, of tones, ironies, genres and plots, Johnson, unlike the personified Criticism of the Rambler, finds himself capable of adjudication and of praise.
The appeal that remains open from criticism to nature partly explains why he was prepared, as a critic and editor, to leave some questions unanswered - not indiscriminately, and not when he thought himself capable of settling matters with reasonable certainty, but when there were interpretative difficulties that he simply could not resolve. These moments of apparent defeat are faced with admirable straightforwardness in his 'Preface to Shakespeare': 'I have not passed over, with affected superiority, what is equally difficult to the reader and to myself, but where I could not instruct him, have owned my ignorance.' He did the same thing when asked why he had wrongly defined the word pastern as 'the knee of an horse' in the first edition of his Dictionary, confessing immediately to a female guest that the mistake was due to 'Ignorance, madam, pure ignorance.' When he got the chance to correct himself, he did: the 1773 Dictionary defines pastern correctly as 'that part of the leg of a horse between the joint next the foot and the hoof.'
In criticism, as in life, Johnson was 'clubable' (an epithet he coined to mean 'sociable' but chose not to put in his Dictionary); that word might further be said to indicate the wish of several readers, including William Cowper, to rain down blows on him for what they understood to be his prejudiced, wrong-headed views. Not all his judgments have stood the test of time. ('Nothing odd will do long. Tristram Shandy did not last.') But such opinions were often thrown off in casual conversation rather than declared in print; 'he owned', Boswell wrote, that 'he sometimes talked for victory'.
However dogmatic or unreasonable Johnson might occasionally have seemed, whether in speech or in writing, he was usually willing to admit that his opinions would be challenged and that the business of criticism was collective and collaborative. He was the first editor of Shakespeare to invite revisions to his own work, doing so in the belief that such activity amounts to an open-ended discussion. It is not only evaluative but interpretative. Hence his interest in the various stages by which a literary work arrives at its final form: where there is manuscript evidence of revisions, as in the case of Pope's translation of the Iliad, Johnson pauses to quote and invite consideration of it, aware that he is undertaking what was still, in the 18th century, an unusual form of critical investigation:
Of these specimens every man who has cultivated poetry, or who delights to trace the mind from the rudeness of its first conceptions to the elegance of its last, will naturally desire a greater number; but most other readers are already tired, and I am not writing only to poets and philosophers.

Here, as always, Johnson has the varying demands and interests of his audience in mind. The critic's task, like the editor's, is not merely to single out beauties and faults, to praise or to blame, but to disentangle complications, a task in which he or she will always need the help of other readers. The mind of the literary critic can therefore be neither self-sufficient nor conclusive, but must remain amenable to change and suspicious of 'the cant of those who judge by principles rather than perception'.
Hester Lynch Piozzi's loose, gossipy Anecdotes of the Late Samuel Johnson (1786) ends with a striking image of her subject's mental landscape:
The mind of this man was indeed expanded beyond the common limits of human nature, and stored with such variety of knowledge, that I used to think it resembled a royal pleasure ground, where every plant, of every name and nation, flourished in the full perfection of their powers, and where, though lofty woods and falling cataracts first caught the eye, and fixed the earliest attention of beholders, yet neither the trim parterre nor the pleasing shrubbery, nor even the antiquated evergreens, were denied a place in some fit corner of the happy valley.

A particular biographical vantage point is implicit in this passage. While some writers of Johnson's life will choose to celebrate the 'lofty woods and falling cataracts', Piozzi attends rather to the 'trim parterre' and 'the pleasing shrubbery': in other words, to Johnson in a domestic and private setting. The idea of comparing a writer's mind to a fruitful pleasure ground might have come from his 'Preface to Shakespeare' (1765), where he argues that 'the composition of Shakespeare is a forest,' or indeed from the comparison of Dryden ('a natural field') to Pope ('a velvet lawn') in Lives of the Poets. (Boswell, Piozzi's rival, wrote that Johnson's mind 'was so full of imagery that he might have been perpetually a poet'.) But the immediate prompt for Piozzi must be the first chapter of Rasselas, in which the 'royal pleasure ground' or 'happy valley' of the Abyssinian princes is depicted as a place of verdure, fertility and variety. Here, too, are woods and cataracts, lawns and pastures. That lush description serves only to introduce the discovery that the prince is sickening for the lack of something to want in his 'prison of pleasure'. The satisfaction of all human desires turns out to make everyone in the happy valley secretly miserable. Everyone longs to escape, but none can do so. Instead, they try their best to recruit more prisoners.
To pursue this parallel, the very abundance of Johnson's mind could not afford him any lasting solace for being trapped within himself. He could only seek out more companions to share his unhappiness. Piozzi doesn't dwell on the meaning of her image, but it seems compatible with Boswell's terrible picture of Johnson's mind as a Roman amphitheatre, in which his judgment was incessantly combating beasts he could never destroy. The happy valley is both heaven and hell, luxuriously oversupplied yet eternally inadequate. A royal pleasure ground might also be a hunting arena, one in which countless diversions cannot afford any lasting refuge from human failings. However 'expanded beyond the common limits of human nature' Johnson may have been, he suffered (to quote Imlac again) from 'that hunger of imagination which preys incessantly upon life'. Earlier in the Anecdotes, Piozzi confesses that what she calls the 'perpetual confinement' of Johnson's company was 'terrifying' to begin with, and 'irksome' towards the end of their friendship.
Many 18th-century biographers of Johnson were tempted to compare him with his fictional characters, and especially with those in Rasselas: most often with the sententious Imlac, but also with the gifted, deluded astronomer who imagines that he controls the weather, and with the flawed philosopher who 'speaks, and attention watches his lips'. The very fact that Rasselas was criticised for its lack of discrimination between characters and genders encouraged readers to believe that each of the people depicted in the tale was a portrait of some aspect of Johnson himself. Everyone reasons fluently at all times, even the astronomer in the grip of his delirium. As an episodic, anecdotal text, full of quotable sentiments delivered by characters who narrate their own histories, Rasselas also suggested a way of organising early lives of Johnson. Arthur Murphy wrote in his Essay on the Life and Genius of Samuel Johnson (1792) that whoever reads 'the heads of the chapters' in Rasselas 'will find, that it is not a course of adventures that invites him forward, but a discussion of interesting questions'. In this context, 'interesting' is designed to convey the forcefully active sense of moving the reader's passion, a sense which Johnson includes in his Dictionary definition of 'To INTEREST', with specific reference to the phrase 'an interesting story', and in the Rambler, where he writes that biography, of all genres, 'enchains the heart by irresistible interest'.
