
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
      
        [image: masthead]
      

      Thursday, May 9, 2024

      

      
        
          	
            Articles
          
          	18
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
          	
            Sections
          
          	
        

      

      Articles

      
        Rosemary Hill :  Barbara Comyns: A Savage Innocence by Avril Horner. Manchester, 347 pp., PS30, March, 978 1 5261 7374 4
      

      
        Letters: Sarah Hutton, Sophie Smith, Norma Clarke, Hayden Pelliccia, Stephen Sedley, Barret Reiter, Allen Schill, Mary Adams
      

      
        James Meek : Short Cuts: Thames Water
      

      
        Fara Dabhoiwala : The Wager: A Tale of Shipwreck, Mutiny and Murder by David Grann. Simon & Schuster, 329 pp., PS10.99, January, 978 1 4711 8370 6
      

      
        Sean Jacobs :  Last Day in Lagos by Marilyn Nance, edited by Oluremi C. Onabanjo. Fourthwall, 299 pp., PS37.50, October 2022, 978 0 9947009 9 5
      

      
        Francis Gooding : At the Pompidou-Metz: 'Lacan: L'Exposition'
      

      
        Marion Turner :  Fixers: Agency, Translation and the Early Global History of Literature by Zrinka Stahuljak. Chicago, 345 pp., PS85, February, 978 0 226 83039 1
      

      
        Azadeh Moaveni : What They Did to Our Women
      

      
        Sheila Fitzpatrick : The Gulag Doctors: Life, Death and Medicine in Stalin's Labour Camps by Dan Healey. Yale, 336 pp., PS30, February, 978 0 300 18713 7
      

      
        Laleh Khalili :  Superyachts: Luxury, Tranquillity and Ecocide by Gregory Salle. Polity, 122 pp., PS12.99, January, 978 1 5095 5995 4
      

      
        Sam Riviere : Poem: 'Waters of Leith'
      

      
        Malcolm Gaskill :  They Flew: A History of the Impossible by Carlos Eire. Yale, 492 pp., PS30, November 2023, 978 0 300 25980 3 Magus: The Art of Magic from Faustus to Agrippa by Anthony Grafton. Allen Lane, 289 pp., PS30, January, 978 1 84614 363 2
      

      
        Stefanos Geroulanos : At the Musee de l'Homme: 'Prehistomania'
      

      
        Sarah Resnick :  Parasol against the Axe by Helen Oyeyemi. Faber, 256 pp., PS16.99, February, 978 0 571 36662 0
      

      
        Michael Wood : The Cinema House and the World: The 'Cahiers du Cinema' Years, 1962-81 by Serge Daney, translated by Christine Pichini. Semiotext(e), 600 pp., PS28, September 2022, 978 1 63590 161 0 Footlights: Critical Notebook 1970-82 by Serge Daney, translated by Nicholas Elliott. Semiotext(e), 212 pp., PS16.99, December 2023, 978 1 63590 198 6 Reading with Jean-Luc Godard edited by Timothy Barnard and Kevin J. Hayes. Caboose, 423 pp., PS35, November 2023, 978 1 927852 46 0
      

      
        David Trotter :  Emily Bronte: Selected Writings edited by Francis O'Gorman. Oxford, 496 pp., PS95, December 2023, 978 0 19 886816 3
      

      
        John Lahr :  August Wilson: A Life by Patti Hartigan. Simon and Schuster, 531 pp., PS30, August 2023, 978 1 5011 8066 8
      

      
        Julian Barnes : Diary: Art and Memory
      

      
        
          	
          	
            Sections
          
          	
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Vol. 46 No. 9 * 9 May 2024

See stars, Mummy
Rosemary Hill


 Barbara Comyns: A Savage Innocence 
by  Avril Horner.
 Manchester, 347 pp., PS30, March, 978 1 5261 7374 4



'But you've killed me!' Barbara Comyns's daughter, Caroline, recognised her younger self in Fanny, the little girl who dies of scarlet fever in Comyns's second novel, Our Spoons Came from Woolworths. 'Poor, beautiful little Fanny! her life had been wasted because of stupidity and poverty.' On its first publication in 1950, when Caroline was fifteen, Comyns insisted on the insertion of a qualifying sentence at the beginning to the effect that 'the only things that are true in this story are the wedding and Chapters Ten, Eleven and Twelve and the poverty.' In fact it was mostly true, a stark recollection of her first marriage, of the mixture of grit and glamour in the artistic bohemia of interwar London, and the most vivid account since Gissing's New Grub Street of the everyday humiliations and terrors of urban poverty. The marriage falls apart under the strain and Sophia takes a lover, Peregrine, who is married to a 'horrible old woman' with a face 'rather like a determined oyster'. Fanny is his child. The real Caroline didn't die, but neither did she know that she was the child of Rupert Lee, the real Peregrine. Her fictional death was perhaps intended as a protective measure because neither her supposed father, John Pemberton, nor her real father was of much use to her. In the novel Peregrine, on being told of Sophia's pregnancy, 'put on a very sad face, then put his face in his hands, but he cheered quite soon and said, "Perhaps it will be born dead."'
Comyns was writing with hindsight about herself as a naive young woman who knew nothing about birth control. 'I had a kind of idea if you controlled your mind and said "I won't have any babies" very hard, they most likely wouldn't come. I thought that was what was meant by birth control.' But Sophia soon discovers 'that idea was quite wrong' and resents the fact. 'Why should all these babies pick on me?' she wonders. After her son - Sandro in the novel, Julian in real life - was born Comyns terminated her next pregnancy. Abortion was still illegal and expensive. She and John begged the money from friends and, when there were complications, Comyns couldn't go to hospital 'because we would have all gone to prison if I had'. She, like Sophia, got better but 'my mind didn't recover at all.'
Unwanted children feature prominently in Comyns's work, as do children who are neglected, abused, endowed with supernatural powers, disruptive, imaginative and periodically violent. 'See stars, Mummy,' Sandro says before hitting Sophia over the head with an iron bar. It is this intertwining of fact and fiction, realism and surrealism, that gives Comyns's work its power. Six of her nine novels are first-person narratives, the voice always childlike in its directness. In her lifetime this prompted comparisons with Stevie Smith, which Comyns did not care for, and indeed she had little in common with Smith, the suburban celibate whose authorial self is firmly if oddly poised, while Comyns's always seems at the mercy of events. For the reader of her novels it doesn't matter how reliable a witness she was to her own life, but for the biographer the facts are important. Avril Horner has much to untangle, not least because Comyns, who saw herself primarily as an artist, came to writing late, not publishing until she was almost forty, when the experiences on which her early fiction was based had been overlayed by later impressions. Horner has also to deal tactfully with a life well within living memory: Comyns was born in 1907 and died in 1992. Her family have given Horner generous access to the 'carefully kept boxes and boxes of letters' they still retain.
Her childhood in rural Warwickshire gave Comyns the material for her first book, the series of sketches grouped together as Sisters by a River. It was essential to much of what followed in both life and work, though she was lucky to get out of it alive. She herself was the original of the peculiar children and the childlike voices that recur in her later writing. Her father, Albert Bayley, a prosperous brewer and keen amateur photographer, enjoyed taking pictures of his growing family. In one of them, Comyns's mother, Margaret, stands behind her children, lined up in descending order of height, their hands on one another's shoulders from Margaret, bending slightly to reach Molly, who bends one knee to reach Dennis, and from there down an even descent through Nan, Barbara and Kathleen, who holds a doll. It is a picture of harmony and continuity, like the Elizabethan church monuments in which mothers and fathers kneel with their children behind them. There was to be one more child, another girl, Chloe. In their pinafores and hair ribbons, with Dennis in knickerbockers, all shy smiles against a background of lawn and shrubbery, it is the stuff of the long Edwardian summer, and equally illusory.
Albert had first noticed Margaret when she was ten and living with her widowed mother, Annie Fenn, in a cottage belonging to the Bayley family. He was calling about the overdue rent and seems to have written a proportion of it off on condition that when Margaret was old enough to cook for him he would come back and marry her. This Hardyesque bargain was made good in 1903, when Albert was 39 and Margaret twenty. It pleased nobody for long. The Fenns despised the Bayleys for being in trade and Albert's sisters were critical of Margaret but, as Sisters by a River explains, things improved when 'Daddy tierd [sic] of being surrounded by bickering, posessive [sic] women, so he sent his sisters off to Folkestone where they stayed until they were dead.' The tone of Comyns's work was set. Although her spelling improved, she seems always to have struggled with it (Horner suggests that she may have been dyslexic). Her publisher's decision not to correct the text of Sisters by a River reinforces the quality of 'savage innocence' that Horner ascribes to her subject.
The Bayleys' marriage was turbulent and Margaret had a difficult labour with her last child, after which she became suddenly and permanently deaf. The loss of hearing seems to have compounded a tendency to mental and emotional remoteness. Comyns recalled later that her mother had 'a kind of gypsoflia [sic] mind, all little bits and pieces held together by whisps'. Her children learned sign language but she was inclined to look away from anything she did not want to see. 'I won't look at your hands. I hate you all.' The Edwardian idyll - Margaret 'lying in a shaded hammock on one of the lawns, reading and eating cherries, which she was inordinately fond of' - was backlit by violent scenes. The children's 'most usual punishment' was being locked in the boot room. Comyns didn't mind this much but one of her sisters, who was claustrophobic, 'broke the glass panels of the door and threw the glass at Mammie', after which 'there was a lot of blood and screaming.' Comyns's father once horsewhipped her for making a mess with her egg at breakfast ('it was so dreadful I couldn't even cry out') and after her parents had one of their fights, Margaret jumped out of the window of the bedroom in which she had been locked and appeared downstairs 'badly broozed' to continue the row. When Albert 'saw she was loose again he beat her up and smacked her face ... but we didn't really feel sorry for her, only disgusted with them both'. In a rare moment of co-operation, Margaret and Albert attempted to push Margaret's mother, who lived with them, out of an upstairs window. Defenestration was prevented only by the width of her hips. Mrs Fenn eventually died. 'Poor Granny, we couldn't help being rather relieved she was dead.'
In the margins of the family battleground, pregnant maids are dismissed, a village girl is raped and goes mad, the gardener won't allow Margaret to do any gardening so she steals the key to the greenhouse and smashes his plant pots and he weeps. Behind it all is the Avon in which animals and sometimes children drown and the Bayley girls enjoy exploding the bloated corpses of sheep. It is also where Barbara finds her occasional moments of peace on early summer mornings when she goes out in a rowing boat and is soothed by the light and the birds and the solitude. Sometimes in summer there is tea on the lawn with guests 'and everyone would think what a happy lucky family.'
Her brother Dennis, 'a child I shall never mention in this book, because I know they would hate to appear in it,' was the only one sent to school. He became a sales manager for International Paint and was despised by his sisters for living such a conventional life. They took their own patchy education from a succession of governesses, some of whom coped better than others. Miss Vann lasted three years until Comyns, 'before I hardly knew what I'd done,' kicked her downstairs. 'She left soon after this.' So it was that when Albert, who was drinking heavily and going bankrupt, had a stroke and died suddenly in 1925, none of his daughters was equipped to earn a living. None had yet married, and the course of subsequent events shows how little had changed in the position of single middle-class women since Sense and Sensibility. Relatives gave unhelpful advice. Margaret moved to a rented cottage with the younger girls while the older ones had to find work. There were a limited number of unattractive possibilities. Nan trained as a typist and Comyns went to Amsterdam as a kennel maid. She wanted to be a sculptor and when she turned 21 a small legacy from her father enabled her to go, on a scholarship, to Heatherleys art school in London.
Thus began her life among the artists. She met John Pemberton and they became bohemians, frequenting the Cafe Royal and the Eiffel Tower in Percy Street, painting their walls yellow and talking about Van Gogh. Both families were horrified when they married and Comyns was accompanied at her wedding only by Nan and her own pet newt, kept in a damp handkerchief in her pocket. Horner doesn't make clear why there was so much disapproval, but as events unfolded they justified the reservations. In the pattern familiar in bohemia, Comyns's career, always secondary to her husband's, collapsed completely when they had a baby. John resented any constraint on his independence and, as the relationship deteriorated, Comyns embarked on an affair with his uncle by marriage, Rupert Lee, whose wife, Madge Pemberton, was the woman with a face like a determined oyster. These years of what Comyns later referred to as 'the poverty' were bleak and in some ways sordid. Bohemia ran on the same capitalist system as the rest of the world. Lee was a leading figure in the London Group of avant-garde artists, which included Vanessa Bell, Duncan Grant and Roger Fry, but Bloomsbury always had its PS500 a year and rooms of its own. Lee, who had parted from Madge, though she would not grant him a divorce, was now in a relationship with the artist Diana Brinton, who was also active in the London Group, and independently wealthy. Even if he had wanted to leave her for Comyns, it would have been financially ruinous, so he didn't. When Comyns became pregnant with Lee's child, Brinton paid for her medical care. For the rest of their lives the three of them remained entangled, bound as much by money as by love and bitterly resentful at times about both.
The most important event of the interwar years for the development of Comyns's ideas was her encounter with Surrealism. The International Surrealist Exhibition, held in London in 1936, was a sensation. Lee and Brinton both had work in it, as did de Chirico, Magritte, Max Ernst and every other key figure in the movement. Andre Breton, dressed all in green, opened the show. Dylan Thomas circulated with a cup of string asking guests if they liked it weak or strong and Salvador Dali nearly suffocated while giving a lecture in a diving suit. Practical considerations forced Comyns to give up painting and sculpture but when she turned to writing instead, her work was permeated by Surrealism. The novels inhabit the half-unconscious world of dreams, domestic interiors made strange and out-of-body experiences. It is unlikely that she knew the work of Dorothea Tanning, who later married Ernst, but anyone familiar with Tanning's blazingly peculiar scenes, populated by female figures, often semi-naked, in houses where gravity is suspended and scale monstrous, will be reminded of them by Comyns's fiction. In Sisters, Barbara and Beatrix find a stick that they pretend is a horse and sit astride it: 'We found ourselves slowly raising from the ground, soon we were flying through the sky, we were not at all afraid.'
Sisters by a River was published in 1947 and Our Spoons Came from Woolworths in 1950. Comyns's work always divided critics and this second novel alienated some who had admired the first. Julian MacLaren-Ross, who praised Sisters as 'a piece of family history recorded by a precocious child conversant with the novels of Gertrude Stein', was afraid that the child had now got her hands on some unsuitable material. His hostility in the TLS towards this 'rather commonplace story' suggests a squeamishness about the same affectless, descriptive powers being used to describe adultery, sex and abortion. Either the narrator or, as he thought, Comyns herself had not become 'quite grown up yet; she is still at the age of confusing selfishness with honesty.' It is a bizarrely personal criticism to make of the author of a work of fiction. The Sheffield Daily Telegraph was more direct about the ambivalence her authorial voice generated. 'If the naivety is calculated, she is an extremely skilful writer; if not, she is still a very good one.'
Horner makes no attempt to settle the question either way, but it haunts the biography. The reader never gets past the persona or situates Comyns herself in relation to it. Outside her work she does not always appear an attractive character. After Pemberton left her, she took up with Arthur Price, a small-time criminal and con man, helping him in his second-hand car business. She became 'a part of that world' and was amused by chatting in the pub to a couple of his friends 'who specialised in robbing post offices and had it down to a fine art'. When one of Price's associates stole an expensive typewriter from an American officer on a bus, Price bought it from him and gave it to Comyns. 'Delighted to have it, she began writing seriously again.' At one point she converted briefly to Catholicism. That wore off, but not before it had led to yet another change of school for Julian. The children were fond of Price, except when he hit Caroline. Comyns cast him as a captivating rogue when she made him the title character of a novel set in wartime, Mr Fox. By then, however, she felt the relationship had run its course. Fox dies at the end of the story and about a year later Price himself died, too, a coincidence that 'rather frightened me', Comyns remarked.
Her most admired and least autobiographical novel, The Vet's Daughter, appeared in 1959. Graham Greene, who championed Comyns throughout her career, provided a jacket quote praising her 'offbeat' style and the reviews were almost unanimously enthusiastic. Some critics demurred at the narrative being not only in the first person but, it transpires, posthumous, though this isn't the strangest thing in a strange story. Set in Edwardian Clapham, the titular vet is a man of monstrous temper who bullies his wife to death and then wants to be rid of his daughter, Alice: 'I hope I shall never see you again ... Did you know you couldn't walk until you were two?' Trapped in the claustrophobic suburban household, Alice discovers that she can levitate at will. She knows little of the world and is unsure whether this is a socially acceptable accomplishment. Her attempt to use it to impress a young man she's in love with suggests not. '"Christ! Stop it, stop it, I say!" I opened my eyes and turned towards him. Our faces were on a level, only mine was horizontal. His face looked white and dreadful.' The vet, however, sees the commercial potential and plans to exhibit Alice's talent on Clapham Common. It doesn't end well.
By the time  her first books appeared, Comyns was married to her second husband, Richard Comyns Carr, from whom she adopted her pen name. She met him through Lee and Brinton, and the three remained enmeshed in their torturous triangle. After Caroline's birth Comyns had become increasingly desperate for Lee to acknowledge the child and leave Brinton, whom she upbraided furiously for not giving him up. Not all her letters at this time are rational. It seems likely, as Horner speculates, that she was suffering from postpartum psychosis. Lee, however, still refused to recognise Caroline and Price scented an opportunity for blackmail. He pushed Comyns to extract some kind of financial compensation, but he was no match for Brinton who, out of a mixture of self-interest and genuine affection for the baby, manipulated Comyns with threats and promises. She paid for her to see her own doctor, Annis Gillie, who not only wrote to confirm that 'Mrs Barbara Pemberton has been in a mentally unstable condition at intervals, for some months' but sent Brinton a certificate of insanity with a note: 'I think that it is so important that you should have it. Keep the document for a real emergency but do feel free to use it then.' This meant that Brinton had the power to have Comyns forcibly detained at any moment. She never used it but what it reveals of her character, and of the brutal realities behind the bohemian front of sexual and moral freedom, is shocking.
Here, as elsewhere, Horner's narrative is oddly flat. Her method is biography as chronology, with due weight given to each phase of Comyns's life. This evens out the momentous pitch and toss of several periods in which as Comyns herself said 'dreadful things seem to never stop happening all the time.' The 'boxes and boxes' of letters have perhaps been a mixed blessing. Horner sometimes seems reluctant to select from the mass of detail. In 1975 Comyns's daughter-in-law, Pat, killed herself. Horner notes that 'the whole family was badly shaken by Pat's suicide. To take their mind off the tragedy, a few weeks later Barbara and Richard adopted a mild-natured greyhound from the RSPCA.' The reader is told more about the dog, Petra, than about Pat, whose life and death slip by in less than a paragraph. There are other loose ends. Lee was killed in a car crash in 1959 when Caroline was still unaware that he was her father. When she found out, if ever, isn't clear.
Although Carr was very different from Price - 'chalk and cheese', as Horner puts it - he came from the world of the higher bohemia with which Comyns was familiar. The Comyns Carr family had been prominent in the circles around the Pre-Raphaelites and the Aesthetic Movement. Richard's grandmother designed the sensational beetle-wing costume in which Ellen Terry appeared as Lady Macbeth. Committed Liberals in politics, they had also produced a number of distinguished lawyers. Richard, with his combination of tweed, brogues and a job in the Foreign Office, his taste for gold-tipped cigarettes and a subscription to an anarchist magazine, had not fallen far from the tree. They married in 1945 and spent their honeymoon in Wales in a cottage belonging to the mother of Carr's friend and colleague Kim Philby. The association with Philby, to whom they became close ('so nice and such fun'), was the shadowy background to the second half of Comyns's life. She always maintained that she and her husband had no idea he was a spy. It is quite possible that she herself, with her capacity to believe and not believe many improbable things at once, did not in any significant sense 'know'. It is also possible she may have known and not minded. But it is hard to disagree with her account of the reasons for Carr's dismissal from the Foreign Office in 1955: 'They said that either he must have known and therefore was a traitor, or that he hadn't spotted it and therefore must have been a fool.' This is another question that Horner leaves open.
After Carr was fired the couple moved to Ibiza and then to Barcelona. For many years they were watched by MI5 and eventually, under cover of journalism, Carr did some espionage himself for the British, but finances remained precarious and Carr was not strong. Comyns complained that he 'costs so much to keep warm'. In the 1960s her writing began to fall out of favour and her publisher dropped her. Brinton, now living alone since Lee's death and in some splendour in Spain, suggested that the Comyns Carrs should come and live with her and that they should all end their days together. In a lifetime of questionable decisions, Comyns's acceptance of the offer is one of the most baffling. It was, of course, a disaster. The balance of financial power meant that Comyns was always beholden. Brinton expected her to keep house. The staff despised her and her husband and stole from them. There were more tearful scenes and angry letters, with Brinton manipulating Comyns into thinking she was being unreasonable, until eventually they returned to England in 1974.
The return wasn't easy, but it was much improved by the revival of interest in Comyns's work. She had always believed, she said, that something wonderful would happen to her after all her troubles. The deus ex machina was Carmen Callil. Callil had established Virago Press to publish - and republish - women's writing and she immediately saw the point of Comyns. In the 1980s, beside the magic realism of Angela Carter, another Virago author, Comyns's work seemed prescient. Its combination of raw female sexuality and unexplained violence inhabited the same imaginative space as the paintings of Paula Rego, now having her first solo shows in Britain. Comyns lived to enjoy her renaissance, partying at the Virago offices and drinking at the Groucho Club. She published her last novel, The Juniper Tree, in 1985. 'How sad it is that we have to die,' she wrote in 1986, preferring the sort of ending she gave her characters: 'much better if we just faded away or turned into birds.'
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Women in Philosophy
  In her review of the Routledge Handbook of Women and Early Modern European Philosophy, edited by Karen Detlefsen and Lisa Shapiro, Sophie Smith takes exception to the idea that 'the  thinkers on whom the volume focuses are described in one essay as "largely forgotten" ... "their work overlooked"' (LRB, 25 April). Smith uses this  unacknowledged quotation of my own words to develop a theme: that women historians of philosophy are complicit in silencing their predecessors since use of the amnesia metaphor risks exonerating  those responsible for marginalising women thinkers - the historians and philosophers and patriarchy in general. What I actually said was that women's 'contribution to philosophy was largely  forgotten', not that the philosophers in question were forgotten. Smith also ignores that I go on to criticise the standard accounts of the history of philosophy written by those she calls the  'agents of our ignorance'.
  It was not the purpose of my essay in the volume to review histories of philosophy. I am well aware that the fortunes of women thinkers have varied over time and that interest in them has  historical precedents. The example that Smith cites (Caroline Dall's Historical Pictures Retouched) had a few worthy predecessors, not least in Mary Hays's Female Biography. But  while such biographers of women helped to remind their readers that women had distinguished themselves intellectually, they didn't actually have much to say about their contribution to philosophy.
  Detlefsen and Shapiro rightly acknowledge that their volume is part of the recovery project dedicated to restoring knowledge of philosophy by women. It is disheartening that Smith, who is so  clearly a beneficiary of that project, should characterise it as the 'women's recovery industry', as if the contributors to the Routledge volume were jumping on a bandwagon of some kind. It is  certainly the case that publishers are now eager to publish works by and on women philosophers - a far cry from the situation when Shapiro was trying to find a publisher for her translation of  Elisabeth of Bohemia's correspondence with Descartes. But it is a misrepresentation of the endeavours of those who work on the recovery of women philosophers to suggest that we are out to sell a  lie, never mind 'sell the lie that the only thing standing in the way of "equality" is a lack of historical awareness'.
  Well and good that it is now possible to teach students about women thinkers even in elite universities, as Smith does, and that students are now able not only to study women philosophers, but to  do so with the aid of secondary literature like the essays in the Routledge volume. Resources of this kind were not readily available to students sixteen years ago when, as Smith reports, she was a  Cambridge undergraduate. They simply didn't exist forty years previously when I studied there (at a time when women were excluded from 85 per cent of Cambridge colleges), something worth mentioning  lest we forget what the recovery project has been up against.


Sarah Hutton

				University of York
			
Sophie Smith writes: In my five years as a graduate student, I remember only two talks at our weekly seminar that addressed the ideas of a woman. One was by Sarah Hutton. It was the first time I recall hearing someone take an early modern woman philosophically seriously. Hutton has been a tireless advocate for the importance of early modern women thinkers and is among the scholars whose 'determination' I describe in my essay as having produced a 'scholarly sea change' over the last forty years. Indeed, I could not have written the first part of that essay without the work of such scholars, some of whom I mention (Carol Pal, Lisa Shapiro, Karen Detlefsen, Ruth Perry, Sabrina Ebbersmeyer, Sarah Gwyneth Ross) and some of whom I could not (Jacqueline Broad, Karen Green, Marguerite Deslauriers, Eileen O'Neill, Christia Mercer). As I point out, their important work has not stopped male intellectual historians from continuing to efface women philosophers, and their historians, from the history of ideas.
It is striking that scholars like Hutton reach, as she does again in this letter, for the notion of 'forgetting' when describing the absence, past and present, of women philosophers from syllabuses and histories of the field. Did the men who excluded women from their histories of philosophy simply 'forget' about them? What about the students who read those books and who do not, as a consequence, know anything about women philosophers - have they also forgotten? Are there not better terms than 'forgetting', terms which might bring us closer to the psychic and political dynamics that result in the absence of women philosophers from the mainstream record - terms, moreover, that do not encourage us to 'forget' the writers, usually women themselves, who have fought to correct that record?
Here Hutton's distinction between historical work on women philosophers and work on their philosophical contributions is not, I think, especially helpful. I'm not sure I agree with her suggestion that it is only recently that anyone has taken seriously the 'contributions' of women philosophers. But even if we concede the point - I myself say that the 'last forty years have given historical women philosophers a quality of attention never previously seen' - why, again, is 'forgetting' the apt notion? What is gained and what is lost by picturing history as an agent, out of whose head women philosophers - and their contributions - have conveniently dropped? Perhaps Hutton and others use 'forgotten' as a synonym for 'not widely written about until now'. But the term means, and does, more than that.
Hutton and I can disagree productively on these points. But the remainder of her letter rests on a misreading. She says that I include the Routledge volume as part of what I call the 'women's recovery industry', and suggests that I think its contributors are 'jumping on a bandwagon of some kind' and are 'out to sell a lie'. In fact, I say the opposite: that 'none of the contributors to the Routledge volume is guilty' of the 'cynicism' that often characterises the women's recovery industry. I also point out how often the offending works borrow from the 'hard-won scholarship' of academics: the very academics whose scholarship is well represented in the Routledge volume.





Where does culture come from?
  Terry Eagleton says the origin of culture is labour; labour provides the material base for the products of the mind (LRB, 25 April). 'Labour' is also the  word for childbirth. To go from Eagleton's stimulating reflections to Sophie Smith on the way women's thinking has historically been excluded from histories of thinking was instructive. Smith  puzzles over the 'forgotten woman' trope - commercially still so appealing after almost half a century of 'recovery' work in literature, history and philosophy. Me too. What is it about women that  the culture doesn't want to keep in mind? Is it at least in part reproductive labour? Conceiving, bearing and raising children didn't stop women pursuing the life of the mind: the 'forgotten'  prolific poet Felicia Hemans had five children and a husband who deserted her, yet she became the poster girl for Victorian domesticity and empire. But there's obviously an important difference.  The life of the mind goes on in time alongside multiple relationships and bodily changes. The anecdotes Smith recounts are grisly reminders of the way men - and I know it's not all men, but  historically it might as well have been - have preferred not to think about things actual women make them think of.


Norma Clarke

				London N15
			

Religious faith is 'the most enduring, deep-rooted, universal form of popular culture that history has ever witnessed,' Terry Eagleton remarks, 'yet you won't find it on a single cultural studies course from Sydney to San Diego'. That's hardly surprising: it's all ocean.


Hayden Pelliccia

				Cornell University
			


D-Day Dodgers
In a Diary piece for the LRB I mentioned Lady Astor's denunciation of the Eighth Army troops in Italy and the vernacular army song 'The D-Day Dodgers' which resulted (11 November 1999). I recently wrote again about the song in a letter, to which Gerard Hastings responded, urging that the lyric should be credited to Hamish Henderson, the author of the great song 'Freedom Come-All-Ye' (Letters, 7 March and 25 April).
A reader wrote to me in 1999 making the same suggestion. Since I had learned the song indirectly from Hamish (who had fought with the Highland Division in Sicily, and who lived until 2002), I suggested that the reader ask him. He did, and Hamish assured him that he was not the author. It's true that this wouldn't have been the first instance of an author falsely claiming not to have composed a ballad (stand up, Walter Scott) in order to confer the authenticity of folksong on it. It's also true so far as I know that Hamish Henderson was the sole known carrier of the song.
So Gerard Hastings may be right, but if he is, it's by guesswork.


Stephen Sedley

				Dorney, Buckinghamshire
			


Icelanders Abroad
  Michael Hofmann, writing about Halldor Laxness, makes the tongue-in-cheek remark that Iceland's culture in the 20th century was 'contracted out to expats living in Saskatchewan or Denmark'  (LRB, 4 April). I can only assume he means Saskatchewan's neighbouring province Manitoba, home to more than thirty thousand people of Icelandic descent.  Many of them reside in the communities of New Iceland, running from Hecla Island in the north through Arborg and Riverton down to Gimli. I am reliably informed that Gimli is home to the largest  Icelandic community outside the motherland. It hosts the annual summer festival of Islendingadagurinn and is where you'll find H.P. Tergesen & Sons, which still reliably stocks literature in  the Icelandic language and may even have been visited by Laxness himself when, as Hofmann informs us, he made his way to the Icelandic community less than 100 km away in Winnipeg.


Barret Reiter

				London E14
			


It's Not Cricket
  Shrovetide football, as described by Bunny Hambleton-Relf, sounds like a great game, more anarchic and high-spirited than the official ball sports (Letters, 21  March). Seemingly, it resembles lacrosse as played in past centuries by Indigenous Americans. There might be hundreds of players involved on each side, in teams from neighbouring villages. The  object was to carry the ball from one's own village to the opponents' village, sometimes several miles away, across whatever terrain there may be. Players used sticks with little nets or baskets on  the end, with which they carried the ball or passed it between themselves. The game wasn't as brutal as, say, rugby or American football, but it was banned in some areas around 1900 because the  Choctaw tied lead weights to their sticks to bash skulls.


Allen Schill

				Torino, Italy
			


Wobbly, I am
  John Kerrigan regrets the loss of Seamus Heaney's childhood letters (LRB, 25 April). So far, little has been written about his family's traumas,  including the deaths of his four-year-old brother Christopher and of his father's baby sister, referred to in Station Island: 'her name which they hardly ever spoke but was a white bird  trapped inside me beating scared wings'. Heaney was thirteen when Christopher died, and the loss haunted him 'like an absence stationed in the swamp-fed air'. Also in Station Island,  Heaney has James Joyce, whose own parents lost their first child, tell him: 'Let others wear the sackcloth and the ashes./Let go, let fly, forget.'


Mary Adams

				London BR3
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Short Cuts
Thames Water
James Meek



We  needed a new bathroom, and found some plumbers - interesting, attractive young men with remarkable stories to tell about their lives and travels around the world. The most interesting of them - S.'s sister described him as 'a hot mess' - went home after work one evening having forgotten to tighten a nut, which led to a leak and the near collapse of our kitchen ceiling. He also attached the hot water pipe to the toilet cistern, so that every time we flushed, the boiler came on and filled the cistern with hot water. On the plus side, they were cheap - if you don't count the money we had to pay the other plumbers later to sort out their screw-ups.
 There are three things to say about this that have relevance to the sad story of Thames Water, main provider of water and sewerage services to the people of London. One is that although it might not always seem like it, there are plenty of plumbers available, whereas Londoners don't have any choice in the matter of who keeps drinkable water flowing through the taps and takes our shit away. It has to be Thames - all too often the River Thames, in the latter case. Theoretically, householders are allowed to dig their own wells and install septic tanks, but you'd have to be desperate, moneyed, time-rich or obsessive to do it, probably all four.
 A related point is that choosing better plumbers to begin with would have cost more up front, but would have saved us money in the long run. With Thames, we can't pay them less, but - a crucial point - neither do we, as an individual household, have the option to pay them more. If I complain about the high price of my water bills, it won't make any difference; I can't pay less. But it wouldn't make any difference either if I started paying Thames an extra thirty pounds a month to replace, as opposed to patching and mending, London's network of pipes and sewers. All the tax cuts in the world cannot empower my family, as consumers, to purchase a new metropolitan water network.
 Here's the third thing about our interesting plumbers. At no point in their adventures in our house did they say: 'Of course we'll work on your plumbing for you. We'll maintain it for ever, for a monthly fee. But for that to happen, you'll have to give it to us. You'll have to sign away ownership of your taps and your pipework in perpetuity. We'll bank the fees, borrow money with your plumbing as collateral, write off the interest as a legal tax dodge, spend the minimum to keep your system going, take the profits, and after a few years, just when you realise our short-term fixes aren't working, we'll sell your pipework to some foreign companies who won't realise the whole shonky structure is about to go belly-up until we're safely on the beach.'
 National versions of the better personal options I had could have been implemented. But they haven't been considered. When, in the 1980s, under needling from the EEC, the forerunner to the EU, the households and businesses of England were embarrassed into admitting they needed the equivalent of a new bathroom - a deep overhaul of their broken-down old water supply and sewer system - it was Margaret Thatcher's Conservative government that made the call. They couldn't have got it more wrong. Eight out of ten people opposed water privatisation, but Thatcher privatised it anyway. In the Conservatives' haste to dismantle the old state-owned water system and hand it to the private sector, they purged an industry that is only partly a natural monopoly of any user choice whatsoever. England's plumbing was given to its new owners for less than nothing: the money the Treasury earned from the sale was PS5.1 billion, less than the PS6.6 billion it lost in debt forgiveness and the take-it-off-our hands dowry shareholders were given as a gift.
 Over the following decades, there were many regulatory swerves, but nothing was done by either Conservative or Labour governments to fix the basic idiocy of the original scheme. It gifted the national plumbing to private - now mainly overseas - owners, assets which these owners were allowed to use as collateral to run up colossal debts, knowing they could never be sold to pay off those debts in the usual way. It gave, quite unnecessarily, monopoly rights - the rights to maintain and renew the national plumbing - to exactly the same companies. It permitted these monopolies, partly owned by the governments of China, Singapore and Abu Dhabi, effectively to tax, through water bills, the people of England, and to split the proceeds between dividends for themselves, grotesquely large salaries for executives, and funding for the maintenance of the network, a basic operation using customers' money which mendacious politicians and lazy journalists allow the companies to present as 'investment', as if it were the owners' gracious gift. If you're paying a landlord PS1000 a month in rent, and he, after months of pleading, does a PS50 bodge-job on your broken boiler, is he 'investing' in the flat in an exciting way that's great news for Britain? According to most politicians and financial commentators in the UK, yes he is.
 The marvel of water privatisation was its creation of a system that is too expensive and too cheap at the same time. Too expensive, because while it's not wrong for a universal network - a service that society agrees everyone must have permanent access to - to break even or to borrow to build things, it's wrong for it to be run as a rent-seeking operation. And too cheap because even if all the dividends skimmed off our bills over the years had never been taken, it's not clear the amount saved would have been enough to fix the system - the leaks, the water shortages and, most pressingly, the sewers.
 'Consider,' David Kinnersley wrote in his book Troubled Water, just before the giveaway happened, 'how much enthusiasm there would be for privatisation in Parliament or the City if it were called sewage privatisation. Although everyone refers to water privatisation, the larger utility service in the authorities to be sold off is, in fact, sewers and sewage disposal.'
 There's a lot more shit out there than there used to be. Between 1989 and 2022, the population of England grew by 20 per cent, or more than ten million people. All of England's sewage should be treated in waste water treatment plants (WWTPs). But as well as needing to be well maintained and, if they wear out completely, replaced, these plants can treat only so much sewage. Ideally, they would process only human sewage, while rainwater would flow separately down drains into the rivers and the sea. But the private water companies haven't done the work to separate the flows: in many cases, rainwater and sewage flow into the WWTPs together. Nor have the private water companies done the work to enlarge these combined sewer/drains so they don't get blocked during heavy rainfall, or to expand the WWTPs so they can cope with the heaviest flow. The result is sewage pouring into rivers and the sea, more often and in ever greater volumes.
 It would be convenient for the water firms to be able to blame climate change for this. But a study last year by scientists at Imperial College suggested that increasing sewage releases into rivers and the sea aren't caused by heavy rainfall but 'the chronic undercapacity of the English waste water systems'. Their analysis of the data suggested that some of the worst offending water companies were dumping sewage in dry weather to protect WWTPs that aren't big enough to cope with the increased population. Government stats tell a similar story: some of England's biggest WWTPs, mostly in the south of the country, report sewage inflows that are, implausibly, exactly the same as their maximum capacity. Rain or not, in other words, they can't cope.
 The prognosis is bleak. The rational outcome of the current crisis at Thames Water would be that the present owners would lose their money (bad news for the UK university pension fund), the creditors would take a haircut, ownership of the infrastructure would pass to a non-profit trust run by and for the citizens of the Thames Water area, and maintenance and operations would be regularly put out to tender, with at least one non-profit bid required. The trust would issue bonds to finance capital spending, underwritten by the taxpayer. But without higher, albeit progressive, bills, would this be, as privatisation fundamentally was, another way of not facing up to the urgency of rebuilding the entire network? As across the whole of Britain's broken universal networks, the problem is framed not as 'What must we do, and how can we use our resources to do it?' but 'Here's how little money we have, what shall we spend it on?'
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Seagull Soup
Fara Dabhoiwala


The Wager: A Tale of Shipwreck, Mutiny and Murder 
by  David Grann.
 Simon & Schuster, 329 pp., PS10.99, January, 978 1 4711 8370 6



In  1739, on the outbreak of war with Spain, the British government sent two fleets to attack its enemy's possessions in South America. A huge armada of nearly two hundred vessels and almost thirty thousand men sailed for the West Indies under the newly promoted Vice Admiral Edward Vernon, hero of the recent taking of Porto Bello in Panama, to capture other key Spanish possessions in the region. Besides this main effort, a squadron of six warships and two supply vessels, led by Commodore George Anson, was to carry out a secret mission around Cape Horn, attacking Spanish ports on the Pacific coast and capturing one of their famed galleons full of silver en route from Mexico to the Philippines. From the outset, almost everything that could go wrong, did. Because of endless delays in fitting out the ships, Anson's expedition didn't set off until September 1740. One of the main problems was a shortage of sailors. So desperate was the navy for manpower that, in addition to kidnapping and forcibly enlisting hundreds of merchant seamen, many of whom promptly deserted, they also rounded up five hundred invalid, elderly Chelsea Pensioners. Nearly half of these men never made it as far as Portsmouth; some of those that did had to be stretchered aboard.
None of them made it back alive. Vernon's massive expedition, the largest amphibious assault force that had ever been assembled, failed disastrously in its first major offensive, an attempt to capture Cartagena. After weeks of siege, about ten thousand of his men had perished, mostly of yellow fever, malaria and dysentery. Almost as many again had been injured in battle. Vernon retreated, and the naval war in the Americas lapsed into a stalemate, overtaken by events in Europe. Eventually, in June 1744, Anson's ship, the Centurion, limped into Portsmouth. He had managed to capture a Spanish treasure galleon, and had heroically circumnavigated the globe, but at appalling cost. Every other ship in the squadron, after suffering horrific casualties from typhus and scurvy, had turned back or been lost at sea. Of the almost two thousand men who had embarked on his expedition, 188 returned home with him.
The smallest of the warships accompanying Anson had been HMS Wager, a broad-bottomed merchant vessel reconfigured by the navy as an armed freighter. It was named after Charles Wager, the first lord of the Admiralty and mastermind of the secret mission. In May 1741, having already lost dozens of its crew to disease, the Wager ran aground in the fearsome seas off the coast of Chile. Of the ship's original complement of around 250 sailors and soldiers, only 145 men survived the wreck and made it to a desolate, uninhabited island. Almost all of them subsequently died, many of starvation. But between March 1742 and July 1746, after endless adventures and astonishing feats of open-boat navigation in the Straits of Magellan, a tiny number of survivors miraculously trickled back to England. Among them were the ship's captain, David Cheap; his second-in-command, Robert Baynes; the chief gunner, John Bulkeley; the carpenter, John Cummins; and three young midshipmen, John Byron, Alexander Campbell and Isaac Morris. They returned home in rival groups, by different routes, telling conflicting stories of exactly what had happened in the months following the shipwreck - accusing one another of mutiny, murder and betrayal.
By the mid 18th century, tales of nautical adventure, shipwreck and survival were popular among the British reading public. Naval officers were supposed to keep accurate daily logs and journals: bestselling accounts of famous voyages often drew heavily on such first-hand materials. Among the books that the men of the Wager carried with them, and carefully preserved throughout their ordeal, was a narrative of Admiral John Narborough's expedition to Patagonia between 1669 and 1671. They would also have known the story of Alexander Selkirk, the naval officer who spent more than four years living as a castaway on an island off the coast of Chile before being rescued in 1709 - Daniel Defoe's novel Robinson Crusoe (1719) was partly based on this episode. Improbably enough, one of the Wager's sailors was called William Robinson Cruzoe - if he hadn't deserted ship before it sailed, there might have been a real-life Crusoe among those marooned in the South Seas.
Many of the Wager's survivors later published detailed accounts of their experiences - for profit, to justify their controversial actions and in response to the huge public interest in their story. Others set down their versions privately, for the lords of the Admiralty. Cheap had shot dead an unarmed sailor. Other men had been found murdered. The captain had been imprisoned by his own marines, and then left behind on the island by most of the crew. Others had been killed or abandoned along the way. There had been some cannibalism. Under naval regulations many of these deeds were punishable, even capital, crimes. After Captain Cheap reached home, all the survivors were summoned to a court martial held on a warship off the south coast. Though in the end no one was hanged, this produced further records that survive today.
This extraordinary story has continued to be told ever since, and there are several fine modern studies that draw on the rich archival materials. But David Grann's account is the best you'll read - an epic, fast-paced narrative that puts you in the middle of the action, propels you through complicated and controversial events, and leaves you feeling like you understand not only what happened to these men, but how it fitted into the long and painful story of British imperial adventure in the 18th century.
How does Grann do it? There are three elements to his secret. The first is research. He spent years reading all the printed primary and secondary sources, and ferreting out manuscript material from the archives. He conducted lengthy interviews with modern experts, picking their brains on how 18th-century warships were built, and what life was like for their crews, on board them and off. He even travelled to Wager Island, the site of the wreck, to witness the story's inhospitable physical setting.
Second, structure. Each short chapter is centred on a single event or protagonist, usually seen through their eyes - cleverly quoting and paraphrasing contemporary sources. It invariably starts with an arresting image or a dramatic scene, and often ends on a cliffhanger. What's more, every chapter is itself made up of even briefer episodes, lasting only a few paragraphs each. This constant cutting between scenes makes for an almost cinematic experience. That sense is heightened by the final ingredient, Grann's skill as a writer. Just as in a movie, he's able to control the tempo of the narrative. At some points, we pass over years in a sentence or two; at others, things slow right down, so that we find ourselves living through a ferocious storm, or an outbreak of deadly contagion, or the last moments of a group of abandoned marines facing certain death - watching their comrades sail away, yet bravely cheering 'God Bless the King!' It's no surprise that The Wager is being made into a film by Martin Scorsese: it already reads like one (Killers of the Flower Moon is based on an earlier book by Grann).
These impressive effects rely on some writerly liberties. The demands of the book's narrative structure result in continual small rearrangements of chronology. For example, the original sources make clear that, on being cast away, the crew almost immediately organised themselves to retrieve as much food and other supplies as they could from the nearby wreck. Before long, too, some Kawesqar indigenous people, who lived in canoes and travelled up and down the coast, arrived and supplied them with meat and fish. But in Grann's book these incidents are treated separately, because each chapter must have a singular focus, and stringing them out heightens their individual impact. So, first, we get a couple of chapters on the castaways desperately searching for food on the island, hitting emotional rock bottom. Only after that is there a chapter about their retrieving supplies from the wreck and settling into a domestic routine. And, finally, in a fresh surprise, as if this happened later, we are told of the sudden appearance of the Kawesqar, given the story of their history in the region, and told of their interactions with Cheap and his crew.
Grann also fleshes out inferences. One source mentions that, on their first morning on the island, the hungry men managed 'to kill one seagull and pick some wild sellery ... [which, with some flour] were immediately put into a pot, with the addition of a large quantity of water, and made into a kind of soup, of which each partook'. In Grann's hands, this becomes a characteristically vivid scene, full of entirely plausible but nonetheless fictive details:
Finally, somebody shot a seagull, and Captain Cheap ordered that it be divvied among the group.
The men assembled branches and struck together pieces of flint and metal from a tinderbox, struggling to ignite the damp wood. At last, a flame crackled upward, the smoke twisting in the wind. The old cook, Thomas Maclean, skinned the bird and boiled it in a large pot, sprinkling in some of their flour to make a thick soup. The steaming portions were doled out, like sacred offerings, in the few wooden bowls they had salvaged.