William Gerard Hamilton lamented that, when Johnson died, he 'made a chasm, which not only nothing can fill up, but which nothing has a tendency to fill up' - nothing, that is, other than new tales about Johnson. Murphy noted that 'the press ... teemed with anecdotes' from the moment Johnson died. These little stories plugged gaps and supplied vacuities. They served to palliate melancholy. The subject matter of some anecdotes is synonymous with the instinct that produced them to begin with: the abhorrence of a vacuum. That feeling also comes in for scrutiny in Imlac's comments on the pyramids, where the prowling, hungry mind is described as in ceaseless need of 'some employment'.
Johnson's creative instincts coincided with his critical attitudes in a deep-seated resistance to systems - moral, philosophical, literary, historical - and in a related awareness of the confusing variety of life, a sense of its arbitrariness and uncertainty, and of how little of it can ever be determined by our own plans. Hence, in part, his love of what he sometimes called 'secret history'. In the Rambler he argued that biography should circumvent a great man's public career and lead us instead into the recesses of his private life - in other words, into 'anecdote' as it is defined in his Dictionary definition of 1773: 'a biographical incident; a minute passage of private life'. Biography must be anecdotal so that we are able to understand its subjects as people close to ourselves; literary criticism, in turn, must remain close to biography so that we can understand its origins in human ambition and human fallibility, and in order to ensure that criticism itself remains hospitable to 'the transactions of the world'.
Perhaps Johnson's bravest critical act was that he always proved ready, as Christopher Ricks has observed, to acknowledge the limits of criticism itself. If it is 'the task of criticism to establish principles; to improve opinion into knowledge', it will also remain forever unable to explain or account for what the Rambler calls 'the nameless and inexplicable elegances which appeal wholly to the fancy, from which we feel delight, but know not how they produce it, and which may well be termed the enchantresses of the soul'.
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At the Capitoline Museums
'Fidia'
Christopher Siwicki



Not  many artists merit an exhibition where none of their work is on display. But for the masters of classical Greece there is little choice: most of their paintings and sculptures have been lost or destroyed and what we know of them comes from the descriptions and copies of later generations. Fidia, at the Capitoline Museums in Rome until 5 May, is the first exhibition dedicated to the Athenian sculptor Phidias, celebrated in his lifetime for the statue of Zeus at Olympia but best known today for his work on the Acropolis.
We know that he was born in Athens around 500 BC and was still active in the late 430s. We can't be sure what he looked like, though there are some possibilities on display: a marble bust, discovered just outside Rome, of a bald man with a deeply creased brow, is labelled 'Portrait of Phidias (?)', as is a small bronze statuette, on loan from the Metropolitan Museum, of a similar looking man with a potbelly under his artisan's tunic. The only piece in the show that was definitely touched by Phidias' hand is a simple, broken drinking vessel. Scratched on the base in Greek are the words: 'I belong to Phidias.' It seems almost too good to be true, the sort of confirmation that typically eludes archaeological investigation and elevates an otherwise mundane item through its association with a famous figure.
Phidias' childhood and teenage years would have been defined by the Persian invasions of Greece at the start of the fifth century, culminating in the sack of Athens in 480 BC. The following year, the allied Greek cities defeated Persia. Athens came to dominate the Aegean Sea. The exhibition includes busts representing Themistocles and Pericles, the two most powerful statesmen in this age of Athenian ascendancy. As Athens' star rose, so did Phidias', though his close association with its most famous citizen, Pericles, was to prove a liability as well as a blessing.
Also on display are the earliest known sculptures thought to derive from an original by Phidias: three similar, though not identical, marble heads of Apollo. All were discovered in Italy and date to between the first and second centuries AD, more than five hundred years after Phidias. In total, there are 25 Roman-era heads from across the Mediterranean that are thought to be copies of Phidias' Apollo Parnopios (Parnopios means 'locust killer', after a story in which Apollo drove a locust plague from Attica).
[image: Head of Apollo (c.120 AD), after Phidias]Head of Apollo (c.120 AD), after Phidias




The attempt to recover the appearance of lost classical statues by examining and comparing later versions originated in 19th-century Germany, where it was known as Kopienkritik. Scholars now avoid using the word 'copy' when referring to these Roman statues, and rightly so: they are no slavish facsimiles. But they do offer insights into Phidias' work. The Capitoline curators use them to help visitors understand what a number of his most famous pieces would have looked like, allowing us to appreciate his distinctively idealised (rather than naturalistic) approach to the human form.
Phidias worked mainly in Athens, and, as Plutarch tells us, between 447 and 438 on the new temple of Athena on the Acropolis. The Parthenon was not the largest Greek temple but it was one of the most refined and certainly the most ornamented. Its two pediments were crowded with sculptures, 92 metopes showing mythological battles surrounded its exterior and a continual frieze depicting a mounted procession ran around the central chamber. Even on completion it was recognised as the classical temple par excellence, an emblem of the Athenian Empire.
The Parthenon was Pericles' great project. Phidias' role in its construction isn't clear; Plutarch says that the architects were Callicrates and Ictinus. Phidias is sometimes cast as a works supervisor, project manager or, as the Capitoline exhibition has it, 'artistic director'. But it's impossible to know which elements he 'directed', let alone whether he carved any of it himself.
Most of the temple's sculpture is now housed in Athens and London and doesn't usually travel for exhibitions elsewhere. The curators at the Capitoline have managed to secure two small fragments from Vienna and two from Athens, though these have had their faces chiselled off. This scant offering hardly conveys the brilliance of the sculptural decoration, but the story of the monument is well told and its appearance illustrated by models, a video installation and antiquarian documents.
The more recent history of the Parthenon is portrayed primarily through drawings, engravings, documents and paintings. The bombardment of the Acropolis by the Venetians in 1687 is illustrated in Francesco Fanelli's Atene Attica (1707); James Stuart and Nicholas Revett describe the dilapidated state of the temple in their Antiquities of Athens (1787); and William Gell captures in watercolour the removal of sculptures by Lord Elgin's agents in 1801. Alongside these records are the earliest known drawings of the monument, from the 1440s, by the Italian humanist Ciriaco d'Ancona, and, two hundred years later, by the French draughtsman Jacques Carrey.