Such reasonable extrapolation constantly shades into outright invention. Picking his way among the corpses of his drowned crewmates on the shore, the starving John Byron stumbles across a washed-up cask of salt beef. John Bulkeley, seeing Byron 'wandering aimlessly about', welcomes him into a snug shelter he's just constructed, and warms him by his fire. Swimming ashore with a party of men to find supplies, during the castaways' long voyage home, the marine James Greenham 'grew tired and began to flail. Morris tried to reach him, but the marine drowned.' All of these scenes are movie-like, and all are wholly or partly made up for dramatic effect. Such minor fabulations help to bring alive the characters, to suggest the emotional bonds between them and to create empathy - difficult challenges for any historical writer.
One of Grann's larger themes is that, then as now, history itself is a fabrication. People's tales conflict; their perspectives differ; they make things up to suit themselves. The stories of the powerful are always more likely to prevail than those of their inferiors. That was so for the survivors of the Wager, and it's also true of history generally, which tends to silence the powerless and the defeated. Killers of the Flower Moon provides a vivid illustration of this. Like all the other indigenous nations, the Osage Indians of Oklahoma had been forcibly dispossessed of their ancestral homelands by the settler state, and made to move elsewhere. In the 1920s, after oil was discovered under their new lands, the two thousand remaining members of the tribe became fabulously rich. Before long, they began to die mysteriously - shot, poisoned, firebombed in their beds. It's possible that more than a hundred men, women and children were killed; no authority cared enough to keep records. This campaign of mass murder was orchestrated for profit by white businessmen, and covered up by a wider culture of settler indifference and complicity in violence against Native Americans. It was also facilitated by the unapologetically white supremacist policies of 20th-century American lawmakers and the Bureau of Indian Affairs, which imposed a corrupt system of 'guardianship' on the tribe after they became rich; Osage could be certified 'incompetent' and their assets subject to external control.
In The Wager, the dark undercurrent beneath all the derring-do is that of European racism and imperialism. Yet though Grann mentions in passing that the British navy protected the transatlantic slave trade, the book's heroes are left innocent of this. We are not told that, before the war, Anson had spent a decade stationed in Charleston, South Carolina, the capital of British North American slavery, where he was a popular member of the local elite and a substantial investor in local property, or that, immediately before embarking on his secret mission, he and the Centurion had spent two years protecting British slave ships off the West African coast and on their passage to the West Indies. (Selkirk spent the last months of his life on exactly such a mission.)
The  Wager's name lived on in later decades in a way that was equally enmeshed in the politics of transatlantic slavery. In 1744, the Royal Navy launched a new 24-gun warship with the same name to replace the wrecked vessel. Two years later, in Jamaica, this reborn Wager was helping to police the enslaved population and safeguard the trade in kidnapped Africans. Its captain, Arthur Forrest, who had seen action at Porto Bello and Cartagena, was from a local planter family. Among the slaves he bought to work his land was a West African military leader called Apongo. Forrest renamed this man 'Wager', after his new ship, and had him serve on it as a crewman for more than a year, alongside other Africans. Then he sent him to work on his sugar plantation in the far west of Jamaica. In 1760, Wager became a leader of the largest slave rebellion the British Empire had ever seen - the uprising now known as Tacky's Revolt.*
The limits of Grann's approach to these broader vistas is most clearly illustrated by his treatment of the only sailor on the Wager who is recorded as a person of colour (there may well have been more: naval crews in this era were famously heterogenous). This was a native Londoner called John Duck. Grann tells us at the outset that Duck 'faced a threat that no white seaman did: if captured overseas, he might be sold into slavery.' At the end of the book, he duly meets this fate:
he had managed with Morris and two others to trek to the outskirts of Buenos Aires. But there ... he suffered what every free Black seaman dreaded: he was kidnapped and sold into slavery. Morris didn't know where his friend had been taken, whether to the mines or the fields - Duck's fate was unknown, as is the case for so many people whose stories can never be told.

It's a poignant tale, a seemingly fitting peroration to Grann's argument about the inequities and silences of history. Before this, we're told, Duck, Morris and their two companions, Samuel Cooper and John Andrews, had been rescued by friendly indigenous Patagonians, who for two and half years 'led them from one village to another, staying for months in one place', until they reached Spanish territory. Only then did things go wrong: Duck was enslaved, while the merciless Spaniards imprisoned the other three.
Except that's not what happened. In this case, perversely, Grann's neat narrative ends up compounding the problems to which he's trying to draw attention. In fact, Duck and his crewmates had already spent years as slaves, being bought and sold and made to work - not by the Spanish but by the Tehuelche people. The Tehuelches were used to treating captives this way: they also had among them many Spanish women whom they'd kidnapped during raids in the colonial borderlands. It was long into this captivity, after they persuaded their captors that the Spaniards would pay handsomely to redeem them, that the British sailors had been taken a thousand miles across Indian country to Buenos Aires and exchanged for money. Their enslavement was a very different kind of bondage from that inflicted by European colonists on Africans and their descendants in the Americas. Slavery among Native Americans, as in Africa itself, was largely a form of involuntary household servitude. It didn't mean being worked to death on a large plantation or down a silver mine, or being horrifically maltreated, as enslaved Africans in America routinely were. Morris acknowledged this in his account: 'Our Work was chiefly to fetch Wood and Water, and Skin all the Horses which they killed; and tho' we were their Slaves, we were treated very humanely, and they would suffer no one to use us ill.'
What actually happened to John Duck? His companions were careful to note that he was, in their terms, a 'mulatto', in other words that his father or mother had been white. Perhaps he was the son of Captain John Duck, master of the Ann, who was active near London around 1709. Morris and the others later claimed that the Patagonians had refused to let Duck be redeemed, because he was 'too near of a Complexion with those Indians' - 'insisting upon his being an Indian, and therefore they would keep him'. What does this mean, beyond giving us some sense of his skin colour? It's hard to speculate about the Tehuelches' motives, but it's curious all the same - especially as they got good money for the three other British sailors. After all they had been through together, would Morris, Cooper and Andrews have left Duck behind had he been white? Did they somehow double-cross him to win their own freedom? It's impossible to know.
It's even possible that his crewmates were covering for him in the way they later described his fate to people back in England. When the others reached Spanish territory, the man who paid their ransom was the local English agent of the Asiento - a trader in enslaved Black people. Then they were all imprisoned for more than a year, during which time they were 'treated more like Slaves than Prisoners of War'. Maybe Duck didn't fancy his chances under such conditions; it's conceivable that, for him, the risks of entering hostile colonial territory as a dark-skinned man outweighed the drawbacks of servitude among the Patagonians. Soon after they were freed, his companions briefly let slip that, during their years of bondage with the Tehuelches, each of them had 'a Spanish Woman given him to Wife, and that some of them had left Children behind'. Perhaps Duck, far from home, had made a new life. Even the unrecorded and the enslaved, whatever the extremity of their predicament, are actors in their own stories. Perhaps he himself chose to stay behind.
.
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Chop-Chop Spirit
Sean Jacobs


 Last Day in Lagos 
by  Marilyn Nance, edited by Oluremi C. Onabanjo.
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In April  1966, Senegal hosted the Festival mondial des arts negres (Fesman), the first global, state-sponsored festival of African art, music, drama, poetry, literature, film and dance in the era of African independence. It was the brainchild of Leopold Senghor, Senegal's president, who saw the arts as a field of struggle. Two subsequent festivals took place, in Algiers in 1969 and Lagos in 1977, and their history bears out Senghor's claim in a way he did not intend: they have faded into obscurity.
While studying and teaching in Paris in the 1930s, Senghor and a group of Caribbean intellectuals and writers, most prominently Leon Damas and Aime Cesaire, had spearheaded the literary movement known as negritude, an assertion of black identity and civilisation and a proclamation, at least on Senghor's part, that black people possessed an essence and genius different from, and even superior to, that of Europeans or white people. This view was mocked by some African artists, intellectuals and political rivals. 'A tiger doesn't proclaim his tigritude,' Wole Soyinka said. 'He pounces.' But negritude was the animating spirit of Fesman, which was a huge success.
Senghor took power in 1960 on Senegal's independence from France. Shortly afterwards, he accused Mamadou Dia, his prime minister and long-time ally, of planning a coup. Dia was dismissed and jailed for twelve years. A year later, in 1963, Senghor announced a new constitution abolishing parliamentary democracy. Union members, students and opposition activists were imprisoned. At the same time, Senegal was facing economic crisis as the rapid growth and state-led industrial transformation that followed independence slowed. Peasants and farmers demanded higher prices for their peanut harvests (the country's economic base) and ever larger subsidies. Senegal's foreign policy continued to follow France's lead: Senghor had always wanted the two countries to have a federal relationship. Senegal sided with the French against the FLN in Algeria and opposed its bid for independence at the United Nations. And Senghor appointed French, not African, advisers to his new government. 'We asked for the Africanisation of the top jobs,' Frantz Fanon said, 'and all Senghor does is Africanise the Europeans.'
[image: ]

The government built a new national theatre and a national museum for the 1966 festival. The list of participants is impressive, especially the American delegation: the dancers and choreographers Arthur Mitchell, Alvin Ailey and Katherine Dunham; the musicians Duke Ellington and Marion Williams; the writers Langston Hughes and Amiri Baraka. Senghor's friend Cesaire made an appearance, as did the Barbadian writer George Lamming, the South African writer Keorapetse Kgositsile and singers and dance troupes from Brazil and Trinidad and Tobago. Despite his scepticism about negritude, Soyinka came to see the premiere of his play Kongi's Harvest. The historian Cheikh Anta Diop, who controversially argued that Egypt was a black civilisation, was one of the host country's representatives. A symposium extolled the virtues of negritude.
The celebratory tone masked tensions over the festival's vision of Africa's present and future, and over the choice of participants. At the start of the year, representatives from a group of newly independent states and national liberation movements from Africa, Asia and Latin America had met in Havana. The Tricontinental Conference hosted by Fidel Castro backed the liberation of the remaining colonies by methods including armed struggle. Senegal didn't send a delegation. The conference took a stronger position than the Bandung Conference of 1955 or the Non-Aligned Movement, with which Senghor identified. The closing speaker in Havana was Amilcar Cabral, who led Guinea-Bissau's revolt against Portuguese colonialism. He was a close ally of Kwame Nkrumah, the president of Ghana. A few weeks after the conference in Havana, Nkrumah was overthrown in a military coup. He had become an unpopular and authoritarian ruler, but there were rumours that the CIA had a hand in his downfall, unhappy about his leanings towards the Soviet Union and China. Senghor remained silent as Nkrumah, who had been on a state visit to China when the coup took place, fled to Guinea, another former French colony. Sekou Toure, the Guinean president and an outspoken critic of France and negritude, was Senghor's main political rival in francophone Africa.
The most significant controversy at Fesman, however, was over the invite list. The organising committee only asked national delegations, so representatives of the liberation movements still fighting in Southern Africa and the Portuguese colonies weren't invited. Some artists, such as Kgositsile, a member of South Africa's banned and exiled ANC, turned up anyway. Senghor decreed that Arabs from North Africa couldn't be exponents of 'Negro arts', on the basis that they were representatives of an 'Arab-Berber' cultural 'zone' and therefore not part of 'Negro-African' civilisation. At first, he wouldn't budge on this supposed principle, but later, under pressure, he allowed North Africans to attend as observers. He allowed the US State Department to pick the American participants - theirs was the second largest delegation after Senegal's - and to appoint a white woman, Virginia Innes-Brown, as their de facto leader. Most of those chosen, including Ellington, Dunham and Louis Armstrong, had taken part in earlier 'cultural diplomacy' tours, which aimed to counter the growth of left-wing politics among former imperial subjects. Younger and more radical artists weren't selected. Baraka, who brought a new play about slavery, was an exception.
Many of the delegates felt the proceedings were staid and formal, distrusted Senghor's obsession with impressing Europeans and were unhappy that ordinary Senegalese were excluded. But Senghor didn't have everything his way. One of his most prominent local critics, Ousmane Sembene, a former dockworker who had studied film in the Soviet Union, won the festival's film prize for La Noire de . . . Its main character is a Senegalese immigrant in France who commits suicide after being badly treated by her employers.
Senghor wanted Nigeria to host the next festival. But after two military coups in 1966, one before and one after Fesman, Nigeria descended into civil war. With the backing of the Organisation of African Unity, some of Senghor's critics convinced Algeria to host a Pan-African Festival, or PANAF, in 1969. The Algerian government saw itself as a leader of a resurgent Third World, and Algiers had become home to many African and African-American radicals. It also served to counter North Africans' marginality at Fesman.
The Pan-African Festival ran from 21 July until 1 August 1969. In many ways, it was very different from its predecessor. As well as the equal participation of North Africans, its goal was to link pan-African culture with 'an ongoing global process of political liberation from Western rule', as David Murphy puts it. To drive this point home, representatives of Swapo from what is now Namibia, the African People's Union from Zimbabwe and the ANC and Pan-Africanist Congress from South Africa were invited, and marched in the opening ceremony, a street parade through Algiers. The Black Panthers were asked too - Eldridge Cleaver had just taken refuge there - as was the PLO.
Some of the same artists appeared at both festivals, but Algiers felt more like a carnival, with many events held outside in public squares where ordinary Algerians and visitors could watch. The headliners included the R&B singer Barry White and radical artists such as Archie Shepp, Nina Simone and Miriam Makeba. In William Klein's Festival panafricain d'Alger 1969, Shepp can be seen on stage with some Touareg musicians. Ted Joans, introducing him, shouts, 'Jazz is a Black Power!' 'We are all Africans,' Makeba declares to applause. 'Some are scattered around the world living in different environments, but we all remain black inside.' The historian Andrew Apter identified the fundamental difference between the politics of Dakar in 1966 and Algiers in 1969: 'Black culture in Algiers was forward-looking and revolutionary, unified and motivated by the shared struggle against Euro-American racism and imperialism - bringing French colonialism and American segregation (with its associated prison-industrial complex) within the same oppositional battlefield.'
At the festival symposium, delegates, especially those from West and Central Africa, focused on denouncing negritude and Senghor as counter-revolutionary. In a forty-minute pre-recorded message, Toure argued that 'there is no black culture, white culture, yellow culture ... negritude is thus a false concept, an irrational weapon encouraging the irrationality based on racial discrimination, arbitrarily exercised upon the peoples of Africa, Asia, and upon men of colour in America and Europe.' Unlike Senegal, Guinea had refused to join a French monetary union or to maintain close relations with it - or its corporations - after independence. France retaliated by, among other things, opposing Guinea's membership of the UN, sabotaging its economy and fomenting a (failed) coup against Toure's government.
The Biafran War ended in January 1970; around two million people died as a result of the conflict. General Yakubu Gowon, the Nigerian head of state, announced that the Second World Festival of Black Art, or Festac, the new name reflecting changes in racial terminology, was back on the cards. A committee, which included Senghor and had the Senegalese writer Alioune Diop as secretary-general, decided on November 1974 as the festival date. Gowon made Senghor and himself its co-patrons. But the 1974 deadline came and went. In July 1975, Brigadier Murtala Muhammad overthrew Gowon. He too committed Nigeria to hosting the festival, but seven months later, he was assassinated in another attempted coup and his chief of staff, Olusegun Obasanjo, took power.
Obasanjo's tenure coincided with huge economic growth in Nigeria: between 1960 and 1973 oil output increased from five million to more than six hundred million barrels. By 1971, when it joined OPEC, Nigeria was the world's seventh largest oil producer. It was suddenly a very wealthy country, and one consequence of this was that the military fast-tracked festival preparations, giving a new date of 1977. Registered participants would be issued with identity cards and live in the specially built Festac Village (which cost $80 million). The festival was ahead of its time in terms of branding: Festac had its own flag (black and gold), stamps, song (by King Sunny Ade), toilet paper, T-shirts and cups. Marilyn Nance, an official photographer for the North American zone, described the branding as 'the Olympics, plus a biennial, plus Woodstock. But Africa style.' The festival's emblem was the 16th-century ivory mask of Queen Idia of Benin, exemplifying the desire to use Africa's precolonial heritage to help build a new global black consciousness, with Nigeria at its head. The mask was among thousands of artefacts looted by British soldiers during their conquest of Nigeria in 1897. The Festac '77 organisers asked the British Museum to lend the mask for the festival, but the museum demanded an indemnity of $3 million. In a precursor to current efforts to repatriate African art, the Nigerians tried to get Unesco involved, but without success. Instead, they commissioned a local artist, Felix Idubor, to carve a replica.
In the run-up to Festac, Senghor - affronted by what had happened in Algiers - revived the debate about 'Arab-Berber' and 'Negro-African' essences. But the Nigerian military decided it would be discriminatory to exclude Arab and North African artists and performers, and would undermine continental solidarity. The Senegalese threatened a boycott. In response, the generals fired Diop as festival director, removed Senghor as co-patron and changed the festival's name to the Second World Black and African Festival of Arts and Culture. Following Algiers's lead in 1969, the organisers invited representatives of liberation movements. They also invited black people from Australia and the South Pacific.
At least fifteen thousand delegates from more than fifty countries arrived in Lagos. The largest national delegation was from the US, with 482 people. The Nigerians had no intention of working with the State Department to pick the delegation, instead asking a black-run NGO based at Howard University to help. The participants included the feminist writer and activist Audre Lorde; Sun Ra, Stevie Wonder and Randy Weston; the then US ambassador to the UN, Andrew Young; the artist Barkley Hendricks; the veteran activist Queen Mother Moore; and the black Muslim leader Louis Farrakhan. But most of the Americans who attended were relatively unknown. Among them was Marilyn Nance, who was 23.
Nance, who was born and grew up in public housing on the edge of the Brooklyn Navy Yard, had been thirteen at the time of the Dakar festival. Her great-grandparents had been enslaved in the American South, and her grandmother, born in 1886, 'knew that she was an African woman'. Aged eight, Nance was given a camera by a cousin and she went on to study photography at the Pratt Institute, near where she grew up. As part of her application to Festac she submitted a photograph of her grandmother sitting in her kitchen in Alabama. She was accepted, but then dropped from the final list in 1976. She badgered the North American organisers and was eventually allowed to make the trip as a photo technician. When she got to Lagos she was promoted to official photographer of the North American zone. Nance travelled light, bringing only two small cameras: a Canonet point-and-shoot and a Miranda Sensormat (her first camera). She also took her own film.
Most of the American participants went home after two weeks, but Nance stayed for the rest of the festival and took an astonishing number of pictures - more than fifteen hundred images, most of them black and white, showing cheering spectators, the police and military guarding them, the national delegations marching at the opening ceremony, performers waiting their turn and musicians rehearsing and performing. She also captured encounters between the artists and activists, especially her fellow Americans. 'I didn't even know [Audre] Lorde was there until I was reading part of her biography ... and then realised I had taken two pictures where she appears,' she later said.
'I went to Nigeria thinking, I'm an African person. I'm removed from the continent, but here I am, returning,' Nance said. 'But, when I arrived, I realised we weren't seen as African people. We were seen as Americans. That was the first time I ever really felt myself as an American.' But she didn't fully feel American. This may be the reason Festac's projection of itself as representative of a 'pan-African nation' was so attractive to her. She didn't feel separate from the people she photographed:
I was part of the whole thing. I don't call it capturing an image. I don't call the people in front of me my subjects. I don't shoot, I make images. I'm so much a part of the images that I make that I become invisible, which is quite a good thing and quite a bad thing, depending on how you look at it.

Nance avoided political controversy, making only one image that had a connection with oil: it shows young men leaning over an Esso petrol pump. Years later, she remembered Festac mainly as 'a great party'. She 'wasn't thinking about oil'. Numerous contemporary reports of the opening ceremony relate the brutal actions of the police. A report in Ebony magazine, aimed at black American readers, said that 'several people died' when police and military clashed with the crowd: nearly 100,000 people turned up at a stadium with a capacity of 60,000. Though the American visitors saw soldiers with machine guns everywhere (they appear in a few of Nance's photos) and knew that Nigeria was a dictatorship, Nance did not seek out these subjects.
She did remember seeing Fela Kuti, who was then at the height of his fame. Kuti was an outspoken opponent of the Nigerian military and had been involved in the planning of the festival before falling out with the organisers over spending (costs had ballooned to more than $400 million), corruption and the disproportionate presence of the military on the organising committees. After resigning, he held a press conference, calling the festival 'a huge joke' and encouraged visitors and locals to attend performances at his Afrika Shrine instead. Nance went. Stevie Wonder, Sun Ra, the Ghanaian-British superband Osibisa, the Brazilians Caetano Veloso and Gilberto Gil, and the South Africans Hugh Masekela and Miriam Makeba all went to listen to Kuti perform revolutionary songs or to join him on stage.
Less than a week after Festac ended, Obasanjo ordered a raid on the Afrika Shrine. Kuti's criticism of the festival wasn't his only offence. He had declared his compound a republic ('Kalakuta') and announced that he would run for president. Most dangerous of all, he was attracting the attention of the city's restive young population. A thousand soldiers stormed Kalakuta, stole the money from his latest record deal, beat up his followers, sexually assaulted some of the women in his band and threw his elderly mother, Funmilayo Ransome-Kuti, a well-known anti-colonial campaigner, from a second-floor balcony. She died a year later, as a result of her injuries.
The next Festac was supposed to be organised by Ethiopia, then ruled by the Derg, a junta whose members showed little interest in the arts. The famine that killed a million people between 1983 and 1985 put an end to such plans. Festac had tried to inculcate a belief in African self-reliance, but the Ethiopian famine ushered in an era of celebrity-driven humanitarianism on the continent and the association of Africa with 'crisis'.
After Nance returned to New York, she suggested the idea of a photobook about Festac to several publishers, but there was little interest. She decided to make a postcard of one of her images, which shows a member of the Nigerian navy at the opening ceremony next to a delegation in traditional dress, and sold it at black cultural festivals in and around New York City. Then she found a job in advertising, married and began making films with her husband, Al Santana, about African-inflected religious ceremonies and traditions in the United States. The memory of Festac '77 faded. No one wanted, or had the money for, a global arts festival showcasing African culture.
In  2009, Algeria celebrated the 40th anniversary of PANAF, but it didn't receive much attention. That same year, at a press conference at the UN, Abdoulaye Wade, Senegal's president, announced plans for a Third Festival of Black and African Art in Dakar in 2010. Wade's principal collaborator was the Senegalese-American R&B singer Akon. Both men needed a lift. Wade had been voted into office in 2000 on the back of a popular revolt by youth activists against his predecessor, Abdou Diouf, who had served as Senghor's prime minister. These same protesters were now complaining about Senegal's economic problems and Wade's bare-faced attempt to change the constitution to prolong his own rule beyond the mandated two terms. Akon had built a career singing saccharine pop ballads and rap hooks. Now he wanted to rebrand himself as an entrepreneur. He announced schemes for the mass electrification of African cities and the construction of smart cities on the continent. Wade's festival did take place, and more than six thousand artists from more than fifty countries turned up, but most Senegalese boycotted it.
But this wasn't surprising. Young Africans had grown sceptical of state initiatives. They saw their governments as impotent in the face of structural adjustment, neoliberalism, the effects of globalisation and great power struggles over African resources. In 2012, Wade was voted out. The name of the collective of rappers and activists that galvanised the opposition translates as 'Fed Up'. '"Negro-African" culture grows deeper through the people's struggle,' Fanon wrote, 'and not through songs, poems or folklore.'
In 2014, Nance had her contact sheets from the festival digitised. She started giving talks about her experience at Festac, and in 2016 was asked to talk about her images at a conference on 'Black Portraiture' in Johannesburg. Remi Onabanjo, a young Nigerian-American she met there, convinced her to compile a book. Last Day in Lagos includes a long interview with Nance by Onabanjo and a series of essays by North American critics, as well as about a hundred of her images. The essays mainly concern questions of belonging, African and black identity, and black consciousness. Reading the interview and the essays or leafing through Nance's photographs, you realise that Lagos is really a backdrop for black American debates about Africa. Nance doesn't ask the same questions or make the same demands about rights, democracy and accountability of Nigeria that she would of the US. She admits that her images reflect 'romantic notions of pan-African unity, my nostalgia for this incredible celebration of world culture'.
Nance told Onabanjo that when she returned from Lagos in 1977, she wanted to do 'a Festac scrapbook kind of thing'. In 2019, Chimurenga, a Cape Town publisher, produced Festac '77: Second World Black and African Festival of Arts and Culture. It looks like a book of newspaper cuttings - the editors describe it as 'decomposed, un-arranged and reproduced' - and is accompanied by a mixtape curated by Ntone Edjabe, the founder and editor of Chimurenga. It is less celebratory than Nance's book, less self-conscious about identity and race, and more straightforward about the graft and influence-peddling that was a legacy of colonialism and has become part of Nigerian politics.
Chimurenga, which was founded in 2002, means 'revolutionary struggle' in Shona, and the term is used to describe the struggles in the late 19th and mid-20th centuries for Zimbabwean independence. Festac '77 took inspiration from Toni Morrison's Black Book, published in 1974, which used a scrapbook style to tell the cultural history of African Americans in the United States. Morrison described the result in 2003 in an interview with the New Yorker. The Black Book was a 'genuine Black history book - one that simply recollected Black life as lived. It has no "order", no chapters, no major themes. But it does have coherence and sinew.'
Festac '77 begins with a photocopy of a 1977 survey by the Department of Mass Communication at the University of Lagos that was handed to festival participants. Respondents were to answer 92 questions, including 'What is a good life?' This is followed by reprints of speeches (some in Arabic, French and Portuguese), essays, art, posters, press clippings, journal entries by festival participants, magazine covers, minutes of meetings, architectural plans, post-festival assessments, photographs (most of them uncredited) and photocopies of pamphlets. They combine to tell the festival's story in a chaotic and sometimes incoherent but more complete way. The effect is to capture the headiness of that time for Nigeria and the black world. The material also makes clear the festival's ideological diversity. According to Andrew Apter in his 2021 article 'Festac '77: A Black World's Fair', Festac's idea and vision of black culture and civilisation was 'less concerned with policing boundaries and more about expanding them'. As a result, 'communists from Cuba, capitalists from Cote d'Ivoire, and Marxists from Mozambique could promote competing political economies of culture within a welcoming celebration of common heritage.'
A number of key participants wrote essays on the festival's legacy. Two, both reprinted in the Chimurenga book, stand out: Soyinka's 2008 'Festival Agonistes' and the Ghanaian writer Ayi Kwei Armah's 'The Festival Syndrome', first published in 1985. Both pieces reflect on the debates that predated the festival and consider the significance of the needless bureaucracy and corruption that surrounded it. 'What I encountered in Lagos was truly dispiriting,' Soyinka writes of his return from exile in Britain in 1975.
There was a frank and unapologetic effort, led from the very top, to drag the preparations out as long as possible, in order to milk this cash cow of its last drop. Festival spirit there was none, only the chop-chop spirit - 'eat your own and I eat mine' - that began from the very top leadership of the organisation, percolated through the entire bureaucratic set-up and, to my intense distress, even infected the artists.

A rich friend of Soyinka's met with Festac's representative in London. His host said he was happy to meet him 'because you sounded interesting and you're from my own state'. Otherwise, he said, he'd be playing golf. He told him how to get his cut from any donations he decided to make.
'Festivals of the Festac and Dakar kind are,' Armah wrote, 'as far as any intelligent contribution to cultural flowering in Africa is concerned, the opposite of medupe [gentle] rain. They are infrequent, loud, spectacular affairs, and in their effects they are useless, if not downright harmful.' He criticised the money wasted on plane tickets, food allowances, accommodation, expense accounts, and bureaucrats' salaries:
These festivals do little to improve the condition of African culture, to create viable institutions incarnating it, or to encourage those who create and recreate it ... In Africa's present situation, the best use of available resources and brainpower would be for creating the still missing supportive cultural network, not for holding more greasy, bureaucratic zombie jamborees.

The most visible legacy of Festac has proved to be Festac Town (no longer just a village). There were five thousand housing units, a police station and a fire station, health centres, recreational facilities, banks and post offices. The roads were well laid out, with seven main boulevards. After the festival ended, Festac Town became a desirable public housing estate. Since then, local, regional and state government have argued over who is responsible for its upkeep. As a result, it has become rundown; its infrastructure, including the sewage system, is in poor condition; roads are flooded or impassable; illegal structures are increasing; and housing units are overcrowded.
There is one group in Nigeria that is keen to remember the festival. Pentecostal Christians blame it for the country's dismal state. They believe it celebrated 'animistic heritage,' 'evil spirits' and 'idols' - like the mask of Queen Idia. In April 2013, when Boko Haram's violence was at its worst, Chris Okafor, 'general overseer' of the Liberation City Ministry, told congregants that he held Obasanjo responsible for dooming Nigeria. Another pastor, Margaret Osundolire, has since 2005 held an annual prayer service at the National Theatre - the same theatre that was built for the festival - to exorcise the demons unleashed by Festac. Every year, she invites Gowon and Obasanjo to attend and repent. Neither has yet accepted.
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At the Pompidou-Metz
'Lacan: L'Exposition'
Francis Gooding



Culebras,  or 'snakes', come in a twist of three, tightly plaited and bound by ribbon. Their history is obscure: perhaps the style arose because parsimonious cigar-factory bosses wanted to restrict the cigar-rolling torcedores to an allotment of three cigars a day; perhaps it was an innovation from the tobacco plantations of the Philippines, intended to yield a moderately faster curing time. Either way, a culebra is a striking thing - a plump and fragrant braid in the box, but a crooked and root-like appendage in the hand.
[image: ]Jacques Lacan smoking a culebra in 1976




They were Jacques Lacan's preferred smoke. The first room of Lacan: L'Exposition at the Pompidou-Metz (until 27 May), an extensive show dedicated to Lacan's legacy in the visual arts, includes some captivating film of his infamous seminaires. Owlish behind spectacles, his leonine mane swept back, Lacan speaks in expressive, measured tones, a gnarled culebra, long gone cold, clasped between his fingers. Freud smoked incessantly, including during sessions with patients; he is rarely pictured without a cigar, of the conventional style, in hand. It makes sense that Lacan, whose labyrinthine rereading of Freud is as revolutionary in its own way as Freud's original work, should inflect the master's habit with his own idiosyncratic, convoluted style.
Alongside letters, photographs, early publications in Surrealist journals and other fragments of Lacan's personal and professional life, a dried-out plait of culebras has been placed in one of the vitrines that provide the exhibition with a biographical timeline of its subject. It sits beneath a framed set of the brightly coloured cords that Lacan would loop and snarl together as a means of investigating the 'topologies' of the psyche that he developed to a point of truly Gordian complexity in his later work. Psychoanalysis has always liked twisting three things together: from Freud's unconscious, preconscious and conscious, later refined into id, ego and superego, through the Oedipal nexus of the parents and the child, to Lacan's own Borromean knot of the Real, the Imaginary and the Symbolic.
As puzzling and complex as they are, the colubrine knots, hitches and vector diagrams found throughout Lacan's texts are essential to tracing the winding pathways of his thought; he was a visual thinker in a way that Freud was not, and continually explicated his ideas using both his own schematic diagrams and by calling attention to works of art. From his early text on the mirror stage - the crucial moment of ego-formation when the infant glimpses its reflection in a mirror - to his later elaborations on 'the gaze' and his regular appeals to trompe l'oeil and anamorphosis in the understanding of psychic processes, many of Lacan's most influential theories circle around vision and the visual image. The voluminous transcriptions of his seminars are studded with so many paintings that they themselves present an imaginary exhibition, hung with Holbein's Ambassadors, Cezanne's still lifes, the legendary grapes of Zeuxis and curtain of Parrhasius, Velazquez's Las Meninas and countless others. 'The artist,' he wrote, 'always precedes [the analyst].' Great works of art had already illuminated even the most deeply hidden features of the phenomena he sought to describe.
[image: 'La Condition humaine' by Rene Magritte (1933)]'La Condition humaine' by Rene Magritte (1933)




The Pompidou show, carefully curated by Marie-Laure Bernadac and Bernard Marcade, is billed as the first specifically dedicated to Lacan, which is surprising. But the influence of Lacan's ideas on art, artists and art criticism has been so pervasive that on walking round the show it becomes clear that we have been attending Lacan-themed exhibitions for decades - or at any rate, exhibitions full of works that stand in easy relation to Lacanian concepts, put together by curators who deal, at some level, with Lacan's categories and concerns (you can't get away from 'the gaze', for a start).
Bringing this influence out into the open, Lacan: L'Exposition makes Lacan himself the subject and presiding spirit of the exhibition. The format is rigid, with each room given over to a different concept; some ideas have an abundance of works to illustrate them, while others are restricted to just a couple of rather oblique pieces. Wall texts in each space provide key quotes, with curatorial glosses for the uninitiated, though many of these shed little light. There is rarely a simple way to paraphrase Lacan.
The artworks do this job much better, and with more reach and subtlety. The arrangement is loosely chronological, and after the opening biographical section, the first room is dedicated to le stade du miroir. Alongside Marcel Broodthaers's Miroir M.B. M.B. M.B... ., from 1971 - a false diptych consisting of two white rectangles, one completely empty, the other marked miroir and crowded with scrawled 'M.B.' initials - and a savvy Michelangelo Pistoletto piece playing mirror, light and image against each other to truly confusing spatial effect, the centrepiece is Caravaggio's monumental Narcissus, borrowed from the Galleria Nazionale d'Arte Antica in Rome. 'Blindly rapt with desire for himself', as Ovid has it, Caravaggio's boy bends over his reflection, one hand dipped sensuously in the water, a phallic bare knee thrusting forward into the centre of the image. 'In love with an empty hope', Ovid writes, pointing us towards the complex of desires, projections and misidentifications that attend the ideal image of the ego, a complex which stirs in infancy as the baby glimpses its spectral double. Across the room, a short clip of Scorsese's Taxi Driver plays on a loop. 'You talkin' to me?' De Niro's Travis Bickle asks his reflection in a mirror, looking around. 'Well, I'm the only one here.'
[image: Caravaggio's 'Narcissus' (c.1597)]Caravaggio's 'Narcissus' (c.1597)




The problem with having a painting such as Narcissus open your show is that hardly anything else can match it. But the exhibition, which features more than three hundred works, makes a good recovery. Some of it is just what one would expect to see in a show dedicated to psychoanalysis: a lot of Louise Bourgeois; some evilly erotic Hans Bellmer drawings and an alarming photograph from the poupee series; a few superb Magrittes (La Condition humaine from 1933 in particular looks very grand in this context; Lacan's formative connection to Surrealism is usefully emphasised throughout); a number of Duchamps, including one of the reconstructions of The Large Glass and his vicious little Female Fig Leaf; works by Claude Cahun, Brancusi and Dali. As well as the Caravaggio, there are paintings by Zurbaran (Saint Lucy, holding out her eyes on a platter) and Velazquez's Portrait of the Infanta Marguerite Therese. (Las Meninas, like The Ambassadors, doesn't travel.) Contemporary artists are well represented, especially in the second half of the show, which moves away from the more widely known Lacanian notions such as the gaze, l'objet petit a and le nom/non-du-pere towards ideas which only a more dedicated reader might previously have encountered in any detail: la femme, la voix, 'Il n'y a pas de rapport sexuel,' jouissance and others. A modest but suggestive piece by Sharon Kivland is a highlight: Envois V (2022) consists of seven imaginary love letters to Kivland from Lacan, supposedly written on postcards and sent from Munich in 1958. It is one of the few works in the show that neither refers us to Lacan nor merely illustrates his ideas but, by reframing his words as clumsy, amorous billets-doux, takes him in hand and interrogates his thinking.
The aims of the exhibition are twofold: to explicate Lacan's ideas through art works, and to demonstrate how fertile Lacanian ideas have been for artists (or Lacanian-ish ideas, at any rate). But there is always a third cigar in the bundle - you could call it the unconscious, the lost object, the objet petit a. And in Metz, the absence at the centre is Lacan's own art collection.
Lacan certainly bought art, but it seems that his collection was broken up; there is no complete list of what it contained (a scholarly article on the subject suggests it was mostly composed of images of fentes - 'slits'). The curators have been able to locate just three of the many works known to have belonged to him: a large abstract painting by the Chinese artist Zao Wou-Ki (Lacan started studying Chinese languages and literature during the wartime Occupation and later befriended Zao) and two pieces that ensure Caravaggio doesn't get the last laugh - a wooden panel by Andre Masson, and the painting it was made to conceal: the font of all fentes, Courbet's L'Origine du monde.
[image: ]Andre Masson's screen for 'L'Origine du monde'
 




It never ceases to amaze me that Lacan himself owned L'Origine du monde, which he acquired in 1955. In part, this is because it is odd to think that such an important work could so recently have been anyone's private property, but mostly because Lacan's ownership of it sends us right to the centre of the psychoanalytic adventure. In combining the visually erotic with a title that transforms it into an image of the maternal - indeed, the pagan and mythological maternal absolute, the mother of everything - Courbet's confrontational picture presents the very image of Oedipal desire. It is the model of the lost object, suggesting the generative, creative interior of the maternal body while also stirring feelings linked to the act of sex. (There is a straightforwardly Freudian logic to the fact that Masson's concealing panel recreates the image, but transforms it into a landscape, with forests, hills and rivers - a barely reconstructed translation of Freud's notorious remark that feminine sexuality was a 'dark continent'.) The painting belongs to the history of erotic and private art, and it was commissioned and owned by men, but what Courbet's magnificent provocation means is that they were being asked to gaze sexually into the maternal cunt. The artist certainly precedes the analyst here, and it is easy to picture Lacan before the painting, cigar at his lips, considering what it was he was looking at, and what was looking back at him. One can sense the power and grandeur of L'Origine du monde behind Lacan's mature ideas, as behind an elaborate screen. It may seem to disclose, in a single simple image, the whole shabby secret of his baleful science. Moreover, Courbet offers a pre-emptive riposte to Lacan's insistence that the subject is always organised around an absence, a gap, a fente at the centre: this origin is not a place of lack but of creation's plenitude, not an empty space but the site of pleasure and joy. No wonder he asked Masson to help him hide it.
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Stop talking englissh
Marion Turner


 Fixers: Agency, Translation and the Early Global History of Literature 
by  Zrinka Stahuljak.
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The earliest astrolabe  in the Museum of the History of Science in Oxford was made in Syria in the ninth century and is inscribed with text in Arabic and later additions in Armenian. Two made in Seville in the first quarter of the 13th century also have Arabic script - Seville was then still under Islamic rule. One made in England in the 14th century is inscribed with Latin script and uses a dragon's head to point at a star, a design feature mainly employed in Europe; its plates are marked for the latitudes of Toledo, Rome, Cologne, Paris, London and Berwick, possibly revealing the travels of its owners. Another was made for the Medici court and its single projection is for the latitude of Florence.
 The word 'astrolabe' comes from the Greek and roughly translates as 'star-taker'. These beautiful and elaborate scientific instruments were used throughout the Middle Ages to tell the time and determine latitude, to calculate the position of the stars, and to find the direction of Mecca. They often had information inscribed on them about horoscopes and astrology. The astrolabe allowed pilgrims, merchants, mercenaries, diplomats and explorers to navigate, but the transmission of the technology through the Middle East, North Africa and Europe also maps the passage of ideas, culture and science during the Middle Ages, a period when knowledge, preserved in Islamic centres of learning, was returning to the Christian parts of Europe, often by way of Islamic Iberia, al-Andalus.
 Chaucer's Treatise on the Astrolabe, written in the 1390s for his ten-year-old son, Lewis, is an English translation of a Latin version of an Arabic text written by Mashallah ibn Athari, an eighth-century Persian Jew. In the prologue, Chaucer says that Lewis only knows a little Latin, but is good with numbers, and so the treatise will teach him how to use the astrolabe he has just been given as a present. After all, Chaucer says, the facts remain the same whether Hebrew, Arabic, Latin, Greek or English is used; he himself is a compiler, bringing together the work of old astrologers into 'naked words in englissh'.
 Scholars of medieval literature and history have been thinking about the idea of the 'global Middle Ages' for twenty years or more. Books such as Janet Abu-Lughod's Before European Hegemony: The World System AD 1250-1350 (1989) laid the groundwork that has been built on by scholars such as Geraldine Heng and Susan Noakes, who set up the Scholarly Community on the Global Middle Ages (its website features projects ranging from 'Global Jerusalem' to 'East Africa between Asia and Mediterranean Europe' to 'The Story of Global Ivory in the Premodern Era'). There are problems with the concept, of course: Nora Berend has argued that the term 'Middle Ages' is Eurocentric, and that 'global' is anachronistic when applied to the period.
 One of the structures that underpinned medieval European culture was multilingualism. Petrarch, Dante and Boccaccio all wrote in both Latin and Tuscan. In later medieval England, educated men were trilingual, fluent in French, Latin and English, and some knew more (Chaucer, for example, was proficient in Tuscan). At the Council of Constance, in 1417, the English cleric Thomas Polton reported that the English spoke five different native languages: English, Welsh, Irish, Gascon and Cornish. In medieval Burgundy, too, trilingualism was the norm, with French, Flemish and Latin all in common use. Bureaucrats and poets alike used different languages for different purposes, translating according to audience, and borrowing and coining words across their linguistic competencies.
 In 'A Global Middle Ages' (2013), Geraldine Heng writes about the ancient story of the Buddha, which eventually developed into the Christian hagiography of Barlaam and Iosaphat, after a complex process of translation and transmission over many centuries. The story, as far as we know, first appeared around the sixth century bce, in Sanskrit and Pali accounts of the life of Siddhartha Gautama (called Buddha after his enlightenment). Fragments of it appear in Manichaean manuscripts, then Arabic texts, followed by Georgian, Greek and, by the mid-11th century, Latin texts. In subsequent centuries, versions were written in a huge range of vernaculars, in Germany, France, the Netherlands, Romania, Provence, Italy, Spain, Norway, Portugal, Russia and England. In later incarnations, it is a story about two Christian saints, the Indian prince Iosaphat and the hermit Barlaam. As the Buddha's name moved through languages, it changed: in Arabic, he became Budhasaf, and a scribal slip turned this into Yudhasaf, from which the name morphed into Iodasaph (Georgian), Ioasaph (Greek) and Iosaphat (Latin).
 Zrinka Stahuljak's Fixers seeks to 'denationalise and decanonise the Middle Ages'. The 'fixer' is a slippery figure: Stahuljak, who used to work as an interpreter in war zones, uses the term by analogy with the local interpreters-guides-brokers who make it possible for modern journalists to function in alien terrain. She emphasises that the work they do as interpreters - just one of the many ways in which they enable networks of exchange - is more creative than we might assume. Medieval writers, readers and travellers understood translation as a dynamic process, something that has been obscured by the later emphasis on the value of the original text and its author.
 Stahuljak focuses on texts produced around the Mediterranean between 1250 and 1500: crusading treatises, travel reports, histories, chronicles, romances and illuminated works. She starts her story shortly after the founding of the Dominican and Franciscan orders, and around the time of the first Christian missions to Mongolia in 1245. One crucial event was the fall of Acre in 1291. Christians were now dependent on Muslims for access to the Holy Land, forced to engage with intermediaries who came from different cultures and spoke different languages.
 This period is sometimes described as precolonial, though the term is misleading: the crusades certainly had a colonial intent, but one of the key arguments of Fixers is that - in contrast to the strategies of modern imperial nation-states - the drive to reconquer the Holy Land and convert its inhabitants was not accompanied by a will to impose language. In De recuperatione Terre Sancte (1305-7), Pierre Dubois argued that Christians repopulating the Holy Land would have to learn local vernaculars if they were to thrive. The Franciscans (concerned with converting Muslims), and the Dominicans (who aimed to reunify the Western Church with the Greek Church and other Eastern Christians) recognised the same imperative. Dominic, who came from Iberia, where Arabic was still central, founded his order near Toulouse, in Occitan-speaking southern France, where he was attempting to convert heretical Cathars. The first Dominican circular on language learning was written in 1236; Arabic, Hebrew, Greek, Tartar and Armenian became the order's main languages of study.
 Towards the end of the century, the Majorcan mystic Ramon Llull argued that monasteries should teach Arabic, Persian, Koman, Chaldean and other 'schismatic languages' in order to aid conversion. In 1276 James II of Aragon agreed to found a monastery at Miramar in Majorca for the study of Eastern languages, and Llull himself travelled to Tunis, Cyprus, Armenia and Libya. At the Council of Vienna in 1311, the Catholic Church decided to set up chairs in Greek, Hebrew, Aramaic and Arabic at the universities of Bologna, Oxford, Paris and Salamanca.
 Missionaries weren't the only polyglots. Hired fixers often spoke a dazzling array of languages: Stahuljak mentions a 'renegade Christian' from Spain who spoke Latin, Lombard, Spanish, Wendish, Greek, Turkish and Arabic, and was hired by the German traveller Arnold von Harff to facilitate his journey from Venice to Cairo and on to Jerusalem. Such fixers are termed 'dragomans' in the medieval documents, and functioned not only as interpreters but as intermediaries: arranging travel, procuring provisions, paying tolls and bribes, and generally keeping their employers safe.
 Stahuljak describes a world in which multilingualism was normal and desirable - very different from our world, in which a single vernacular overwhelms all others. Yet experiences in the period varied. Since it is outside the territory of her study, Stahuljak doesn't discuss the case of Ireland, where we see the beginnings of the linguistic imperialism that would come to dominate Britain's imperial march. In 1366, the Statutes of Kilkenny banned the Anglo-Irish from playing Irish sports, marrying Irish women or using the Irish language. The statutes didn't have much effect, but they show that there was an English anxiety about 'native' languages and a desire to promote the English language in the colonised country. This is the monolingual impulse that came to dominate Europe's colonial practice.
 Stahuljak argues that translation had a much higher status in the 13th, 14th and 15th centuries than it does today. (This is not a new argument: in a 2007 essay Michelle Warren argued that the period had a 'decentred aesthetic order, one that would set aside the very notion that "originals" are worth more than their translations'.) Stahuljak discusses the phenomenon of 'pseudo-translation', giving the example of Histoire des seigneurs de Gavre (1456), which claims in the prologue to be a translation from the Italian, and in the epilogue to be a French version of a Flemish version of a Latin version of the Greek. In fact it was a new book, straightforwardly written in French.
 In later medieval Burgundy, a hub for manuscript production in many languages, translators were literally placed front and centre. Stahuljak describes the manuscript of Faits et dits memorables des Romains, a translation by Simon de Hesdin of Valerius Maximus' Facta et dicta memorabilia, which is illustrated with a scene of the translator presenting his book to the king. The translator is framed by pillars, with the book itself partly obscured, as the acts of translation and transmission take centre stage. A more daring set of images is found in a copy of the Romance de Gillion de Trazegnies, completed in 1464 for a member of the ducal court. The frontispiece shows the translator entering a monastery, then being offered an Italian book and then at work on his translation; the patron is nowhere to be seen. Another frontispiece, in a copy of Croniques et conquestes de Charlemagne, includes a presentation scene, but tucked away in a corner: the foreground is dominated by the activities of a busy marketplace. Translation is presented dynamically, as a commercial transaction between city and court.
 Every poet writing in English in the 14th century thought across and between languages, using words that had purchase in multiple tongues, aware of the blurred boundaries between one language and another. In The Familiar Enemy (2009), Ardis Butterfield quoted Derrida's Le Monolinguisme de l'autre: 'Oui, je n'ai qu'une langue, et ce n'est pas la mienne' ('Yes, I only have one language, yet it is not mine'). In Derrida's terms, language is inevitably alienating; it never belongs to its user. He relates this to his postcolonial position as a francophone Algerian Jewish writer. Butterfield uses Derrida's arguments to discuss the multilingual conflict of the 14th century, particularly the relationship between English and French during the Hundred Years War, at a time when the languages couldn't always be clearly distinguished and when both vernaculars were spoken in England. Medieval writers, Butterfield argues, had an acute awareness of their disenfranchisement, their lack of ownership of the languages in which they wrote - a much less chauvinistic and more curious attitude than now prevails.
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What They Did to Our Women
Azadeh Moaveni on sexual violence in wartime