The only element of the Parthenon that we know was designed by Phidias is lost: the colossal statue of Athena Parthenos, which stood in the inner sanctum. Over a core of (probably) cypress wood, Phidias used ivory (elephas) panels for the skin and gold (chrysos) for the clothing, a combination known as chryselephantine. Again, an idea of the statue's appearance can be gleaned from textual descriptions and smaller imitations. Fragments from a number of Roman versions are included in the exhibition: a head from the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek in Copenhagen and another from Dresden; a small statuette from Athens; and a marble shield loaned by the British Museum, which shows the attempted storming of Athens by the Amazons and its defence by Theseus.
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Phidias' friendship with Pericles probably secured him a role in the construction of the Parthenon; it also drew the enmity of others. According to Plutarch's Life of Pericles, Phidias was accused of procuring women for his friend and appropriating gold from the statue of Athena. More than embezzlement, this would have been an act of sacrilege, but the charges didn't stick. Phidias' detractors finally got him on charges of impiety, alleging that he had sculpted portraits of himself and Pericles as two of the figures depicted on Athena's shield. Plutarch reports that Phidias died in prison, either from disease or poison, but this seems doubtful. He was probably sent into exile: it was around this time, during a spell away from Athens, that he created his masterpiece.
The temple of Zeus at Olympia was built in the 460s. Three decades later, Phidias was asked to make a new statue for the shrine. Many accounts of its beauty survive. The Elder Pliny thought it without rival half a millennium later and Quintilian wrote that 'the majesty of the work is equal to the majesty of the god'. Dio Chrysostom, writing at the end of the first century AD, addressed Phidias directly:
O best and noblest of artists ... you have created a sweet and engaging sight ... whoever might be burdened with pain in his soul, having borne many misfortunes and pains in his life and never being able to attain sweet sleep, even that man, standing before this image, would forget all the terrible and harsh things which one must suffer.

Made with the same chryselephantine technique as the Athena Parthenos, the statue of Zeus was prepared in an onsite workshop and built to match the dimensions of the cella, the inner chamber. (It was at the site of the workshop that Phidias' cup was discovered in 1958, alongside iron tools and offcuts of ivory.) Zeus was depicted enthroned, a decision that allowed Phidias to increase his colossal proportions far beyond the height of the temple. Strabo was only the first to point out that, were Zeus to stand up, he would take the roof off. According to one story, perhaps apocryphal, when Phidias was asked what his inspiration for the figure of the god would be, he quoted the moment in the Iliad when Zeus makes Olympus shake with just the nod of his dark brow. It was not only the figure of Zeus that impressed viewers. Pausanias described at length the rich and complex imagery that decorated the gold, ebony and ivory throne and footstool, on which were depicted the trials of Heracles, Theseus battling the Amazons, Apollo and Artemis killing the children of Niobe and other mythological scenes. The stool was inscribed: 'Phidias, son of Charmides, an Athenian, made me.'
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Given the statue's reputation, its representation in the exhibition is anticlimactic. A second-century AD marble relief from Modena shows the scene of Niobe's children being cut down. Two Roman-era coins show Zeus' head and the full-length seated statue. The curators could perhaps have been more adventurous in rendering the statue, though this would have involved some speculation. All traces of the original have vanished. Although an attempt by Caligula to move it to Rome was resisted, it was taken to Constantin0ple in the fourth century AD, probably perishing in a fire shortly afterwards.
Phidias' influence on his Roman-era imitators is evident throughout the exhibition, but the final room reflects on his significance for later periods. Rejecting the awkward trend of including works by contemporary artists in archaeological exhibitions, the curators focus on 19th-century sculptors, including Antonio Canova (the 'New Phidias') and Bertel Thorvaldsen (the 'Danish Phidias'). The importance of Phidias to Canova and Thorvaldsen is a reminder that valuing ancient sculptures primarily as historical artefacts rather than works of art is a relatively recent phenomenon. Fidia provides sufficient historical context, but by emphasising the aesthetic qualities of the sculpture it prevents matters of Athenian politics and society from overshadowing the artistry on display, while acknowledging that, when it comes to Phidias' work, understanding is as much about reconstruction as appreciation.
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Impotent Revenge
Nicole Flattery
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Patrick deWitt  is the sort of writer you imagine checking his emails on an old desktop computer in the library. His five deceptively simple novels suggest pleasant, old-fashioned things. They hinge on traditional plot devices - misunderstandings, a letter delivered or undelivered, a chance meeting. There is no modern technology here. In deWitt's first novel, Ablutions (2009), the narrator repeatedly takes a telephone off the wall and throws it in the bin. His characters are daydreamers, fantasists, drunks on suicidal benders - they're not people interested in contemporary or historical events. Their worlds are dioramas, enclosed, contained.
The premise of deWitt's fiction is simple: it takes a long time to get over what has happened to you. Some defining incident is replayed in the minds of his characters; a story must be told and retold until it spreads out like a stain into every part of your life. You can try to bend it, make it comic, force it into anecdote, but it will continue to haunt you. In deWitt's latest novel, The Librarianist, a minor character on a trip to the cinema is asked how many times she is going to see the same film. 'However many times it takes,' she replies. There are prophecies, visions, seances, reincarnations. DeWitt has expressed admiration for Ivy Compton-Burnett and his characters, like hers, often speak in cutting aphorisms. Like good theatre, his fiction is full of dialogue, quick, eventful, nimble. Then there is the life-altering incident, which is always a monologue delivered centre-stage and projected to the cheap seats in the back. His books are often described as funny, which is an achievement for novels that are mostly about people who want to kill themselves.
The Librarianist follows the uneventful life of a retired librarian called Bob Comet. After helping a lost elderly woman find her way, he begins volunteering at a nursing home in his hometown of Portland, Oregon. Bob is a man of routine; he spends his time walking, cooking and cleaning. His love of reading and scholarship is a balm but also an affliction, a way of avoiding intimacy and the unexpected. This lonely realisation occasionally catches up with him ('Bob sometimes had the sense there was a well inside him, a long, bricked column of cold air with still water at the bottom'). Connie, his ex-wife, 'believed Bob was reading beyond the accepted level of personal pleasure and wondered if it wasn't symptomatic of a spiritual or emotional deformity. Bob thought her true question was, Why do you read rather than live?' DeWitt has set himself a challenge in writing about a character who is inert and passive. What would Bob do if he had a choice? Nothing. Unlike deWitt's other novels, there is very little momentum or adventure in The Librarianist. There is simply a man ruminating, waiting: 'What wound up happening was that nothing happened.'