On 4 March, 
 the UN's special representative on sexual violence in conflict, Pramila Patten, held a press conference to brief reporters on the attacks of 7 October. A team from her office had spent two weeks in Israel and the West Bank, at the invitation of the government, examining what had happened that day, but Patten was expected to make, at most, a short press statement. Her office didn't have a mandate to investigate sexual crimes on the ground and had never undertaken such a mission before. I was told by multiple sources at the UN that her trip was a matter of fierce controversy within the organisation. Many feared it would establish little and that in the absence of a firmly evidenced narrative, her report might appear to offer the UN's imprimatur to the error-riddled stories circulating in the press. The Israeli government wanted to prove that the sexual violence on 7 October had been systematic and widespread not simply in order to establish a record of Hamas's crimes, but to help it justify the continuation of the war, which by the time of Patten's press conference had claimed more than 30,000 Palestinian lives, and destroyed much of the Gaza Strip, as well as displacing almost its entire population. Hamas, for its part, denied that its fighters had been guilty of rape; it claimed that they were disciplined, committed to Islamic values and had been ordered to target military sites and 'arrest' soldiers.
Instead of the expected short press statement, Patten issued a 22-page report. She devoted the first ten minutes of the press conference to establishing the limited scope of her mission. Her team, she said, had 'gathered information', 'not evidence'. They had looked for verifiable facts, which they did not assess according to legal standards. Because her team had no investigative mandate and couldn't make legal assessments or analyse military behaviour, they couldn't take a view on the two questions to which many were seeking answers: the scale of sexual violence committed on 7 October and the identity of the perpetrators.
When Patten held her press conference, five months into the war, it was clear that Israeli women had been sexually violated during the attacks, that those violations had been inhumane and that they constituted war crimes. What wasn't clear was whether sexual violence had been part of Hamas's strategy, whether or not the perpetrators were acting under orders (numerous armed groups participated in the attacks) and how many women had been affected. Patten admitted she couldn't shed any light on these questions. She did find 'reasonable grounds' to believe sexual violence had taken place in several locations, including 'rape and/or gang rape', detailing three cases that her team found 'credible' and 'verified'; at least two further cases, based on convincing witness testimony, involved the rape of corpses. The report is cautiously worded and makes clear that the limited number of cases that met the mission's standard of proof does not mean that these are the only cases. 'Available circumstantial evidence', including a pattern of women victims being found topless or naked, might indicate the existence of further cases. With respect to the hostages, Patten said that there was 'clear and convincing information' that some of them had endured sexual violence and degrading treatment, including rape, while in captivity.
The reporters asked her to explain how they should interpret her findings. Were they to be taken as a collection of small facts from which larger inferences could be drawn? If that was the case, one journalist asked, how was her report any different from the unsubstantiated articles claiming systematic mass rape? How, another asked, were they to understand the significance of her mission, when she herself had made clear its limitations? The questions circled a larger concern: what was the purpose of such fact-finding when the important facts were out of reach? Or to put it another way, what factual narrative could be established when misinformation was rampant and Israel controlled the access to information - to sites, reports, survivors - and encouraged the media's worst suspicions. 'The fog of war ... often silences crimes of sexual violence,' Patten said. 'But we have also seen in the history of war instances where sexual violence can be weaponised.'
It's hard enough to determine the facts of sexual violence during war; it's even harder when avenging sexual violence has become a pretext for continuing the war. Shortly after the press conference, Israel's representative at the UN, Gilad Erdan, insisted that Patten's findings confirmed Israel's right to continue besieging Gaza. The report, he tweeted, 'finally recognises the sexual crimes that were committed during the Hamas massacre. Will this wake you up?! Will you understand that a ceasefire means abandoning the female Israeli hostages in Gaza to continually being sexually abused by Hamas?!'
Reports of sexual violations emerged in the immediate aftermath of the Hamas-led attack. Volunteer first responders took journalists around the attack sites and described what they assumed were instances of rape, based on the position and condition of the victims' bodies. Images of women with bloodied underwear and bodies contorted in suggestive positions were taken as evidence that many women had been raped. Many of the specific allegations made at the time, Patten's report noted, could not be verified. By late November, supporters of the war in Gaza were making unsubstantiated claims about the nature and number of the violations. According to Cochav Elkayam-Levy, the chair of an Israeli NGO investigating the abuses, 'the torture of women was weaponised to destroy communities, to destroy a people, to destroy a nation.' Michal Herzog, the wife of the Israeli president, Isaac Herzog, wrote a piece in Newsweek arguing that 'mass rape was a premeditated part of Hamas's plan,' citing photographs of partially dressed and brutalised women and the 'confessions' of captured fighters.
Israel and its supporters were quick to portray anyone who questioned these claims as complicit in the sexual violence. In early November, Eylon Levy, who was then an Israeli government spokesman, tweeted aerial footage of vast crowds in London calling for a ceasefire, with the comment: 'I don't think London has ever seen such a large demonstration of rape apologists before.' At a press conference in December, Benjamin Netanyahu, the Israeli prime minister, switched from Hebrew to English mid-speech to accuse feminists of antisemitism: 'I say to the women's rights organisations, to the human rights organisations, you've heard of the rape of Israeli women, horrible atrocities, sexual mutilation - where the hell are you?' Erdan also insisted that Hamas 'had a premeditated plan' to use rape as a weapon of war: the violence wasn't a 'spur-of-the-moment decision to defile and mutilate girls and parade them while onlookers cheered'. By failing to recognise this, he claimed, the UN was 'openly discriminating against Israeli women'.
In the weeks after 7 October, the unverified and uncorroborated images and accounts in circulation included statements by four witnesses and photographs and videos showing bodies in various states of undress, positioned in sexualised ways, with blood and injuries that could indicate sexual violence or possibly the dehumanising treatment of corpses. (An article published in Haaretz on 18 April reported that there are several more survivors who witnessed sexual violence during the attacks, but didn't make clear whether they had given statements to the police.) Some online commentators, both in the Arab world and on the political fringes in the West, refused to believe the rape allegations. The Grayzone journalists Max Blumenthal and Aaron Mate tweeted about 'fabricated atrocity tales' and accused the Patten report of 'laundering' the 'Hamas mass rape hoax'. Their denialism galvanised Israel's defenders. The New York Times columnist Bret Stephens said that he had identified a new form of 'rape denialism' promoted by progressives and other 'useful idiots'. 'How quickly,' he wrote, 'the far left pivots from "believe women" to "believe Hamas" when the identity of the victim changes.'
The counter-argument, made by less polemical figures, such as the Arab feminist Lina AbiRafeh, was that the facts mattered and that there was nothing immoral in trying to establish exactly what happened; on the contrary, it was ethically necessary. Atrocity reports are, and have often been used as, a pretext for war, and for further atrocities. In an open letter to 'the Israeli and US governments and others weaponising the issue of rape', dozens of feminist legal scholars and anti-Zionist Jewish feminists condemned 'the opportunistic manipulation of the issue of sexual assault by those committing war crimes themselves'. History, they noted, 'is replete with examples of rape charges being wielded ... to render the "enemy" more monstrous - and thus as deserving of ever more depraved forms of militarised violence'. What was needed was access for unbiased experts to conduct proper investigations.
I have seen the terrible violence enacted on women in wartime in every conflict I have covered as a journalist since the late 1990s. In Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, Nigeria and Ukraine, war inscribed itself on women through sexual torture, the killing, disappearance and maiming of children, sexual abuse and exploitation, sexual slavery and, of course, rape - though rape is not always the most prevalent crime or the one that affects women most. In each war, the truth of what was done to women, and by whom, was muddied by propaganda: who started harming the other side's women first; which side was the worst offender; who harmed ideologically and who opportunistically. In many of these wars, women were complicit in encouraging violence or refused to believe their own side could engage in it; women were involved in the infliction and denial of rape as well as being its victims. It can be difficult to get a reliable estimate of the number of women harmed in such conflicts, let alone to verify individual accounts. In Ukraine, the evidenced level of sexual violence has turned out to be far lower than initially reported. Kyiv sacked its ombudsperson for human rights, Lyudmyla Denisova, in May 2022, for inflating the numbers and harming Ukraine's credibility.
There were indisputably incidences of sexual violence during the Hamas-led attacks of 7 October. (Patten's report interprets 'conflict-related sexual violence' according to the terms of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court. Penetrative rape is included, alongside sexual slavery, forced prostitution, forced marriage, forced pregnancy and 'any other form of sexual violence of comparable gravity'. The report also categorises sexualised torture, and cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment as sexual violence.) What wasn't clear was whether rape figured in Hamas's battle plan, and whether the rapes were committed by Hamas fighters, by fighters who joined them from other organisations, such as Palestinian Islamic Jihad and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, or by the civilians who had flooded southern Israel in the aftermath of the attacks. It was both a tightly planned military operation and a riot, both chaotic and lethal: determining the precise number of cases, their exact nature, the identity of the perpetrators and whether the acts were systematic or opportunistic has so far proved extremely difficult. This is in part a result of the challenges inherent to the crime scenes and the way in which the evidence was handled, but also because Israel has denied access to the independent UN bodies that are legally capable and mandated to investigate.
There are no living survivors of sexual violence known to any independent experts and there are only four eyewitnesses, one of whom isn't now generally regarded as credible. Patten says in her report that she was 'made aware of a small number of survivors' of sexual violence, but that they are undergoing care for trauma, haven't given statements and weren't able to meet with her team. As far as the number of women affected is concerned, both the Patten report and a forthcoming report by Human Rights Watch (HRW) have verified several cases that meet their own standards of proof (the HRW report, which will be published this summer, will not give precise numbers of cases). One woman among the hostages released to date, a lawyer called Amit Soussana, has described being subjected to a sexual assault and severe beatings at the hands of a guard during the nearly two months she spent in captivity. In a piece published in the New York Times on 26 March, Soussana said that a guard called Muhammad waited for her period to be over before putting his 'gun to my face' and forcing her 'to commit a sexual act on him'.
In the absence of an investigation by a legally mandated UN body, the Patten report stands as the reference point for understanding the sexual violence of 7 October. Patten gave an indication of what it is possible to verify in her press briefing: 'I don't have numbers. One case is more than enough, and I didn't go on a bookkeeping exercise. The first letters that I received from the government of Israel talked about hundreds if not thousands of cases, and I have not found anything like that.'
The main independent body that has the legal capacity to investigate questions of scale and intent is being kept off the case. The Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Palestinian Occupied Territories and Israel, mandated by the UN Human Rights Council, has been described by Erdan as 'terror-supporting' and steeped in 'Jew-hatred'. Two Israeli organisations have reported on what happened: Physicians for Human Rights Israel and the Association of Rape Crisis Centres. Both described the challenges posed by the condition of the bodies. The findings of both groups are incomplete: Physicians for Human Rights Israel doesn't attempt to meet legal thresholds, and the Association of Rape Crisis Centres relies in part on sources it doesn't disclose or include, though it refers to 'first-hand accounts', implying it had access to survivors.
The attacks on 7 October took place in several locations: the towns and kibbutzim of the southern Gaza envelope, the Nova rave, one military outpost and two highways, Road 232 and Road 242. Hamas fighters, along with fighters from other militant Palestinian factions, streamed across the fence into Israeli territory. They murdered 375 soldiers and almost eight hundred civilians, including women, children, migrant workers and Bedouins, and took 253 hostages, around a hundred of them women and girls. Families were killed in their homes and corpses defiled and mutilated. Many of the bodies were charred. Militants lit fires inside homes and fired grenades at buildings; the Israeli military returned fire from Apache helicopters and tanks. Much of the killing was filmed on body cameras, and some footage has been released by Hamas and other fighters. Between this footage and video taken on survivors' mobile phones, there is an extraordinary amount of visual documentation of the attacks as they unfolded. There is some content that shows the dehumanising treatment of dead bodies, but no records or footage showing rape.
The scale of the massacre was overwhelming. The military dispatched the first responder group Zaka to collect the bodies, as it always does after bombings or attacks of this kind. Zaka is an ultra-Orthodox volunteer group whose chief concern is religious: it aims to locate bodies and return them to families as quickly as possible for ritual burial. Zaka members have no forensics training and do not document their work. As the scale of the attacks became clear, military personnel trained in collecting and identifying human remains became increasingly unhappy that they were not being deployed. Zaka volunteers combed the area, collecting body pieces haphazardly. At Shura, a military base that became an identification centre, trained officers received bag after bag of unsorted remains. There were 'bags with two skulls, bags with two hands, with no way to know which was whose', a volunteer told Haaretz.
Witnesses - also according to Haaretz - said that some Zaka volunteers appeared to court journalists and shared photographs on social media. Some horrific - and later discredited - claims, such as the discovery of beheaded babies, can be traced back to Zaka. Yossi Landau, who runs Zaka's Southern Region, described his method of determining what had happened to the victims: 'When we go into a house, we're using our imagination. The bodies are telling us the stories that happened to them.' In a video released by the Israeli Foreign Ministry, called 'Eyewitness Accounts of Sexual Violence against Israeli Women on 7 October', a Zaka volunteer says: 'The walls, the stone, shouted, "I was raped."' Haaretz sources argued that the military should have adjusted its protocol, given the scale of the attack. As one researcher told me, 'Zaka destroyed the crime scene. It was wild that they sent them in to do this. In hindsight, it was the worst decision they made.'
By the time bodies reached the police, the inexpert way they had been collected, the severe injuries the victims had suffered, together with delays and a lack of forensic pathologists, again according to Haaretz, made it difficult to carry out rape forensics (the paper said in November that the tests that were conducted did not show evidence of sexual assault). The undocumented collection, along with the scale of casualties, made the task of matching bodies to locations exceedingly hard, which means that physical evidence could not easily be used to confirm eyewitness accounts.
At the same time 
, though far less discussed, the Israeli onslaught against Gaza, and against Palestinians in the Occupied West Bank and East Jerusalem, has exposed women to sexual and reproductive harm on a significant scale. Hundreds of Palestinian women have been detained in Israeli custody since 7 October, some of whom have been subjected to sexualised abuse (including sexualised torture, naked beatings and blows to genitalia, the use of degrading stress positions and threats of rape, and in two verified instances, rape itself). It is estimated that fifty thousand women in Gaza were pregnant when the war began: since then, many of them have miscarried or had stillbirths. Since proper medical care is non-existent, women often go into labour in the dark of a tent encampment, aided by mobile phone flashlights, or undergo C-sections without anaesthesia. Even before Israel's starvation campaign reached famine levels, insufficient calories and continual bombardment made it difficult for women to breastfeed. A UN team recently found that no babies of normal weight are being born in Gaza. Many babies, the World Health Organisation said in March, are 'simply dying'. In 'A Zone of Silence: Obstetric Violence in Gaza and Beyond', the legal scholar and former UN special rapporteur Fionnuala Ni Aolain writes that
While the international community should positively affirm the importance of addressing rape in war, the overwhelming focus on penetrative sexual violence (rape) forces attention away from other serious gender-based harms that are widely experienced by women during hostilities. It is critical to evaluate how the severity and cost of this often unseen violence causes the same or greater brutality to women's bodies and lives, a proposition that few policymakers or states have been prepared to take seriously even as they 'talk the talk' about 'protecting' women in war.