The first section of the novel is set in 2005-6 and is populated by deWitt's usual cast of well-spoken misfits and loners. There's Linus, a vulgar sex-pest who watches tennis for the grunts of the female players. When Bob tells him he has only ever slept with one woman, Linus replies: 'What's the German word for pity, scorn and awe happening all at the same time?' There's Brighty, whose explanation for her five abortive marriages is that she likes a big party. There's Jill, 'a sincerely negative human being with unwavering bad luck and an attitude of ceaseless headlong indignation'. And there's Chip, the woman Bob encounters at the beginning of the novel, who keeps running away. Bob feels at home among this merry band; the pace of the nursing home suits him. He reads Gogol to the patients, hoping they can 'identify the cultural throughlines and buried political opinion'. But Bob's tragic flaw - and deWitt believes in tragic flaws - is that he can't read people.
The second section of the novel is set between 1942 and 1960 (though this framing hardly seems to matter) and deals with Bob's marriage to Connie. He first encounters her with her father, a raving puritanical lunatic feared by the neighbourhood, when they come to pick up some American literature from the library ('Europe is in the past, is deceased, and so is not my concern'). The second time he sees Connie they make eye contact and 'he understood when their eyes met that he was very seriously sickened by an ancient and terrorific affliction.' The arrival of Connie coincides with that of Bob's first male friend, the handsome, swaggering Ethan. Bob is in awe of Ethan's sexual prowess; Ethan is comforted by Bob's goodness, solidity and intuitive taste in novels. For reasons of jealousy, Bob tries to keep Ethan and Connie apart but they meet serendipitously on the bus and fall in love. Bob discovers this much too late, and then all at once: 'Here was the very beginning of his realisation that there was something dangerous moving in his direction, and that he wouldn't be allowed to escape it, no matter what clever manoeuvre he might invent or employ.' He had the measure of Ethan - fickle but romantic, waiting for the right woman to save him from himself - but he had misunderstood Connie. She never had any desire to move from one inflexible, zealous male figure to another. 'My aspiration is to become a completely normal human being,' she tells Bob early in their relationship. If Connie is lying to herself (and she is) we shouldn't be surprised: deWitt has made self-delusion his stock in trade.
Ablutions, like many books in which people are depicted as disgusting, dangerous, self-serving and beyond redemption, didn't sell well. In an interview with the Guardian, deWitt expressed his disappointment at the commercial failure of this short novel about a barback. Rereading it, I wondered where he felt he lost the book clubs. Was it the scene where the drunk screams in the face of a horse? The scene where a drug addict snorts cocaine from a dead man's shrine? The pride and delight the drunk takes in what he considers his only skill, the ability to vomit silently? Or was it the trysts, which range from outlandish and debased to just sad and empty:
The shammy is shaped like a television set (her head is shaped like a toaster oven) but one night she draws you into the storage room with the aid of fishnet stockings and lipstick and whiskey and dim lighting and her sweet, truthful smile. Now she comes by every evening in hopes that the stars will once more shine in her favour, and this is very sad because she lives an hour away and takes public transportation to visit you, and because you are looking sickly and do not smell good and have not once said anything of consequence to her, and the idea that you are an inspiration in this girl's existence is a true life's tragedy.

Then there is the description of an orgy: 'Everyone is on cocaine and cannot ejaculate and the prostitutes can't get a word in edgewise and are being worked like plough horses.' If I had to guess, I'd say this is where deWitt sacrificed his appeal to a mass audience. Ablutions is set in a place where people often lie to themselves: a bar. Several paragraphs begin with the command 'Discuss' ('Discuss Sam, the bar's principal cocaine dealer, discuss the child actor, now grown, who frequents the bar'). This is a vain and hopeful exercise - behold these wild characters with their self-destructive habits. You're not one of them (the novel is written in the second person). You're not falling apart due to daily consumption of mind-altering substances, you're note-taking and cataloguing. You're the bar's historian.
The Los Angeles bar in Ablutions functions like the dark inverse of the library for Bob in The Librarianist ('the northwest branch of the public library was where Bob Comet became himself'). The bar is where the unnamed narrator becomes himself, too, but that self is a liar, a cheat and a thief. In the course of Ablutions, the narrator's wife leaves him ('on the pillow, a note'); he has a series of one-night stands with women he seems to dislike, though he dislikes himself much more ('you do not know her or like her very much and you do not respect yourself and so the most you can offer this girl is time out of her life'); but he doesn't improve, he doesn't have an epiphany, he doesn't get sober.
Ablutions differs from deWitt's other novels in being largely plotless. It's also jaded, hateful, absolutely filthy and, for all these reasons, his funniest book. DeWitt was willing to get his hands dirtier here than he ever has since. His follow-up, The Sisters Brothers (2011), was a bestseller, shortlisted for the Booker Prize and adapted for film by the French director Jacques Audiard in 2018. The novel, set in Gold Rush California, has plenty of violence, but it's tamer than Ablutions. DeWitt dialled down the self-loathing and upped the cherry pie. The Sisters Brothers is about two brothers, Eli and Charlie, who work as hitmen for a sinister figure called the Commodore. (Two cowboys on the loose is a nicer prospect than a whiskey-lover with a death wish.) Eli, like the barback in Ablutions, has let his job define him for too long. After the brothers quit the Commodore and resume their lives as simple, non-psychopathic men, Eli watches Charlie and thinks: 'I believe he was wondering who he might be for the rest of his life; and in a way I was wondering the same thing about myself.' Before this, the brothers encounter Hermann Warm, who has invented a process for retrieving gold from the rivers of San Francisco. This leads to a scene which proves the almost fairy-tale logic that runs through deWitt's work. You want gold? Fine, you will stand in rivers of it but it will burn your skin off.
Like many comic writers, deWitt has an instinct for cruelty. His characters are usually punished by getting exactly what they want. Eli and Charlie become feared assassins, giving the brutality of their childhoods a professional outlet, but it makes them disposable too. Bob in The Librarianist wishes for a quiet life and gets more than he bargained for. Ethan gets the dream girl - and almost immediately afterwards is hit by a car and dies. Bob understands destiny, though he could hardly care for something so mystic or nebulous: 'He didn't believe in God or fate or karma or luck, even, but he couldn't help feeling Ethan's death was in reply to his, Ethan's, betrayal; and he couldn't pretend that he wished Ethan was still alive.' Bob is questioned by police - the driver of the car is never found - but it would take a lot of mental contortion to believe him capable of murder. He has Hollywood visions of Connie returning to him, ringing his doorbell in the rain, regretful and contrite. These passages, on the hyper-vigilance of a broken heart, contain some of deWitt's strongest writing:
After he understood she was not going to visit the library, then came a period of ten or more years where he believed fate would intervene on his behalf. He would see her in the market, in the park, somewhere. He would pick out her set, cold expression in a crowd and she would sense his attentions and turn to meet him, and when she saw him the coldness would come away from her face and she would change back to the way she was before, a sort of lighting-up, the way she used to look at him when she came through the doors of the library, and she loved him.

Bob is devoted to one woman, and that makes him an outlier in deWitt's work. Most of his men commit crimes or, at the very least, make big mistakes. His women are punished in a more traditional way - by falling in love with men dedicated to their own ruin. A girl watching Malcolm, Frances's spoiled and confused son in French Exit, thinks: 'He was a pile of American garbage and she feared she would love him forever.' In Ablutions, the narrator's ex-wife is mostly off-stage and appears only to engage in ex-wife behaviour: screaming down the phone; collecting her things in a melodramatic fashion. He does, however, offer an attempt at an apology: 'Time is more important to young women than men, she explains; this makes sense and you agree that it makes sense and you excuse yourself to vomit.' DeWitt's female characters are often silent, but he understands their silence and the disappointments it contains. What happens when this patience runs out? When Frances finds her husband lying dead from a massive heart attack, she doesn't call an ambulance. She goes skiing instead, and is later seen at the resort, drink in hand, looking chirpy. Connie in The Librarianist refuses to have anything to do with the remains of her megalomaniac father. These women don't weep or mourn; they step cleanly over the corpses. It's a sad and impotent revenge, but revenge all the same.
DeWitt's work is characterised by a lack of moral judgment - he will forgive everything except humourlessness. Characters often reveal information about themselves unprompted. One of the best moments in The Librarianist involves Mr Baker-Bailey, Bob's mother's boss, whom Bob once saw slow-dancing with his mother in the kitchen. Now his mother is dead and Mr Baker-Bailey cries openly, and without interruption, in a restaurant. In a single scene, deWitt manages to convey the whole course of a solitary life. When deWitt is less controlled, he sometimes veers towards whimsy, as he does in the third section of The Librarianist, a flashback to Bob's childhood attempt to run away, which saw him end up at a strange hotel with two elderly actresses. (He is a fan of Jane Bowles's 1943 novel Two Serious Ladies and it shows here.) If deWitt has one failing, it's his quirkiness. There are several, unforgivable instances of zaniness in his work: a dead husband reincarnated as a cat, vaudeville acts, a mention of a 'hot-air balloonist'. These scenes come on like a sudden chill: someone has taken out a banjo at a party and they are seconds away from playing it. Still, deWitt uses these moments to mask the unremitting bleakness of his work. He's not self-important enough to sell himself as a satirist of American life, but he has a sustained hatred of many of its ideals. With the cool, dispassionate eye of the Canadian, he knows the American story is one of self-destruction. Look at his landscapes: Gold Rush California, Las Vegas, the Grand Canyon. ('There is too much of the Earth missing here,' the narrator thinks in Ablutions, 'and I just don't want to know about it.') Frances in French Exit decides to get rid of all her husband's ill-gotten money, even stuffing some of it down the toilet, then slits her wrists in the bath. Strip away the jokes and all that remains is despair.
If The Librarianist is more restrained than some of deWitt's previous novels, it's not by accident. 'I wish authors would write less about the innate nobility of the indomitable human spirit,' he said in an interview with the New York Times, 'and more about failure without redemption, or the murky zone between failure and getting by, where many of us live in real life.' Bob's life goes on as expected, faltering, with books and without love, and the accumulated effect is to draw us in. In the same interview, deWitt was asked if he'd rather his books were read intellectually or emotionally. 'Emotionally!' he replied. The Librarianist has the least cynical ending of any of his novels. On closer inspection it appears to be partly cribbed from the movie The Notebook (2004). Regardless of where it came from I will admit - and I wish I was joking - that I wept.
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Diary
Three Genocides
Eyal Weizman



On 11 January 
, at the International Court of Justice in The Hague, South Africa argued that Israel's actions in Gaza have been 'genocidal in character', since 'they are intended to bring about the destruction of a substantial part of the Palestinian national, racial and ethnic group.' Lawyers cited the killing of 23,000 Palestinians (the number is now more than 33,000), the majority of them women and children, the destruction of life-sustaining infrastructure, including schools and hospitals, and the displacement of practically Gaza's entire population. Israel staged its defence the following day, claiming that 'if there were acts of genocide, they have been perpetrated against Israel.' Its lawyers called on the court to dismiss the case and reject South Africa's request that military operations against Gaza be halted.
Less than two hours after Israel concluded its case, Germany announced that it would intervene as a 'third party', siding with Israel. Any signatory to the 1948 Genocide Convention can put forward 'substantive arguments' in a dispute over the interpretation of the treaty. In 2023, Germany intervened in the genocide case brought by Gambia against Myanmar for its treatment of the Rohingya, in support of the view that Myanmar's actions constituted genocide. In the South African case, a German government spokesman declared that 'in light of Germany's history and the crime of humanity - the Shoah - the federal government sees itself as particularly committed to the Genocide Convention.' In other words, it had expertise in such questions, and the current accusations against Israel had 'no basis whatsoever': they were merely an attempt to politicise the convention. The memory of the Holocaust is considered to be the moral foundation of postwar Germany, and the defence of Israel's security, as Angela Merkel affirmed in 2008, is Germany's Staatsrason. The idea that Israel can be accused of perpetrating a genocide - or that any genocide can be compared to the Holocaust - is therefore heresy.
On 13 January, the day after the German announcement, the president of Namibia, Hage Geingob (who died on 4 February), rebuked Germany, arguing that it 'cannot morally express commitment to the UN Convention on Genocide ... while supporting the equivalent of a holocaust and genocide in Gaza'. He added that 'the German government is yet to fully atone for the genocide it committed on Namibian soil.' Tlaleng Mofokeng, the South African UN special rapporteur on the right to health, summed up the situation: 'The state that committed more than one genocide throughout its history [Germany] is trying to undermine the efforts of a country that is a victim of colonialism and apartheid [South Africa] to protect another genocide [Israel's].' Two weeks later, on 26 January, by fifteen judges to two, the ICJ accepted that the allegation that Israel was in violation of the 1948 convention was plausible, and ordered it to take measures to prevent genocidal acts.