Maternal protections remain a 'low-to-zero priority', Ni Aolain adds, 'entirely at the sidelines of global political conversations' about the legal obligations regarding women in war. It was significant, in this context, that obstetric violence against Palestinian women was invoked by South Africa in its submission to the International Court of Justice, though the relevant passage of the Geneva Convention concerns attacks on the population rather than harm to women: it bans 'measures intended to prevent births within the group'.
Israel can designate citizens of Gaza 'unlawful combatants', a category created by the US during the war on terror which renders people without rights. For Palestinian women in Gaza, this means delayed or limited access to lawyers or legal protections, and disappearance into military sites and off-grid detention centres that cannot be visited by outside observers. Milena Ansari, a researcher at Human Rights Watch, told me that the sexualised abuse of Palestinian women during interrogation in Israeli detention has been known to take place for decades. Now, as one soldier told a blindfolded detained woman in late October, according to a report by the Independent Commission for Human Rights Palestine, 'it's war and we can do whatever we want to you. You're a prisoner of war.' In a letter to Israel asking for visitation access to the country, the UN's special rapporteur for violence against women, Reem Alsalem, along with two other UN bodies mandated by the Human Rights Council, expressed serious concerns about credible reports of threatened and actual sexual violence and assault, including two rapes, against Palestinian women and girls who had been detained in Gaza and the West Bank since 7 October. (The two rape cases drew on corroborated information from multiple sources.) She told me the discrepancy in Western governments' reactions to reports of sexual violence against Israeli women as compared with Palestinian women was undoing years of advocacy on the protection of women during conflict. 'It is not helpful not to have the same level of outrage,' she said. 'It undermines the legitimacy of the discourse.'
The increase  in the number of Palestinian women in Israeli custody since 7 October has been accompanied by an intensification of sexual assault and abuse in detention, according to Francesca Albanese, the UN special rapporteur for Israel and the Occupied Palestinian Territories. At least two hundred women have been arrested in Gaza, and human rights groups estimate that Israel is currently detaining 147 women and 245 children of both sexes in the West Bank. 'What reaches us is just a fragment of what's happening on the ground,' Albanese said. 'The fact that these numbers come out so massively, as Israeli organisations themselves say, gives us a sense that these patterns of abuse have become systematic.'
Recent reports by three major Israeli rights groups, including the Public Committee against Torture in Israel, Physicians for Human Rights Israel and B'Tselem, all of them based on the protocols adopted at legal hearings, legal complaints, lawyer documentation and detainee testimony, describe abuse as a feature of Israeli detention, in what they allege is a breach of the international legal prohibitions of torture and other cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment. A report by the Jerusalem-based Women's Centre for Legal Aid and Counselling in February says that all the Palestinian women who spoke to the centre had received threatening phone calls from Israeli officials after their release. The callers identified themselves as 'Captain Diyab', 'Captain Hakam' or 'Captain Nimer' and 'warned the women that they would be returned to prison or that harm would be inflicted on their incarcerated family members if they disclosed their experiences'. The pressure to remain silent comes from Palestinians too. One feminist blogger who recounted the naked strip search of a woman detainee from Hebron was asked by the woman's family to delete the account. The detainee had begun to receive threats that, according to her sister, did not come from Israeli authorities. The fear that reporting, sharing or officially acknowledging sexual violence against Palestinian women by Israeli forces could fuel Israel's expulsion of the Gazan population had become widespread, as the Palestinian researcher Feras Abu Helal noted in early April.
The Women's Centre report, which was based on the testimony of multiple women prisoners, gives a picture of the inhumane treatment of Palestinian women in Israeli detention that is underlined by reports by other Israeli, Israeli-Palestinian and Palestinian rights groups. Ahed Tamimi reported that she was stripped and beaten across her body as she lay on the floor of a bathroom. Hanan Barghouti described seeing two other female prisoners beaten on their genitalia, 'the blood was oozing and the colour of their bodies was blue.' She was herself groped and assaulted while blindfolded, 'these grabs made me scream at the top of my lungs, telling them to leave me, to stay away from me, not to touch me.' Multiple women, in this report and in a joint submission to the UN by Israeli and Palestinian rights groups, describe invasive strip searches, with detainees being kept naked for long periods, asked to open their legs and hold degrading positions, while male guards looked on, fondled themselves or threatened rape. Women reported being forced to strip and stand naked in front of an Israeli flag. They also reported that soldiers took degrading pictures of them and put them online. Such photographs are a form of blackmail. One woman said the soldiers told her: 'No one will marry you, no one will touch you after they see what we did to you.'
Since 7 October, Israeli prisons and detention centres have closed their commissaries, the only place where detained Palestinian women can buy sanitary towels. (In blockaded Gaza itself, women are very unlikely to find any towels to buy, whether they're in custody or not.) In the West Bank, menstrual bleeding has become leverage for the interrogation room. Soldiers forbid women from using the bathroom until they have signed a confession. Milena Ansari told me that one woman reported having been mocked as she sat bleeding: 'Look at you, you're disgusting, how old are you?' This should not come as a surprise. The exploitation of 'honour' and the taboos concerning the bodies of Palestinian women has been part of Israeli strategy for decades. (The military has also used this tactic extensively against LGBTQ Palestinians, particularly gay men, almost all of whom keep their sexuality secret.)
Sexual violence against Palestinian women has often been obscured by a pattern of denial, perpetuated not only by Israel's defenders but by some of its critics, including Palestinians who are reluctant, for reasons of faith, politics or community, to discuss the violation of women. Over the last thirty years, international criminal law has made a concerted effort to deal with war rape, creating new legal language and provisions for its prosecution (and, ideally, prevention), and this has had the unintended effect, as Ni Aolain writes, of driving 'attention away from other serious gender-based harms' that women experience in conflict. With key spaces at the UN and substantial amounts of humanitarian assistance budgets now devoted to preventing or investigating rape, conflicts where women experience other forms of sexual and reproductive harms are seen as less deserving of support from Western governments. Inevitably, media attention often focuses on women targeted by America's enemies (and overlooks sexual violence by state militaries and counterterrorism forces which are US allies, although their conduct often aggravates or sparks conflicts). Some contemporary conflicts in which rape has figured significantly, such as in Tigray in Ethiopia, have been largely ignored, because the perpetrators have little geopolitical relevance.
For many Palestinian women, especially young women and political activists, sexualised abuse was part of life under occupation long before 7 October: being called a whore and strip-searched at checkpoints on the way to work or school; being pulled out of bed and dragged barefoot through the streets, wearing nightclothes and without a headscarf; being held up at a checkpoint while pregnant, or forced to give birth behind a checkpoint wall; being subjected to invasive and degrading strip searches during detention; facing the sexual blackmail of isqat, 'the downfall', where images or video footage showing women undressed or in degrading positions, were used to extract a confession or collaboration.
The threat  of sexual violence, actual and psychological, has loomed over the Arab-Israeli conflict since its earliest days. In April 1948, Zionist militias attacked the Palestinian village of Deir Yassin, killing more than a hundred civilians. Stories of what happened on that day, particularly the accounts of sexual abuse and rape, spread among the hundreds of thousands of Palestinians whose ancestral villages and towns faced the same imminent threat. After the Six-Day War in 1967, the slogan 'land before honour' started to be used. If the fear of dishonour had contributed to Palestinian dispossession, then a collective change of consciousness was needed. The new slogan indicated to women, according to the Palestinian scholar Nadera Shalhoub-Kevorkian, that 'they were not to fear the militarised sexual abuse rampant under the Israeli occupation because national liberation was and remains more important than women's "honour" or the victimisation that follows on sexual abuse.' (Shalhoub-Kevorkian was recently arrested, and later released, on charges of incitement for her work on and denunciations of the Gaza war.)
Within Israel itself, different forms of harm now threaten women in a society at war. According to Ruchama Marton, the founder of Physicians for Human Rights Israel, there has been 'a rise in violence against women both in the domestic sphere and in the social one'. The Israel Observatory on Femicide has suggested that domestic violence increased in the aftermath of 7 October. At the end of October, the Israeli security minister, Itamar Ben-Gvir, went round distributing guns to civilians. 'I'm telling you, dear citizens,' he told the crowd in one town, 'a handgun can save a family, a rifle can save an entire building.' His ministry has loosened the rules on private gun ownership, making it easier for ordinary Israelis, even those with a record of domestic violence, to buy one. Private ownership has soared. There is considerable research that shows correlations between domestic abuse and access to guns in conflict settings. In Conflict-Related Violence against Women (2018), Aisling Swaine describes 'continuities in violence' between the public and private spheres in a country at war, from the frontline to the home and back again. She also points out that conflict law, which recognises war rape but not, for example, increased spousal violence, doesn't adequately encompass women's experience in countries at war, where violence is an 'ever present, contextually dependent and fluctuating force' in their lives.
In early February, Israeli police at a Knesset meeting on the 'status of women and gender equality' said they were investigating several cases of rape and domestic violence in hotels housing the tens of thousands of women and children displaced after 7 October. Of 116 police files, there were forty cases of reported domestic violence, 'some' extremely serious, including instances of rape and sexual assault. The Association of Rape Crisis Centres described a telephone call from one woman 'saying she had been raped by a man who was evacuated to the hotel with her'. A hotline for Palestinian women in Israel has reported receiving hundreds of calls from women experiencing abuse at home, or unfair dismissal or denial of their rights at work, who didn't feel it was safe to call the Israeli police. In Gaza itself, as well as the West Bank, according to Lina AbiRafeh, domestic violence has almost certainly increased, but the political and cultural context - the idea that it's wrong to complain about women's issues during a time of national struggle - makes accurate reporting impossible. The desire not to fuel the dehumanisation of Palestinian men also inhibits talk of increased violence at home. 'It's such an important part of the Israeli narrative to portray themselves as a bastion of gender equality and human rights, women getting to serve in the military, an LGBTQ safe space, while the other side is portrayed as primitive, in fact bestial, in how it treats its women,' AbiRafeh told me. 'This is a false narrative that serves to fuel the genocide.'
As we have seen in Ukraine and elsewhere, the spectre of mass rape and the indiscriminate killing of civilians has helped bolster approval for the war among Israelis. It has also informed the behaviour of the IDF in Gaza. A genre of conquest selfies has emerged, showing Israeli soldiers, their tongues hanging out, holding up women's underwear or stringing it up on bedroom walls or across tanks. One soldier posted an image like this on a dating site. (The IDF has been struggling with sexual harassment and assault in its own ranks; according to the Jerusalem Post, in 2020, 1552 complaints yielded only 31 filed indictments.) Palestinian women detainees have described Israeli interrogators shouting at them about the 'Hamas rapes' and threatening to do to them 'what they did to our women'.
A Western defence official I spoke to described the promotion of the mass rape narrative as a 'military communications strategy' intended to keep up morale in the army, especially among reservists. 'They must feel a real anger and see civilians as non-humans, they must dehumanise them and view [7 October] as the worst thing after the Shoah. They need these stories.' Marton made a similar point: 'They are trying to use these rape stories, the correct ones and the fake ones, in order to gain something. And it is not the well-being of women ... They are using those poor women, to use their misery and what they endured, in this moment, in a way that does not consider women's needs and benefits.' The 'over-consideration' of rape, as Marton puts it, has been used to galvanise public opinion against a ceasefire: 'It is hard for me to say it, but it fuels the revenge and hatred, they go together now, there is not one first and then the second, they are almost one thing. To get the army and public to see that Hamas contaminated our women and revenge is needed. That is the main feeling or atmosphere in Israel now. It is a war of revenge, a war of hatred, and in this atmosphere, the women's rape is critical. This country is dominated by men and this is exactly the language they understand. It fuels the war machine.'
By mid-November,  Israel was devoting its diplomatic energy at the UN to blocking a ceasefire and attacking UN Women, the agency for gender equality, which it claimed had failed to condemn Hamas for using sexual violence. Erdan tweeted that UN Women had 'lost every shred of moral credibility' and had 'forfeited its right to exist'. Activists and women's groups joined the campaign, as did overnight sexual violence experts such as Sheryl Sandberg. Protesters showed up outside the UN building in New York dressed in nude bodysuits with red paint splattered between their legs. Social media campaigns sprang up (#Hamas_Raped_MeToo) targeting UN Women and other prominent figures - Angelina Jolie, Oprah Winfrey, Malala Yousafzai - for their 'silence' (all three had openly sympathised with women on both sides).
Some of Israel's American advocates characterised UN Women as a tone-deaf bureaucratic blob, charged with protecting women but unable to acknowledge the harm that had been inflicted on Israeli women. An official from UN Women, Sarah Hendriks, appeared on CNN. 'Is there a reason why you can't specifically call out Hamas?' the presenter asked. Hendriks explained that 'within the UN family, these investigations are led by the Office of the High Commission for Human Rights' and that her agency didn't have the legal competence to determine culpability: 'The Independent International Commission of Inquiry ... has the mandate to investigate all alleged violations.' Two days later, Kayleigh McEnany, a Fox News host and former Trump staffer, responded: 'I'm sorry, don't give me that BS ... What about when Russia invaded Ukraine? You [UN Women] were able to say rape, usually gang rape, sexual torture, nudity and other forms of abuse ... You didn't need an independent investigation. You only needed it when it was Jewish women being raped.'
This was untrue. UN Women has not inveighed against conflict-related sexual violence in Yemen, Afghanistan, Somalia, Libya, Colombia or Mali, and its condemnations of rape in the DRC, Central African Republic, Syria and Iraq came years after the events themselves. Where it has responded more swiftly (and then only within months), it has done so in places where the UN had teams on the ground investigating and documenting abuses, or as a result of UN-wide appeals. UN Women has never named a specific group or perpetrator. According to its own protocols, it has been vociferous in responding to 7 October - as many as eight times in the first two months - through statements, social media posts and session remarks.
What was being demanded of it was something new: to go beyond its mandate and name and condemn alleged perpetrators of sexual violence before a proper investigation had been carried out and without co-ordination with the UN bodies mandated to do this work. If it had done so, it would have damaged its relationship with the huge array of grassroots women's groups who see UN Women as the last place in the organisation where civil society and women's groups from the Global South still have a voice. The call to condemn Hamas 'was a trap, like the one laid out for the university presidents', one UN official told me.
On 1 December, UN Women put out a statement aiming to reconcile these competing demands. It carefully and 'unequivocally' condemned the 'brutal attacks by Hamas on Israel' and called for 'all accounts of gender-based violence to be duly investigated and prosecuted'. All women, the statement went on, 'are entitled to a life lived in safety and free from violence'. No one was appeased. Erdan's tweets after the statement was released again mischaracterised the role of UN Women and denounced the 'so-called condemnation' as 'yet another moral stain on the UN and its organisations'.
By this point, Patten had written to Israel accepting an invitation to go there on a fact-finding mission. That letter, she says, was delivered in late November. On 5 December, Israel had yet to reply with a timetable, but Erdan spent the day hosting a special session to 'raise awareness' of what he called Hamas's 'premeditated' mass rape strategy. It was a major event, complete with a video address by Hillary Clinton and a presentation by Sheryl Sandberg (who admitted she was 'not an expert', but went on to brief the British Parliament, the French National Assembly and the German Foreign Ministry).
The next day, Secretary General Antonio Guterres for the first time in his tenure used the most powerful tool available to a UN leader, invoking Article 99 of the UN Charter to urge the Security Council to demand a ceasefire. Article 99 has only been invoked a handful of times, the last in 1989, in a bid to halt the bloodshed in Lebanon. Guterres warned of the impending collapse of Gaza's 'humanitarian system' and of the consequences of the forcible mass displacement of its population. Hospitals had become battlegrounds, he said, and there was 'no effective protection of civilians'. Six days later, the General Assembly overwhelmingly passed a (non-binding) resolution calling for an immediate ceasefire.
Many of the statements by global women's groups in the days and weeks after the 7 October attacks were vehement in tone. On 13 October, the Nobel Women's Initiative (a women's rights group founded by six women peace laureates) denounced the Hamas attacks, as well as Israel's declaration of war, and called on the ICC to investigate the 'violations and war crimes that were committed' and for action to be taken against 'states which fuel militarism, including those who fund and arm Hamas and other militant groups, notably Iran'. It added that the 'context and root causes of the escalating violence must be acknowledged, including the long-standing illegal and inhumane occupation of Palestinian territories'.
In December,  the New York Times published a long investigative piece by Jeffrey Gettleman, headlined '"Screams without Words": How Hamas Weaponised Sexual Violence on 7 October', which made sweeping claims about systematic patterns of rape, relying heavily on statements by Israeli officials, who said that women had been brutalised 'everywhere Hamas terrorists struck'. Gettleman describes himself as a 'specialist in despair' and a journalist 'in the empathy-generation business', whose job is 'not just to inform, but to move people'. The newspaper hired two people to work with him on the story, neither of whom had any serious journalistic experience. Both shared the byline with him. One was Adam Sella, a recent Harvard graduate; the other was Anat Schwartz, the partner of Sella's uncle and a documentary filmmaker. On social media, Schwartz had expressed support for Gaza being turned 'into a slaughterhouse'. The main criticisms of the story concern Gettleman's reliance on sources who have been since discredited, or whose accounts are so inconsistent as not to be credible, and the use of pressure and misrepresentation by his colleagues to gain access to sources. Some of the claims made in the piece have subsequently been disproved, for example that of two sexual assaults in Kibbutz Be'eri (which was rejected by the kibbutz's spokesperson). The alleged rape of a young woman called Gal Abdoush, memorialised in the article as 'the woman in the black dress', was repudiated by her family after publication. Schwartz, the Intercept has since reported, is a former Israeli military intelligence official. In an interview on an Israeli podcast, she said she had been initially reluctant to take on the assignment, conscious she had no experience of reporting on sexual violence.
Many other newspapers, including the Guardian and the Sunday Times, have published similar accounts making similar claims. But none has the same influence on the American public, or on powerbrokers in Europe. After the New York Times article appeared, a French minister threatened to cut funding from women's groups that failed to speak up and clearly 'characterise' Hamas's use of sexual violence. The German government, a generous donor to women's groups in the Global South, indicated that its support would be conditional on the tacit acceptance of Israel's use of aggression. In early November, the German embassy in Cairo had cut funding to the Centre for Egyptian Women's Legal Assistance, a group that works to prevent trafficking and to support women's rights. The reason given was that the centre's director, Azza Soliman, had signed a letter (along with the heads of more than 250 other NGOs) calling for a ceasefire and supporting the BDS movement against Israeli occupation. Soliman now finds herself in the novel situation of being condemned by both the German and Egyptian authorities. 'We are in a decadent and critical historical stage,' she told an Egyptian news outlet, 'in which the masks are falling off the faces of all supporters of human rights.' Other groups have lost their funding or chosen to reject it: Hossam Bahgat, the head of one of Egypt's most prominent human rights groups, announced that his organisation would no longer work with the German government.
By February, the harm to women from the war was spiralling. Most of Gaza's population was internally displaced and without sufficient food, water, shelter and medical supplies. The figure of 100,000 or so displaced Israeli women and girls from border areas living in hotels had dwindled to around 25,000, but was more than matched by the number of displaced women and children from the south of Lebanon (around 47,000). In the West Bank, accounts of armed settlers physically assaulting women appeared almost daily.
These accounts did not figure in the discussions which took place that month about women's wartime security. On 9 February, Columbia University hosted a conference on 'Preventing and Addressing Conflict-Related Sexual Violence'. Keren Yarhi-Milo, an Israeli-American academic, opened the event by acknowledging that gender inequality is itself a cause of violence and that rape and other forms of gender-based violence can be used as weapons of war. But the maternal harms, sexual assaults and other violence experienced by Palestinian women weren't discussed by the participants, who included Clinton, Sandberg and the US representative to the UN, Linda Thomas-Greenfield.
Protester after protester interrupted the speakers. One yelled at Clinton: 'If you were enraged about sexual violence, you'd be talking about the sexual violence in Palestine and the sexual violence that [women] endure daily.' In response, Clinton asked that the protesters get their disruption out of the way, so the panellists - 'the real experts in this area' - could speak. Thomas-Greenfield assured the audience that 'there is no issue related to sexual violence ... anywhere in the world that we're not concerned about.' Gettleman appeared alongside Sandberg and seemed hesitant about defending the factual basis of his story: 'What we found - I don't want to even use the word "evidence" because evidence is almost like a legal term that suggests you're trying to prove an allegation or prove a case in court.'
Women's groups in the Global South face a difficult choice. If they speak out against Israel's violence in Gaza and the West Bank, they risk their funding, but if they don't, they undermine their legitimacy. Sussan Tahmasebi, the head of the women's group Femena, told me that the real crisis was the loss of legitimacy that women's groups rely on, and which constitutes the ethical and legal foundation of their work. As Western governments lose their credibility with Global South publics, so too do the groups that are closely aligned with them.
By the first week of March, when Patten issued her report, nine thousand Palestinian women had been killed by Israeli bombs and gunfire (by mid-April, that number had reached ten thousand). Many more are still uncounted, their bodies buried under the rubble. At Israel's urging, the Security Council convened a special session to discuss Patten's report. She insisted that her findings constituted a moral imperative for ceasefire, and warned that sexual violence should never be used as a tool to 'legitimise further violence in the region' or 'to serve wider political or military ends'. The dismissal of her reports concerning the plight of Palestinian women in detention and at checkpoints was, she added, very disappointing. The war has made clear the partition of women's bodies, the assignment of relative worth based on which group they belong to; the focus on the suffering of one group, while the suffering of the other is silenced or denied. This is a problem that no act of 'reporting', no 'fact-finding mission', can resolve.
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'Born of the devil and filled with the devil's blood' was Alexander Solzhenitsyn's typically over the top dismissal of the Gulag medical system, which he had encountered at first hand in his years as a prisoner. In his view, the doctors, however good their intentions, were powerless in a system whose raison d'etre was to maximise labour extraction without regard for human life or suffering. 'Born of the devil' - aka the Soviet secret police and Soviet state terror - it certainly was, but there are usually two parents involved in a conception. Like much else in the Soviet system, Gulag medicine was a site of contradiction: after all, the devil's directives had to be carried out by humans who tended to develop their own agendas. But the fundamental contradiction was that the Soviet Union, while practising terror against its citizens, also had principled commitments to provide them with welfare. One bureaucratic hand might be carrying out the first task while the other, apparently oblivious, pursued the second. Such was the black comedy of Soviet life, with Gulag medicine a prime example.
The point of the Soviet labour camp system was to extract the maximum labour from prisoners, particularly in the distant and climatically inhospitable but resource-rich areas to which free labour was hard to attract. Many of the camps were in the far north, sometimes above the Arctic circle, or the underdeveloped Far East. In the Ukhta camps in the northern Komi Republic, the main economic activity was oil-drilling; in Norilsk, in the Arctic, there was mining for cobalt, copper and platinum. For both free specialists and prisoners in the giant Far East road-building and gold-mining enterprise known as Dal'stroi, based in Magadan, the rest of the Soviet Union was 'the mainland'.
Like the military, Gulag was required to have its own functioning medical system. This wasn't only to keep prisoners fit for hard physical work but also because all Soviet citizens, free or not, had the right, enshrined in the Constitution, to medical care. Forget the fact that a substantial proportion of Gulag prisoners in the 1930s and 1940s had had their rights as citizens violated by being arrested for no good reason - condemned simply as 'kulaks' or 'enemies of the people', or as belonging to a 'traitor nation' like the Chechens (who were collectively viewed as collaborators during the German wartime occupation). If the mandated norms of medical care weren't met and appropriately documented, some bureaucrat would be in trouble. Incredibly, Gulag was better supplied with hospital beds per capita than the population at large. As of 1939, its 1.6 million inhabitants were served by 2459 qualified doctors - double the ratio for the civilian population at the time - along with 7290 nurses, paramedics (feldshers) and pharmacists. Whether this was intentional, or even clearly recognised in Moscow, is unclear. It could have been an unintended product of oversupply, thanks to the arrest of medical specialists and their dispatch as convicts to Gulag: there was little sense in wasting them on hard labour. Whatever the reasons, about 40 per cent of Gulag medical personnel were prisoners, the rest being freely hired professionals. Gulag convicts suffered the same range of ailments like cancer, stroke and heart disease as the free population, and treatment of TB and venereal diseases were important concerns of camp medicine. Healey's emphasis, however, is on illness related to exhaustion, malnutrition and harsh work conditions - pellagra, scurvy, dysentery, frostbite and limbs broken in industrial accidents.
In Illness and Inhumanity in Stalin's Gulag (2017), which was based on an extensive study of Gulag archives, Golfo Alexopoulos argued that the degree of exploitation involved, and the callous release of weak prisoners no longer capable of hard labour to die outside Gulag (and thus not be counted in its institutional mortality statistics), meant that the camps should be seen not just as an enterprise careless of human life but rather, following Solzhenitsyn, as a system 'designed for destruction' of the inmates. Alexopoulos cites statistical data showing that at any given time a substantial proportion of the convict population - about 40 per cent in 1940 - were classified as invalids or unfit for hard physical work. This puts the economic rationale for the whole system in question - and, of course, makes the political conundrum of its survival for three decades the more puzzling.
Dan Healey takes a different approach in The Gulag Doctors. Rather than concentrating on government policy as set out in central state archives, his focus is on the lived experience that shaped things on the ground, and the complex ways in which that experience is remembered. He explores the remarkable phenomenon of Gulag medicine by looking at the doctors and nurses who staffed the system. Jews, women and members of ethnic minorities were all well represented in the Soviet medical profession as a whole, thanks in part to affirmative action programmes in the 1920s, and the numbers in the Gulag contingent may proportionally have been even higher. Many of them wrote memoirs, mainly between the late 1980s and early 2000s, in which they generally told their stories in terms of a heroic struggle to care for patients, as their medical vocation required, despite the constraints under which they worked. Another kind of story emerges from local histories and museums in Gulag-heavy regions like Magadan and Ukhta, which in the late Soviet era celebrated the exploration, settlement and development (osvoenie) of new territories. In Western terms, this would be a colonisation story (before colonisation became a dirty word), valorising bravery and ingenuity in the struggle to survive in a hostile environment. Gulag camps were an integral part of this history - as convicts were in the early years of settler colonies such as Australia. Late Soviet regional histories of the 1970s and 1980s described the establishment of a health system - often without mentioning that the system was initially run by Gulag - in terms appropriate for brave pioneers who had the resourcefulness and imagination to build medical facilities from scratch, 'regardless of the circumstances (in a tent, a corner of a barrack on permafrost, the yurt of a native inhabitant)'.
Healey's account is structured around the biographies of both free professionals and prisoners. The free professionals reached Gulag by various paths. Some volunteered as young Komsomol members, inspired by the mixture of adventure and patriotism that in the 1930s drew many young Soviet men and women to do their part in the conquest of the north. Sofia Guzikova had just graduated in Moscow when in 1940 she got the assignment to a Gulag camp on the lower Amur: unlike others in her cohort, who begged for assignments close to home, she had an outburst of 'romanticism' about a doctor's vocation to serve the people and asked the commission to 'send me as far away as possible'. Nina Savoeva, a young woman from Ossetian Komsomol who had been sent to Moscow for her medical education, selected Magadan for her job assignment, saying, 'I think I'm needed there more than anywhere else' (she entitled her 1996 memoir I Chose Kolyma). Others were drafted, or at least found that work in the Gulag system under the security police was an offer they couldn't refuse.
Yan Pullerits had made his career in the OGPU (later NKVD) medical system in the 1920s, working under Eduard Berzin, a senior figure in the secret police who in the early 1930s was the founding director of Dal'stroi. As Dal'stroi's medical director, Pullerits built a huge network of medical stations, clinics and infirmaries in Kolyma, while conducting research on scurvy - he developed an infusion based on a local variety of pine needles as a source of vitamin C, much disliked by prisoners. For his service, he was rewarded with an Order of the Red Banner by the Kremlin. Like many of the communists of Gulag's first generation of administrators, Pullerits was shot during the Great Purges following the fall of his patron. Nikolai Glazov had also made his career as a doctor in the NKVD system, though less enthusiastically than Pullerits. Enjoying the privileged lifestyle that went with his job in Moscow, he resisted appointment in the borderlands on grounds of health - until, after his arrest as a Trotskyist in 1936, he was sent to a camp in the Komi Republic. Identified as a doctor during the long and arduous journey, he was appointed on arrival to a job in the camp hospital.
Some of the prisoner-medic contingent, then, had been doctors or feldshers on the outside. Vadim Aleksandrovsky was pulled from his final examinations at the prestigious Leningrad Military Medical Academy in 1949, arrested, and sent to Gulag, where he had the good fortune to arrive at a northern camp along with 'a group of intellectuals from Leningrad; there were no criminals among them to steal their clothing and make life miserable.' The welcome party included an Austrian communist, by profession a dental technician, who was head of the camp's medical division. He took Aleksandrovsky on. It wasn't untypical for a prisoner with medical qualifications or potential to be quickly identified, though Aleksandrovsky may have set a record in working only a single day as a labourer.
Other prisoners - often educated people who caught the eye of a fellow member of the intelligentsia working in the medical service - acquired their skills inside the camps, not just by learning on the job, but by diligently studying for exams, using textbooks that passed from hand to hand almost as sacred objects. In 1936, Moscow directed all camps to set up six-month courses to train prisoners as nurses and paramedics. In Gulag, as in society as a whole, education was held in high regard, particularly as an agent of upward mobility. Back on the 'mainland', Viktor Samsonov, of lower-class provincial origin, had been on the upward path, sent after seven years of primary education to study surveying at Petrozavodsk Industrial Technical School, when in 1937 he was arrested as an 18-year-old student along with other Komsomol activists. He arrived at the Ukhta camp exhausted and suffering from night blindness, a result of vitamin A deficiency. Hospitalised with an eye infection after working in the mines, he made friends with a medical assistant who found him work as a hospital orderly, and with help from other medics managed to pass the exam qualifying him as a midwifery nurse. Subsequent moves around the departments of Ukhta's Vetlosian Central Camp Hospital, including something like an unofficial internship with the head of surgery (a Ukrainian prisoner, formerly a professor of obstetrics and gynaecology), honed his skills.
Released at the end of his sentence in 1942, but still with the status of 'exile' and so forbidden to leave the area, he continued to work in the camp medical department until the end of the war. Eager to receive a formal qualification as a feldsher, Samsonov applied to the nearest feldsher school, three hundred kilometres away, and was accepted, but still had to plead with the Ukhta camp governor to get dispensation 'to make the journey with his notes, meagre rations and books to the Komi capital for his examinations'. Over three days he took fourteen oral vivas - in obstetrics, pharmacy, pathological anatomy, children's diseases and the history of the USSR, and more. If it weren't for the Gulag setting, his memoir would read as a classic 'I came from nothing but became a respected professional' story. After his release from exile status in 1946, Samsonov continued in similar vein in the free world, obtaining his medical degree in Ivanovo (one of only two medical schools in the Soviet Union that accepted applicants with a criminal record), then going on to two higher degrees, and ending up as a professor at Petrozavodsk State University. But it was the Vetlosian camp hospital that 'became, in Samsonov's retrospective gaze, his alma mater'.
An illustrious medical career like Samsonov's, which ultimately earned him the title of Honoured Scientist of the Russian Federation, something like a Soviet knighthood, was an almost unthinkable outcome of a prisoner's transfer from outdoor physical labour to work in the camp medical service. The short-term advantage of staying alive was surely uppermost in the minds of most who managed to scramble in. Working in an infirmary or hospital meant release from backbreaking physical work, more to eat, and more rest. It was undoubtedly the best available path to long-term survival, which surely explains why it frames so many Gulag survivors' memoirs. One well-known example is the memoirist Evgenia Ginzburg (Journey into the Whirlwind and Within the Whirlwind), who was saved from near death by a chance encounter with a prisoner-doctor, a former Leningrad surgeon; she was taken on as a nurse. Thanks to her training by the surgeon, and by another prisoner-doctor, whom she married after release from the camp, she became 'a proper ward nurse. I had learned all the secrets of the art.' Another is Varlam Shalamov, whose fourteen years in Gulag were the basis of his 'Kolyma Tales', the publication of which in magazines in the West was a sensation in the mid-1960s. On the verge of death in 1946, he was brought back to life in a camp hospital, after which he was able to enrol in a training course for feldshers, courtesy of a friendly prisoner-doctor, which made possible his longer-term survival - though after his release he was enraged to discover that an in-house Gulag qualification as a feldsher was not acceptable on the mainland. It is Shalamov's relatively positive view of the Gulag medical system that Solzhenitsyn, the other great literary chronicler of Gulag, was contesting. (They were in a sense competitors, with Solzhenitsyn's One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich coming out four years before the first of the 'Kolyma Tales', and Gulag Archipelago seven years after.)
Co-operation between free and prisoner specialists seems to have been the norm, at any rate in memoirists' recollections, many of which noted the 'strength of professional solidarity across the prisoner-free employee divide'. They were written primarily by prisoner-doctors, who found it easier than freely hired specialists did to distance themselves from the institution in which they had worked. To judge by these accounts, the line between the two statuses could be porous. Nikolai Viktorov was arrested in the late 1920s on espionage charges after serving as a military doctor in the Caucasus. Sent to Solovki, he not only worked as a prisoner-doctor but was part of the OGPU's first expedition to Ukhta; he was appointed to a senior medical position when the new camp was set up. Released in the mid-1930s but without the right to leave the region, he became director of the Ukhta medical system and later (when he was formally outside the Gulag medical system, but only just) worked in the hospitals of Syktyvkar, which in 1961 awarded him the title of Honoured Physician.
Camp  commandants and other non-medical officials play only a minor role in the memoirs Healey cites. But it's obvious that the senior medical personnel needed to have reasonably good working relations with the administrators to get anything done, and one would assume that, since the doctors treated these same administrators in a parallel medical system to that available for prisoners, there were likely to be not only professional but also social interactions. It is understandable that late and post-Soviet memoirs, in which victimhood is a central trope, would avoid this topic. But there is at least one exception (not cited by Healey): Red Tempest, the memoir of the Lvov-born surgeon Isaac Vogelfanger, published in Montreal in the 1990s. Vogelfanger, young and personable when he found himself working as a prisoner-surgeon in the Northern Urals in the 1940s, describes winning the trust and even friendship of the bosses, including NKVD men, through treating their ailments, in effect becoming part of the camp's social elite. The bosses, in Vogelfanger's representation, often had their own sense of victimhood, since it wasn't the first choice of most making a career in the NKVD to be sent to run a camp out in the back of beyond when luckier colleagues got positions in Moscow or Leningrad.
Solzhenitsyn described Gulag as a world invisible to the mainland Soviet world that co-existed in parallel with it, and Gulag developed its own mores and patterns, distinct from those of mainland society. But on its privileged fringes, the Gulag medical service retained strikingly Soviet characteristics. Patron-client relations - of the sort described by Vogelfanger, and hinted at in many of the memoirs Healey quotes - were an integral part of social functioning. Education was valued, science respected. The secret police ran their own scientific research institutes, staffed by qualified prisoners extracted from the regular camps (for a small group, including Solzhenitsyn, this was an alternative route of salvation from hard labour). But in the camps, too, doctors, including prisoner-doctors, were encouraged to do research and present their results at conferences (Gulag conferences - mainland academic conferences weren't accessible), which they remember as important sites of professional bonding. 'Research' wasn't a sinister matter of experimenting on prisoners who were no longer seen as human, as they were by Nazi doctors in German concentration camps, but rather had the more benign function of improving diagnosis and treatment, especially of the starvation and exhaustion-related diseases that (thanks to state policy on rations and work norms) were most prevalent in the camps. Pullerits and his pine needles for vitamin C deficiency was an early example.
The most striking research case Healey discusses is that of Lev Sokolovsky, a qualified Jewish psychiatrist in Kazan when he was arrested in 1940, who, within a year of his arrival in Ukhta's central hospital, had organised its first psychiatric department. One might ask why Gulag hospitals needed psychiatrists, especially given that the profession, though not as crushed by the drive against 1920s avant-gardism as the scholarly literature often suggests, still held a lesser place among medical specialties. One answer - though not one to be publicly admitted - may have been the necessity of dealing with the high incidence of psychiatric disorders among the cohort of Great Purges arrivals in 1937-38; the number of psychiatric hospitals in the Gulag system grew from four in 1937 to 76 in 1938. A more officially acceptable rationale was to discover malingerers, those feigning illness in order to get off physical work, and return them to hard labour. Sokolovsky made a study of the 'simulation' of psychosis among prisoner patients in the Ukhta hospital in 1944, but the conclusions he came up with were surely not what his bosses wanted to hear. In the case of one patient, he found that her 'pathological fits' were indeed simulated, but that she was a genuine psychiatric sufferer whose urge to simulate was itself a pathology - 'the only means of escape from an intolerable situation'. Sokolovsky appears to have suffered no adverse consequences.
There is black comedy potential in all this - Solzhenitsyn could have made hay with it, had he chosen to turn his satirical eye on the inherent contradictions of Gulag medicine rather than just damning it - but Healey is too fair-minded and serious to play this up. He is careful and scrupulous, respectful of and sympathetic to his protagonists while always alert to the possibility of self-misrepresentation. Yet the liminal terrain of Gulag medicine also complicates the popular binary between 'perpetrators' and 'victims' in states that use terror against their citizens. Solzhenitsyn would have it that, as collaborators in the system, the doctors were functionally perpetrators. But the doctors - particularly the prisoner-doctors - generally saw themselves as victims. As Healey's account demonstrates, drawing a firm line between the two categories is almost impossible. It could be argued, of course, that this is simply a fact of life: that we humans are all sometime perpetrators who like to see ourselves as victims. But that makes it all the more interesting when Soviet society, and specifically the world of Gulag medicine, presents us with a familiar paradox, raised to the nth degree.
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Showing Off
Laleh Khalili


 Superyachts: Luxury, Tranquillity and Ecocide 
by  Gregory Salle.
 Polity, 122 pp., PS12.99, January, 978 1 5095 5995 4



According  to a gushing photo-essay published in Life magazine in 1969, Prince Karim Aga Khan was an 'outrageously wealthy young man, written off by many as a mere playboy', who had proved his critics wrong with a display of business acumen - a vast real-estate venture in Sardinia. Sailing across the Mediterranean on one of his yachts, the Aga Khan had fallen in love with its wind-eroded granite shorelines, pink sandy coves and velvety green waters. He and a few investor friends bought 38 miles of coast and 13,000 hectares of land from the daughters of peasants in the area (the sons inherited the more fertile inland plots), hired five architects and built a resort town, Porto Cervo, more easily reached by sea than by road. They called it Costa Smeralda, or the Emerald Coast.
The first building erected in the town of Porto Cervo was the Yacht Club Costa Smeralda, which later moved to a marina behind a purpose-built breakwater. The Aga Khan, now 87, is still president of the board and oversees annual regattas at the yacht club sponsored by Rolex, Armani and other luxury brands. He owns several superyachts himself, all named after his favourite racehorses. The pride of the fleet is Alamshar, which is estimated to have cost PS200 million to build. Powered by six gas turbine engines, it was intended to have a top speed of 65 knots, though the tabloids have relished the fact that engineering difficulties led to its being capped at 'only' 45 knots - which is still twice as fast as commercial freighters. The Aga Khan's yachts are moored discreetly on various continents and are much featured in yachting magazines, often with the name of their owner omitted. Information about ownership can, however, be found in the pages of Tatler or on the message boards of Ismaili Muslims unhappy about their tithes being used to pay for the extravagant lifestyle of a man who is both their religious imam and the descendant of an aristocrat ennobled by both the Iranian and British monarchies.
The Aga Khan favours motor yachts, but another board member of the yacht club in Sardinia, a Sicilian lawyer by the name of Salvatore Trifiro, owns a glorious 33-metre sailing yacht called Ribelle (this might no longer be the case: the yacht was listed for sale last August at EU16,500,000). Its carbon fibre and titanium hull was designed in the UK and built in a Dutch shipyard, with a teak and copper interior styled in Paris. Intended to be equally suited to cruising and racing, it won the Maxi Yacht Rolex Cup regatta, along with multiple awards for both interior and exterior design. Unusually, photographs of it abound online. Most superyacht owners aren't keen on giving photographers access to their living quarters, so we have to rely on snapshots of sweeping staircases, Louis XV furniture and marble fittings. Multibillionaires don't tend to have great taste.
In a half-facetious account of social class in the United States in the early Reagan era, Paul Fussell - better known for his cultural histories of the First and Second World Wars - mapped yacht ownership onto position on the social ladder. 'Because it's the most expensive, yachting beats all other recreations as a theatre for upper-status exhibition. But certain inviolable principles apply. Sail is still far superior to power, partly because you can't do it simply by turning an ignition key and steering - you have to be sort of to the manner [sic] born.' For boats to be considered yachts, Fussell thought they should be at least 35 feet (or ten metres) long, and built in traditional fashion with wooden hulls and canvas sails.
Fussell wouldn't have known what to make of the Aga Khan. He is firmly ensconced in the upper reaches of British aristocracy, but when it comes to yachts, he's only interested in speed. The ten biggest yachts in the world are all motor yachts, all of them owned by Gulf royals or Russian oligarchs. In the Euro-snob stakes, both these groups are parvenus, so perhaps there is something to Fussell's interpretation of sail as a signifier of true class.
The very biggest of these yachts, Azzam, commissioned in 2009 for more than half a billion dollars by the then president of the UAE, Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed, is 180 metres long. That's as long as the Gherkin skyscraper in London is tall, and longer than a Royal Navy destroyer. The owners of these behemoths compete to fit them out with the most fantastical amenities. In addition to the de rigueur cinema, swimming pool and gym, Azzam has a 'golf training room'. The late Omani sultan's 155-metre Al Said has a concert hall with room for a fifty-piece orchestra. Sheikh Muhammad al-Maktoum's eponymous Dubai (162 metres) accommodates a disco and a squash court. At 134 metres, Serene, the yacht owned by the Saudi enfant terrible, Mohammed bin Salman, is only the 24th largest in the world, but like Dilbar, owned by the Uzbek-Russian oligarch Alisher Usmanov, it has two helipads. It also has a room where snow machines produce four inches of the white stuff on demand. It's not clear what you're supposed to do with such a room. (Bin Salman is reported to have kept Leonardo da Vinci's Salvator Mundi on the yacht while he was deciding what to do with it.)
Dilbar is among dozens of multimillion-pound yachts owned by Russian plutocrats loyal to Vladimir Putin that were targeted by the US Justice Department's KleptoCapture task force, formed in the wake of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. A great many of these Russian billionaires had wined and dined European and American leaders and officials. Peter Mandelson, then the EU trade commissioner, and George Osborne, the future chancellor, spent some time on the aluminium mogul Oleg Deripaska's yacht Queen K off the coast of Corfu in 2008. Queen K, later renamed Clio and now renamed Altair, was in the Maldives when the sanctions arrangements began, and is currently safely harboured off the Turkish coast, where the US authorities can't touch it. Roman Abramovich, who was forced to sell Chelsea Football Club after the war began, still owns the $600 million Eclipse, once the largest yacht in the world, also now safe in Marmaris. Deripaska's former associate Len Blavatnik - who has a department at Oxford named after him and was knighted in 2017 - has recently upgraded from the $80 million Odessa II to the $350 million Shackleton. Shackleton is also safe - since, as Blavatnik's representatives point out, he is both a British and a US citizen and so can't be subject to sanctions, however he made his money.
The US did succeed in seizing superyachts owned by a number of Russian oligarchs, including Andrey Melnichenko, Andrey Guryev, Igor Sechin and Viktor Vekselberg. Many were stripped of their registry by the countries whose flag they fly - usually a Caribbean island with lax tax and regulatory regimes. Other Russians who appeared on the sanctions list, like Deripaska, succeeded in moving their boats to friendlier shores. Seychelles, the Maldives and Dubai have all become safe havens for yachts designated by the US as 'blocked property'. This means that they can't use US-owned maintenance businesses, employ US crews or conduct their business in dollars.
Impounding superyachts has caused the US some headaches. In February, Reuters reported that the Amadea, a seized yacht allegedly belonging to Suleiman Kerimov, owner of Russia's biggest gold-mining company, Polyus, costs $7 million a year to maintain. The Justice Department's plan to auction it off is being challenged in the courts by Eduard Khudainatov, ex-CEO of Rosneft and not on the sanctions list, who claims that he in fact owns the boat. The Italian media have suggested that Khudainatov may technically also be the owner of the 140-metre, $700 million Scheherazade, impounded in May 2022 by port authorities in Tuscany. Scheherazade is also sometimes referred to as 'Putin's boat', or (according to the FBI) as 'linked to Putin' - the assumption being that Khudainatov or whoever has his name on its papers is a 'straw owner'. When reporters from Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty recently tried to film the yacht up close, the crew, still on board, sent a surveillance drone after them. The legal status of Amadea and Scheherazade is difficult to ascertain, thanks to the complex offshore shell companies that hide beneficial ownership. In other words, the offshore corporate registration system encouraged by global capital is doing what it was designed to do: protecting the assets of billionaires.
The number and size of yachts is a crude measure of inequality in the world. Even now, 24 per cent of the world's superyachts - defined as a pleasure craft more than thirty metres long - are owned by citizens of the United States. The more money the owner has, the more likely they are to get authorities to do their bidding. In Superyachts, Gregory Salle tells the story that the Labour mayor of Rotterdam contemplated partially disassembling the historic De Hef bridge to allow Jeff Bezos's $500 million sailing yacht Koru to travel from an upstream shipyard out to sea. Only the public outcry put a stop to the plan. Instead, the 127-metre boat was carried on a barge from Zwijndrecht to just downstream of the bridge, where the masts, the tallest of which is estimated to be 85 metres high, were stepped (installed into the hull). The sails are so vast that there was no room for a helipad. So, like a number of other large sailing yachts, Koru has a support vessel, the 75-metre Abeona, which has its own helipad and helicopter hangar, and can accommodate 45 crew members and guests. Having a shadow vessel also means you have, in the words of Boat International, 'the world's largest floating toybox'. The support vessel follows Koru around the world carrying jet skis, speedboats, waterslides, mini-submarines and other items of maritime entertainment, while the sailing yacht - as Fussell recommended - maintains a pristine pretence of sporting prowess.
Superyacht sales increased by 46 per cent in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, as the very rich looked to escape lockdown at sea. Two years ago the New York Times reported that shipyards were 'struggling to keep up: the order book for superyachts is full until 2025' - you would now be looking at a date closer to the end of the decade. Most of the American plutocrats who own yachts accumulated their billions in familiar business sectors: logistics, finance, real estate, technology, entertainment and pharmaceuticals. Bezos is the king of logistics and technology; the queen of logistics, the Walmart heiress Ann Walton, owns the largest US-built motor yacht since the 1930s, Aquila. Yacht-owners on the East Coast include hedge fund managers and real estate tycoons and berth their boats in Miami, close to the Caribbean yachting destinations where many also discreetly own private islands. On the West Coast, the yacht-owning Hollywood moguls David Geffen and Steven Spielberg are joined by tech billionaires including Oracle's Larry Ellison, Alphabet's Sergey Brin and his former colleague Eric Schmidt. Microsoft's Paul Allen owned one, as does Charles Simonyi. The tech-bros have grown their businesses courtesy of handsome government contracts and lavish state subsidies, so their superyachts are paid for not just by the labour of those who work in the sector, but also by the average taxpayer.
Billionaires have always been keen to escape from the hoi polloi: to heavily securitised compounds, private islands, exclusive ranches and hunting grounds, ski chalets and beach houses, offshore havens, on private jets or superyachts. As long ago as 1919, Nikolai Bukharin diagnosed this tendency as caused by 'the fear of impending social catastrophes'. Peter Thiel of Palantir provided seed capital for the Seasteading Institute, founded by Milton Friedman's grandson, which aims to establish seaborne 'communities' in international waters, outside the reach of national laws. The institute's tagline is 'opening humanity's next frontier'. Billionaires experiment with escaping from regulation, taxes and scrutiny, but also from the everyday - yachts are only the beginning. Elon Musk's SpaceX plans to colonise Mars, though, as with much that Musk promises, this may largely be bluster intended to bilk investors and treasuries of money. In July 2021 two pilots flew Richard Branson and a few of his employees on a Virgin Galactic spacecraft towards the Karman Line, considered to be the edge of space. Virgin Galactic plans to sell seats on its spacecraft for PS360,000. A few days after Branson's trip, Bezos flew ten miles higher on a rocket launched by his commercial space travel company, Blue Origin. Accompanying him was the teenage son of the head of a Dutch private equity fund, who paid millions for the seat.
The other playground is deep under the ocean. Last year, Stockton Rush took his submersible Titan down to the wreck of the Titanic, more than two miles below the surface of the North Atlantic. Rush was practically American aristocracy, with two ancestors who had signed the Declaration of Independence and a grandfather who had been a director of Standard Oil of California when it hit oil in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia in the 1930s. Rush founded his company OceanGate to take the super-rich on underwater adventures, often to shipwrecks: the Titanic was the big prize. This time, the submersible, which had suffered material fatigue at its seams, imploded. Among the final voyagers, along with Rush, was one of Pakistan's richest men and his 19-year-old son.
At the height of the Gilded Age, Thorstein Veblen's Theory of the Leisure Class described expensive sports - epitomes of conspicuous consumption - as 'activities deliberately entered upon with a view to gaining repute for prowess'. Sports with high capital outlays educate sportsmen with 'arrested spiritual development' in the virtues of economic value. Veblen names bullfighting, shooting and yachting as models for capitalist conquest, based as they are on the competitive planting of flags. One can imagine nerdy crypto billionaires revelling in the unfamiliar machismo their yachts allow them to display. But yachting as a metaphysics of affluence is also much more mundane. These sleek machines still produce emissions and rubbish. And lives below deck mirror the class politics of the much less glamorous service industry on land.
Very few crew members are employed directly by the yacht owners whose boats they maintain. Often only the yacht's captain is a long-term employee of the billionaire, a bit like an estate manager at sea. The other crew members face short contracts and precarious employment without any benefits. Since the yachts winter in the Caribbean and summer in the Mediterranean, recruitment agencies hire people to sail the boats across the Atlantic while the owners fly over in their private jets. Just as on a cruise ship, the majority of crew members aren't in charge of navigation or maintenance but are hospitality workers, preparing and serving food, dispensing massages, spa treatments and entertainment, cleaning and housekeeping. The old/new money divide - or the European/American chasm - that distinguishes types of owners has its own effect on the crew. The New York Times quoted a former yachtie on the difference: 'The Europeans don't know your name. You're just there to serve them. Americans want to be your friend, they want to know where you went to college and they want to buy you drinks. Then they want you to work eighteen hours a day and tend to their six kids.'
A hundred years ago, D.H. Lawrence called the stretch of land that runs along the eastern coast of Sardinia 'forsaken, forgotten, not included'. The difference between the extravagant lives of the yachting class and the people who serve them in the hotels, restaurants and clubs of Porto Cervo - and Korcula and Valletta and Eleuthera and Dubai and Mustique and St Barts and Keppel Bay - remains stark. In a 1964 interview with Sports Illustrated, the Aga Khan saw Porto Cervo as a place of escape: 'Eventually Porto Cervo will be one of the finest ports in the world, and civilised, too. I mean, nobody will throw tomatoes at the boats, anchor lines won't get tangled and a yachtsman will not feel he is an animal in a zoo.' But perhaps Derek Walcott's description of these places is more apt: 'new plantations/by the sea; a slavery without chains, with no blood spilt -/just chain-link fences and signs, the new degradations'.
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Poem
Waters of Leith
Sam Riviere