Mofokeng's allusion to Germany having been responsible for 'more than one genocide' was echoed by a curious historical coincidence. The date of the second day of the hearing and of Germany's intervention - 12 January - was the 120th anniversary of the events that put into motion the first genocide of the 20th century, which was perpetrated by Germany's colonial army, the Schutztruppe. The targets were the Ovaherero (often referred to in European sources as Herero) and Nama peoples in a territory Germany had claimed and colonised as South-West Africa - what is now called Namibia. The region had been ceded to Germany by the other European powers at the Berlin Conference of 1884-85, which formalised the partition of Africa. Bismarck's Second Reich sought the colonial empire it believed its power on the world stage merited, and the territories covering what are now Togo, Cameroon, Tanzania, Rwanda, Burundi and Namibia were established as German 'protectorates'.
On 12 January 1904, fighting broke out in the town of Okahandja between German troops and Ovaherero fighters led by Samuel Maharero. More than a hundred soldiers and settlers, mostly farmers and missionaries, were killed in the following days and the Schutztruppe was forced to retreat. Humiliated, Germany started to plan retribution. The Ovaherero were cattle herders whose lands were located in the region's central plateau. These fertile hills were late to be colonised and had escaped the worst of the Atlantic slave trade because the sand dunes that stretch for hundreds of miles along the coast hid them from the view of European seafarers on their way to the Cape. In the Nama/Damara language, namib means 'shield'. But once the German protectorate was established, the region became an ideal candidate for what in 1897 the German geographer Friedrich Ratzel termed Lebensraum - the space that was needed to sustain a species or people in their Darwinian struggle for survival. To allow German settlement, Indigenous peoples had to be moved out of the way. At first the land was taken piecemeal by enforced protection contracts and sales agreements, threats, bribes and massacres, but gradually German Africa came into existence as a matrix of farms, missionary outposts, mineral and diamond mines, and military forts like the one in Okahandja. Ratzel believed that South-West Africa was a place where the 'German race' could harden its character. He took his inspiration from Frederick Jackson Turner, who argued that American political and cultural identity had largely been formed, half a century earlier, by the experiences of the rugged Western frontier. The African frontier was similarly inhabited by people seen as subhuman, part of the natural environment, who could be exploited, expelled or exterminated at will.
In June 1904, General Lothar von Trotha, a Saxon colonial officer who had built his reputation by helping to crush the Boxer Rebellion in China, arrived in South-West Africa to oversee the Schutztruppe's revenge war against the Ovaherero. Trotha argued for 'absolute terrorism', and vowed to 'destroy the rebellious tribes by shedding rivers of blood'. In August 1904 an estimated thirty thousand Ovaherero took refuge around the homesteads of the Kambazembi clan, at the foot of the mountain plateau of Waterberg. The Schutztruppe formed a bulwark to prevent the Ovaherero from fleeing westwards, forcing men, women and children into the Kalahari desert, where many were hunted down and shot. On 2 October, in front of his troops, Trotha issued an infamous extermination order:
The Herero are no longer German subjects. They have murdered and stolen, they have cut off the ears, noses and other body parts of wounded soldiers ... The Herero people must ... leave the land. If the populace does not do this I will force them with the Groot Rohr [a cannon]. Within the German borders every Herero, with or without a gun, with or without cattle, will be shot. I will no longer accept women and children, I will drive them back to their people or I will let them be shot at.

Close to the site of Trotha's genocidal proclamation, in a place that became known as Ozombu Zo Vindimba ('wells of skin disease' in Otjiherero), many Ovaherero died a slow and excruciating death after drinking water from wells that had been poisoned by German troops. A great many others succumbed to thirst and starvation in the desert. Those who survived did so through their intimate knowledge of the terrain, of where and how to find groundwater. Some managed to find relative safety across the border in British Bechuanaland, contemporary Botswana.
The Nama and Ovaherero traditional leaders date the start of the genocide not to the attack in Waterberg but to a little-known raid eleven years earlier. On 12 April 1893 a contingent of Schutztruppe attacked the Nama settlement of ||Na++gas - known in German as Hornkranz. It was the seat of Hendrik Witbooi, chief of the Witbooi Nama people. The territory between the Nama and the Ovaherero to the north was disputed, and skirmishes were not uncommon, but Witbooi turned down all German offers of protection, insisting that local peoples should be allowed to deal with their own problems. When in 1886 he was approached by German emissaries sent by the colonial administrator, Heinrich Goring, he refused to negotiate with anyone but the emperor himself. 'I understand that you want to negotiate peace, you who call yourself a "deputy",' he responded. 'How shall I respond? You are someone else's representative, and I am a free and autonomous man answering to none but God.' Witbooi kept a diary that gives an important African perspective on the experience of German colonisation.
The Nama were skilled fighters and small groups on horseback frequently ambushed the German convoys that trespassed into their lands. Cartographers were unable to enter the area and it remained blank on the map. The Germans concluded that the only way to stop the 'rebellious natives' was to eradicate them. The Schutztruppe approached undetected at night and attacked at dawn, forcing the Witbooi fighters to retreat. The German soldiers razed the settlement, murdering women, children and the elderly. A police station and a farm were established in the ruins.
In the years that followed, Nama tribes continued to join battle against the Germans. On 22 April 1905, Trotha issued another extermination order, this time against the Nama: 'The few who do not submit will suffer the same fate as the Herero people, who in their delusion also believed that they could defeat the powerful German emperor and the great German people. I ask you, where are the Herero today?' By this time, the German government had rescinded Trotha's extermination order against the Ovaherero, which had damaged Germany's reputation in Europe. The order against the Nama was never officially revoked.
Nama and Ovaherero survivors were sent to concentration camps, where they were exploited for slave labour to build the colony's roads, railways, farms and administrative outposts. More than half the prisoners died in their first year of captivity. One camp was on Shark Island, a windy and exposed peninsula near the South Atlantic port of Luderitz that breaks the endless miles of sand dunes to create a small bay. This was the first anchorage made by Portuguese seafarers in the 15th century. On Shark Island, captives were starved, beaten, raped and executed. Women were forced to boil heads severed from the corpses - which sometimes belonged to their own relatives - and scrape off the flesh with glass so that the skulls could be sent to museums, universities and anthropological collections in Germany. Shark Island is often referred to by descendants of the survivors as the first extermination camp. Up to 80 per cent of the prisoners there died.
By the end of the German campaign, in 1908, more than 65,000 Ovaherero, more than two-thirds of the population, and 10,000 Nama, around half the population, had been killed. Their ancestral lands were not returned to the survivors. Instead, some former officers in the Schutztruppe, including those who had participated in the genocide, were rewarded with farms on their victims' land. In 1902, less than 1 per cent of South-West Africa was owned by Europeans; after the genocide the figure was more than 20 per cent. The German settlers' possession of the land was respected when South Africa, a dominion of the British Empire, occupied South-West Africa during the First World War: affinities between European colonial nations trumped wartime animosity. Europeans farmed the fertile areas, while the Indigenous peoples were confined to Bantustans in areas affected by drought. This structure of land ownership remained in place after independence from South Africa and the foundation of Namibia in 1990.
Today, 44 per cent of Namibia's land area, and 70 per cent of its agricultural land, is owned by 4500 European farmers who make up 0.3 per cent of the population. The Ovaherero and Nama descendants of the genocide victims have founded towns in their 'ethnic homelands' that bear the names of their ancestral homesteads, and have kept alive their demands for reparations from Germany and the right of return to their lands.
The Ovaherero Traditional Authority (OTA) and the Nama Traditional Leaders Association (NTLA) wholeheartedly supported the South African case against Israel and expressed their solidarity with the Palestinians. 'We the Nama and Ovaherero people are all too familiar with the relation between settler colonialism and genocide, with the way genocide emerges as a direct consequence, and culmination, of violent settler colonialism,' their statement ran. But they also accused the Namibian president of 'hypocrisy at its highest level', for continuing 'to play an adverse role in the quest of the Nama and Ovaherero people to achieve justice'. There has been a long-standing dispute between the communities affected by the genocide and the Swapo-led government, whose power base is the Ovambo people and other ethnic groups in northern Namibia, and whose history is tied not to German colonialism but to the armed liberation struggle against apartheid, in which Swapo took the lead alongside the ANC. The government's nationalisation of memory meant that the 'Ovaherero and Nama genocide' became known anachronistically as the 'Namibian genocide'. The dispute was over the significance of the genocide to Namibian history - Geingob claimed that 'apartheid was worse than the genocide' - and about who had the right to negotiate with the German government over its acknowledgment of responsibility.
In 2015, after years of struggle by Namibian and German civil society groups, the German government agreed to acknowledge that genocide had been committed between 1904 and 1908. This paved the way for bilateral negotiations. Germany's position was that it could only negotiate with another government and that the Namibian government should choose its own representatives. While the delegation Namibia sent included Nama and Ovaherero individuals, representatives of their elected and traditional authorities did not take part. In May 2021 an agreement was reached between the two countries. According to the joint declaration, Germany said it was ready to recognise its 'moral responsibility for the colonisation of Namibia' and to apologise 'for the historic developments that led to genocidal conditions between 1904 and 1908'. The Namibian government announced that it and its 'people accept Germany's apology'. But they hadn't asked the affected communities.
Last year, a number of UN special rapporteurs sent a letter to both governments making clear that according to the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, signed by Germany and Namibia in 2007, 'Indigenous peoples have the right to participate in decision-making in matters which would affect their rights, through representatives chosen by themselves.' The OTA and NTLA position is encapsulated in a slogan: 'Anything about us, without us, is against us.' Germany's acknowledgment of genocide amounted to less than the affected communities had hoped for. Germany understood its admission to be morally rather than legally binding; the events of 1904 to 1908 could be described as genocide, but only if considered from today's perspective. It was relying on a legal formality, long challenged in cases of genocide and slavery: the 'intertemporal principle' holds that a legal question must be assessed on the basis of the laws in effect at the time the act was committed. Germany argued that since the UN Convention on Genocide only came into force in 1948 it couldn't be applied to the genocide in South-West Africa. A similar argument was presented by Eichmann at his trial in Jerusalem: since Hitler's orders possessed 'the force of law' in the Third Reich, Eichmann was acting according to the laws of the time. The mass killing of civilians in the context of war was already illegal under the terms of The Hague Convention of 1899 when both genocides were perpetrated; but since international law referred to wars between 'civilised peoples' this was taken to exclude colonial violence against Indigenous populations. Germany argued that crimes committed in South-West Africa should be assessed not in line with modern legal standards but in accordance with the racist laws of the colonial era. This prompted Sima Luipert of the NTLA to retort that Germany was effectively saying that the Nama and Ovaherero were exterminated as 'uncivilised savages'.
Germany's admission of genocide in the historical rather than the legal sense also meant it denied it had any obligation to pay reparations or facilitate restitution. Accepting legal responsibility would have set a precedent that could be used by other colonial peoples that had experienced genocide at the hands of European states including France and Britain. Germany announced that it would pay EU1.1 billion over thirty years in development aid. Before colonisation, the Ovaherero and Nama had been rich in land, cattle and culture. Luipert puts it like this: 'Development is the greatest Northern lie, the presumed generosity of a civilisation founded on our oppression.' The affected communities insisted that Germany purchase some of their ancestral lands from the descendants of German settlers and return them. Almost three years after its publication, as a result of objections from Namibian civil society groups and opposition parties, the joint declaration has not been ratified by either the German or the Namibian parliament.
The OTA and the NTLA often make historical connections between the genocide they suffered and the Holocaust. 'We always felt empathy and affinity with the Jewish people as survivors of a German genocide, and were inspired by their quest for reparation,' their statement reads. 'This is not only because we too experienced genocide, but because the Jewish Holocaust is directly linked to what happened at Shark Island and other German-established extermination camps on our lands.'
There are clear continuities between the two German genocides. Many of the key elements of the Nazi system - the systematic extermination of peoples seen as racially inferior, racial laws, the concept of Lebensraum, the transportation of people in cattle trucks for forced labour in concentration camps - had been employed half a century earlier in South-West Africa. Heinrich Goring, the colonial governor of South-West Africa who tried to negotiate with Hendrik Witbooi, was Hermann Goring's father.
The claim that there is a relationship between colonialism and National Socialism may still be controversial in German academic and political circles, as well as in the media, but it is certainly not new. In The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951), Hannah Arendt argued that 'European imperialism played a crucial role in the development of Nazi totalitarianism and associated genocides.' The 'boomerang effect', as defined by Aime Cesaire, identified European fascism as the homecoming of colonial violence. In 1947, W.E.B. Du Bois wrote that 'there was no Nazi atrocity - concentration camps, wholesale maiming and murder, defilement of women, or ghastly blasphemy of childhood - which the Christian civilisation of Europe had not long been practising against coloured folks in all parts of the world.' These connections have been discussed more recently by David Olusoga and Casper W. Erichsen in The Kaiser's Holocaust (2010), and by Juergen Zimmerer in From Windhoek to Auschwitz? (2019). The links between the genocide in South-West Africa and the Holocaust depend on something else that Zimmerer makes clear: the colonial dimension of the Nazi exterminatory war in Eastern Europe. As Timothy Snyder put it, colonial ambitions transformed the 'black earth' of the Ukrainian steppe into 'bloodlands' of ethnic conquest, enslavement and genocide. After imperial Germany lost its colonial empire in the First World War, the Nazis planned to attain Lebensraum by colonising the fertile, food-producing regions in Ukraine, where the majority of Eastern European Jews lived. Germany's colonial policies may have been factors in the near total destruction of Jews and the enslavement of Slavic peoples in Eastern Europe, but the imperial-colonial dimension can't explain every aspect of the Holocaust, which has ideological roots in a European antisemitism that long predates colonialism.
The connection between the Namibian genocide and the Holocaust isn't only academic. In 2017, plaintiffs representing Nama and Ovaherero organisations brought a class-action lawsuit against Germany in New York City, claiming that some of the wealth derived from slave labour and the expropriation of property in former South-West Africa had been invested there. They demanded the same legal redress and reparations that Jewish Holocaust survivors had received. Two years later the judge announced that the case had no legal standing, and it was dismissed.
I have visited Namibia several times over the past few years with teams from Forensic Architecture and its Berlin-based sister group, Forensis. We were asked by the OTA, the NTLA and the Ovaherero/Ovambanderu Genocide Foundation to collaborate with traditional oral historians to locate and map ancestral villages destroyed during the genocide, along with concentration camps and mass graves, and to help construct evidence files to be presented in support of cases demanding their preservation, along with reparations and land restitution. In December, together with the OTA and the NTLA, we presented our findings in a cultural centre in Berlin and at the Bundestag's Committee on Human Rights.
Some of the sites we identified are found in farmland owned by descendants of the Schutztruppe. The farms around the Waterberg have in recent decades been turned into game reserves where tourists pay to hunt. On occasion, affected communities have been refused access on memorial days, on the grounds that they would disturb the wildlife. This is a historical irony: Indigenous people were dispossessed because under the legal principle of terra nullius, which was used to facilitate the transfer of lands from Indigenous people to settlers in the colonial era, they were considered 'part of the natural environment'.
There are countless monuments across Namibia to German perpetrators of genocide. But a lack of government funding and structural neglect has allowed sites important to the affected communities to fall into ruin. In Swakopmund, local residents have taken it on themselves to maintain a cemetery where genocide victims are buried in face of mainly white residents who use it as a field on which to test all-terrain vehicles. Other historical sites are unknown and unmarked. Namibia's economy depends on European tourism, and commemorating a European genocide makes visitors uncomfortable. In the tourist camp at the Waterberg National Park, a restaurant serving German dishes - 'game Schnitzel' was on the menu when I went - occupies a colonial-era police station. A photograph of the Kaiser looms over the diners. The wine is sent up from a cellar that was used as a prison during the genocide. The only cemetery in the area - well-tended and much visited - contains the remains of the German soldiers killed when attacking the Ovaherero in Waterberg. Few visitors to this breathtaking landscape realise that the cemetery stands on the ruins of the Kambazembi homesteads destroyed in August 1904. This fact, known to oral historians, was confirmed by a single old photograph of the village that we found in the Colonial Photography Archive in Frankfurt. A distinctive rock formation in the mountain range in the background of the picture settled the matter.
In a recent visit to the farm still called Hornkranz - you have to make private arrangements to gain access - we saw two apartheid-era signs misrepresenting the genocide as a 'battle' and using a derogatory term to describe the Nama. Walking across the rocks that surround the farmstead we found 19th-century bullet cartridges testifying to the location of the skirmishes that preceded the massacre. The dry environment had preserved other traces, such as the footprints of homes made from wood and straw, allowing us to map the extent of the settlement.
On the site of the extermination camp at Shark Island, the Namibian government has poured gravel to enable cars to drive in between the rocks, and erected tables and benches for tourists who want to camp and barbecue there. Instead of a 'place of contemplation, a place of remembrance and a place which warns that such acts of genocide should never happen,' Johannes Isaack, the Nama chief and chairperson of the NTLA, said, 'after 33 years of independence Shark Island continues to be a tourist destination where visitors may ... wine and dine on the bones of the heroes and heroines who started the earliest resistance against colonial occupation.'
I am currently in Namibia for the anniversary on 12 April of the beginning of genocide in Hornkranz and to support the communities' legal attempts to stop the imminent expansion of the port of Luderitz over the site. The irony is that the planned expansion is part of a major 'green energy' project supported by both the Namibian and German governments. The unusually strong winds that brought colonisation to these shores and froze to death some of the prisoners on Shark Island will now power hundreds of turbines to produce liquid hydrogen - fuel that will be transported to Europe from a dock on Shark Island.
There are 'worrying similarities between what was played out in South-West Africa and what is being played out today in Gaza', as Didier Fassin wrote a few weeks after 7 October. In both cases, the mass killing, destruction and displacements followed humiliating military defeats by people they thought to be inferior. The Nama and Ovaherero traditional authorities insist on the recognition of these historical continuities: 'Our shared experience of settler colonialism and apartheid becomes a platform from which we do not claim for singularity but rather pursue global justice and a quest for solidarity and universal freedom.' It is important to listen to these voices. Such continuities could bring together the history of the Holocaust with that of colonialism and enslavement, allowing the historical solidarity between Blacks and Jews, and between anti-Zionist Jews and Palestinians, to be recognised.
Israel and Germany's insistence on the singularity and uniqueness of the Holocaust opens a gap between the histories of antisemitism and racism to such a degree that these two forms of political power fuelled by hatred are pitted against each other. In this context it's inspiring that the Nama and Ovaherero groups decided to respond to the political atmosphere of censorship and intimidation that greets any expression of support for Palestinians - something they experienced when they visited Berlin in December. 'It is also with concern that we note attacks against voices from activists from Palestine, the Global South, the Muslim world, as well as dissident Jewish artists and scholars speaking out against [Israeli] policies. We stand with them because we know what it means to speak truth to repressive powers, and what are the consequences of such acts.'
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