Your voice was already inside,
picturing winters to come with the confiding agent
from the vantage of a summer evening -
the small garden for a white cat to lie in,
low-ceilinged rooms with slopes of snow or sun,
a black, chuntering stove.
                                   I saw obstacles at every turn,
the box room blocked with boxes, a widower's
kitchen, the bathless bathroom. A mattress filled
the office, while the bedroom fit only a desk -
a scene of things displaced, made nightmarishly large,
and below just bare geometries, a floorplan
to plot out acts of carelessness. Here we'd only be exposed,
or else dismiss the evidence, string trinkets
from inexplicably placed picture hooks,
like orphaned aspirations ...
                                   What's there to know?
Beyond the unlatched gate, rushing like a road,
we both heard the fast, forgetful river, metres away.
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Shriek before lift-off
Malcolm Gaskill


 They Flew: A History of the Impossible 
by  Carlos Eire.
 Yale, 492 pp., PS30, November 2023, 978 0 300 25980 3
 Magus: The Art of Magic from Faustus to Agrippa 
by  Anthony Grafton.
 Allen Lane, 289 pp., PS30, January, 978 1 84614 363 2



Teresa of Avila  was a late starter, but that was no bad thing for a paragon of piety. A perplexed or misspent adolescence emphasised the transforming power of grace in both Catholic hagiography and puritan conversion narratives. She was born into a Castilian merchant family in 1515, but her fortunes were compromised by her family's dubious status. Her converso grandfather was suspected by the Inquisition, leaving Teresa's father to buy his way into respectable society. As a teenager, her only options were to accept insecurity or enter a convent. Teresa chose the latter. After the death of her mother, when Teresa was eleven, she found a surrogate in the Virgin Mary and spirituality in tales of sainthood and sacrifice. Aged twenty she took holy orders at the local Carmelite convent. In the following years she fell strangely ill, and during a protracted recovery became, by her own admission, a mediocre nun. This was the unpromising prelude. But then, in her forties, Teresa fell into attention-grabbing raptures of mounting intensity, the most impressive of which involved levitation.
For a woman to float to the ceiling, without wires or other stage trickery, is not strictly possible. It was quite unlike other miracles - feats of healing, for example, which were merely natural occurrences invested with supernatural causes. Transvection - paranormal bodily elevation - was its own inexplicable thing. What was going on? Were the witnesses to phenomena all liars and fantasists, or hallucinating the same things at the same time? Mental disturbance seems the only explanation. Carlos Eire, an intellectual and religious historian, disagrees. He invites us to reconceptualise the supernatural by taking weird claims from the past on their own terms. There's little historical mileage in chewing over what was possible or impossible, he argues. We should focus instead on what medieval and early modern people believed was possible.
There's nothing especially new in this, and Eire's opening chapter contains a few straw men. Sympathetic study of the supernatural in history has not been neglected. On the contrary, historians of mentalities and emotions, as far back as Lucien Febvre in the 1940s, have made exactly the kind of allowances and adjustments Eire recommends. I used to give undergraduates legal depositions describing peculiar medical complaints attributed to witches, who confessed to compacting with Satan and flying to sabbats. Students instinctively understood that a people whose worldview included occult power perceived a wider alien reality. This outlook rested on assumptions that we, the beneficiaries of progress and hindsight, would find questionable. Pre-modern reasoning was more deductive than inductive: man was the measure of all things, geocentricity sidelined the sun and unseen forces were morally reflexive, harnessed to turbulent inner lives. These forces were personified as angels and demons and reified in the shape of heinous sinners, including heretics and witches. For added heft, this cosmic superstructure was endorsed by scripture, the word of the Almighty himself. Good historians have always treated their sources with empathy, not only to avoid making fools of their forebears but to avoid becoming fools themselves.
It's also clear that past beliefs were far from monolithic. Modernity has no monopoly over scepticism. Supernatural agency was hotly debated and critics freely dismissed magic as fraud and delusion. From the early Christian church came the bogus levitator Simon Magus, a cautionary tale that endured for hundreds of years. His name links him to the priesthood of ancient Persia (and the wise men at the Nativity) but in the High Renaissance 'magus' came to mean a worker of occult marvels, using powers that in Simon's case had turned out to be demonic. Magic also seemed unnecessary to some commentators, who exalted human-wrought wonders such as shipbuilding, navigation, land reclamation, explosives, cryptography and mechanical automata - a tradition that reached its apogee with the first truly verifiable levitator, Jean-Francois Pilatre de Rozier, the pilot in the Montgolfier brothers' balloon in 1783. Nature needed no exaggeration either. As Douglas Adams once said, 'isn't it enough to see that a garden is beautiful without having to believe that there are fairies at the bottom of it too?' That was in 1979 - but it was possible to think the same thing in 1579.
There were many areas of religious consensus: the immanence of God, the efficacy of prayer, Christ's divinity, the post-mortem survival of souls, the dichotomy of heaven and hell. But the more pre-modern people examined these concepts, the more they disagreed. Theologians disputed the meaning of 'witch', for instance - just one of many points of interpretative doubt in the Hebrew Bible. The indeterminacy of supernatural issues was most marked in a practical legal setting. Witchcraft prosecutions demanded not only belief but evidence, ideally a confession. Eire gives the misleading impression that it was easy to accuse someone of witchcraft on flimsy pretexts, which may have been true during severe panics but usually was not. Persistent doubt throughout the early modern period explains both the relative rarity of prosecutions - around 100,000 across an entire continent and three centuries is not that many - and the high rate of acquittal, which in England, where evidence was weighed by lay juries, stood at around 75 per cent. There was no smooth narrative arc from credulity to disbelief, any more than there has been from faith to atheism.
Though the Middle Ages were alive with heterodox and heretical opinions, religious strife was the product of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation. Protestants and Catholics didn't just disagree: they fought with words and images, fuelling a conflict that spilled over into the fiery purges of the auto-da-fe, and sparked riots and rebellions, civil and international wars. Confessional states were shaped by the imposition of secular sovereign authority, for which orthodoxy in worship became a touchstone of obedience. But this didn't mean that religion was a holy cloak for state building, any more than witchcraft accusations were a cynical way to bump off neighbours from hell. The beliefs were usually sincere, the doctrinal wrangles genuine.
Protestant clerics, and the monarchs they counselled, attacked levitation and other spectacles not just as false but demonic. Miracles, argued reformers, had once authenticated claims to divine revelation, but that age had ended with the Apostles, invalidating modern instances, which, Luther wrote, were 'simply signs for the ignorant, unbelieving crowd'. However venerable in Catholic eyes, flying saints such as Teresa of Avila were no better than witches soaring on their pitchfork steeds. And there were many miraculous saints to sling mud at. Most were inspired by St Francis of Assisi, who was famous for levitation as well as for stigmatism and conversing with birds and animals. Among his imitators was Joseph of Cupertino, a levitating Franciscan friar, easily triggered by prayer, who shrieked loudly before lift-off. St Ignatius Loyola, founder of the Jesuit order, was said to radiate a blinding light as he left the ground. Reformers were not impressed. Since divine power could not be drawn down, they reasoned, pretence must be diabolic. 'Whatever holds down and confines the senses to the earth,' John Calvin wrote, 'is contrary to the covenant of God.' Calvin's Swiss contemporary Heinrich Bullinger inveighed against miracles as requiring 'the help of witchcraft'.
Aided by statements such as these, zealous Protestants forced distinctions between sacred and secular realms, refining the former and expanding the latter. Heaven and earth ceased to be connected by ritual and symbol. Daily life was stripped of rosaries and genuflection, pilgrimage and supplication, priestly dispensation and atonement. A straight path now joined faithful hearts to God. But alongside iconoclasm ran a questing spirit eager to solve the mysteries of the world, the better to venerate its creator. These mysteries were natural wonders (mirabilia) and though similar to divine miracles (miracula) in their capacity to inspire awe, the two were divided and held apart.
Less well known is the extent of scepticism in Catholic countries. Reforms agreed at the Council of Trent (1545-63) included revising procedures for canonisation and tighter rules regarding the recognition of miracles and new holy relics. It's true that Protestant contempt for Catholic miracles was provocative and increased their incidence. But the need to sort miracles into authentic and suspect also became pressing. After all, what use were false miracles as an anti-Protestant counterblast when there were genuine ones to be deployed in defence of the true faith? Witnesses to levitations, then, were not received uncritically; indeed, the Spanish Inquisition wrung as much certainty as it could from their testimony, playing close attention to consistency, emotional candour and the piety and honour of everyone involved.
The Carmelite order and the wider Catholic Church picked over Teresa's trances, physical transfigurations and levitations. Of the phenomena she recounted, the apparitions of Christ were considered most likely to be devilish. On one occasion, the confessors ordered her to make an obscene hand gesture on the appearance of Christ. This pained her deeply: she hadn't asked to meet Jesus but she didn't want to give him the finger (or its Spanish equivalent, dar la figa). Teresa's sex and family status did not reassure her investigators. She was made to write about her life, 'more a forced confession than an autobiography' as Eire puts it. No one accused her of being a witch, but she might be a heretic or a demoniac. Kneeling at Holy Communion, she recalled, she was lifted clear of the choir, causing her great anguish 'because it seemed to me a most extraordinary thing that would cause people to fuss over it intensely'. (And fuss they did.) At other times she hovered like a tethered blimp, a nun at each limb, straining to keep her down. Teresa's professed despair at these intrusions made a good impression: she didn't conduct herself like a devil-worshipper disguised, as the Bible warned, as 'an angel of light', nor did she seem like a show-off. But suspicions that her humility was a ruse persisted. Dominican friars in particular denounced her, but after her canonisation in 1622 even they were silenced. Ambivalence was banished and Teresa became a numinous exemplar. Others went the way of Simon Magus. Maria de la Visitacion, the 16th-century 'Nun of Lisbon', an energetic levitator, healer and stigmatic, was exposed as an imposter and ended her days doing penance in an obscure convent.
In the long-term, this hand-wringing exploration - Protestant and Catholic, including both sides' fretting over testimony in witch-trials - resulted in perhaps the greatest unintended consequence in Western history. Reform weakened faith even as it strengthened its confessional identity. What Max Weber termed 'the disenchantment of the world', or Keith Thomas 'the decline of magic', amounted to a contraction of the sacred in public and private life. In its place, the post-Enlightenment world increasingly trusted in materialism and empiricism, in the realm of religion as well as in science and medicine and law. Ancient wisdom was challenged by fresh hypotheses, and evidence interrogated before it was called proof. The Spanish Inquisition was remarkably progressive in separating reality from illusion, innocence from guilt, which is why after 1614 it was hardly involved in the persecution of witches. The causes of 'disenchantment' or a 'decline of magic', if we're still fond of those terms, were Counter-Reformation Catholic as well as Protestant.
It's  easy to be glib about magic but the semantics are far from straightforward. The primary difficulty of the term 'magician' is its trivialisation as 'illusionist entertainer', which has fixed our view of it as meaning a mountebank or charlatan. Anthony Grafton's magicians, like alchemists, miracle-mongers and witch-prickers, look different when we see them moving around their own environments. We might know them better by their intentions, which, like those of Protestant theologians and virtuosi, were aimed at a detailed understanding of the divinely created universe. Magicians' unorthodox methods, on the other hand, meant that they walked a dangerous line. Without elite patronage or some other source of social respectability, they struggled to work in territories protected by anti-witchcraft legislation. Patronage might make magicians rich, but its main value was as a buffer from the attentions of the law, protecting the ambiguous space they occupied - between chemistry and physics on the one hand, and philosophy and theology on the other. This ambiguity concerned the legality of their practices but also the ever-changing shape of these disciplines.
Even in 1500 the term 'magic' - or magique, magico, magisch - was pejorative. Magi strove to dignify their field as 'occult philosophy' or 'natural magic', free of diabolic influence, characterising it as a new pursuit that emerged in the later 15th century, a punkish reaction to stuffy old medieval sorcery. The High Renaissance had arrived and the barriers were coming down. Proponents of natural magic included showmen and scholars, apostates and prophets, itinerant fortune-tellers and princely advisers, all engaged in various forms of intellectual endeavour. Similarly, as the historian Stuart Clark has shown, magic's close cousin, demonology, was no easily definable academic subject, but a source of inflection for history, medicine, law and so on. Magi set their gaze on every discernible thing. The Neapolitan polymath Giambattista della Porta wrote comic plays as well as natural philosophical treatises and once devised an experiment to create artificial thunder, which boomed impressively and harmlessly. Magic, he wrote in Magia naturalis (1558), could be good or bad: his own was, of course, lawful and deferential.
Where to draw the line between good and bad magic was not always easy to discern, however. Nor were magicians neatly gathered on one side of a divide facing down orthodox theologians on the other. Giovanni Pico della Mirandola was well versed in ancient mysticism yet rejected astrology, at least as some crude engine exerting influence on temporal affairs. The compelling mysteries of formal religion, as experienced by all parishioners, were inherently magical. Eucharistic consecration and the veneration of relics required faith that bread and wine, bones and rags, were imbued with thaumaturgic power, fizzing with holy radioactivity. It took some cognitive dissonance, or chutzpah, for a cleric to wince at a lucky talisman. The liturgical formula 'hoc est corpus meum', spoken during Mass, lent itself to Protestant derision, and to posterity, as 'hocus pocus'.
Some magi went too far, testing the limits of what was acceptable to church, state and civil society. The German magician Faustus was an itinerant diviner, casting horoscopes and pondering the shapes made by molten lead dropped into water. He dispensed potions and remedies, including a depilatory cream made from arsenic, which removed not only hair but also skin and flesh. He was also a conjurer of infernal powers, a vain necromancer, but these dangerous attributes were what made him so alluring to scheming clients and intimidating to the authorities who might otherwise have executed him. In 1528 he was banished by the council of Ingolstadt in Bavaria, who made him swear he would not take magical revenge on them. In peasant communities, this was the sort of cringing respect paid to witches, which could drag on for years until their neighbours felt confident enough to go to law. No surprise, then, that Faustus's enemies put it about that he had made a pact with the devil.
In retrospect, most of the principles, methods and conclusions of occult philosophers were mistaken. It seems ridiculous now that a titan of erudition such as Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa took seriously Pliny's spells for preventing being barked at (keep a dog's tongue in your shoe) or changing the temperature of water (immerse the bones of a red toad). Yet Agrippa's trivialities were, Grafton writes, 'framed in a larger explanatory system, one that led the reader upward and outward'. In impulse and ambition, he and other magical practitioners were the ascendants of modern scientists. Building on the celestial hermeneutics of philosophers such as Roger Bacon, Renaissance magi, Catholic and Protestant alike, believed in the cosmic connectedness of everything from planetary motion to human health. Its imaginative reach was not so different from, say, the unified field theory of particle physicists. A magus transported to Einstein's lab would have been baffled by gravitational and electromagnetic forces but would have recognised at once the desire to merge them. And Bacon's imagined astral language doesn't seem so far removed from the idea of mathematics as the language of God. They had many wrong answers to brilliant questions. And as with the industrial and technological revolutions of the later 18th and 19th centuries, in the end what mattered was audacious confidence and optimism - what Grafton calls 'a vision of humans as able to act upon and shape the natural world' - rather than the consistent quality of discoveries and inventions. A questing spirit made a greater contribution to modernity than cumulative achievement, which apart from some notable advances - steam engines, say, and vaccinations - was a junkyard littered with daft ideas and useless contraptions, red faces and ruined careers.
It's difficult to write about long-term change without sounding Whiggish. Progress may have been more branched than linear, but endeavours were built on, learned from, and sometimes bore fruit. Historians today tend to avoid grand narratives, rightly recognising them to be beguiling and politically suspect. Weber is out of fashion, and for every area of disenchantment there is a scholar to tell you that it wasn't that simple, that the world remained enchanted. Keith Thomas's Religion and the Decline of Magic is still a delight to read, but the distinction between 'religion' and 'magic' has only become harder to sustain in the fifty years since it was published. Indeed, the book did much to define popular religion as a richly diverse scatter of customs and practices, and to explain the relevance 'magic' once had for precarious working lives. Nor did this magic vanish from rural communities in the 18th, 19th or even the 20th century. In a Cambridgeshire village where I once lived, belief in maleficent witchcraft and counter-magic held on until the 1920s. Europe's elites put away what they saw as childish magical things; the majority of the population, even in towns and cities, did not.
There were, however, mystical revivals among educated people, notably the Great Awakening in America in the 1730s and 1740s, when worshippers infused with the holy spirit, many of them women, exhibited swoons and ecstasies, and like the teen demoniacs of the Reformation era performed theatrical set-pieces of possession and exorcism. Sarah Pierpont of New Haven, Connecticut, experienced ecstasies very much like those of Teresa of Avila. Later, after marriage to Jonathan Edwards, a leading figure in the Great Awakening, she fell into delirious convulsions: 'I seemed, soul and body as it were, to be drawn upwards from the Earth towards Heaven, [and] it seemed to me I must naturally & necessarily ascend thither.' She described her 'foretaste of Glory' and 'Exceeding Agitation'. Compare this to Teresa's words: 'I did not want to see or speak with anyone, but only to hug my pain, which caused me greater bliss than can be found in the whole of creation.' Their accounts are almost interchangeable - Catholic and Calvinist, two centuries apart.
A passion for the miraculous, for exploring the secrets of the physical world, was not diminished in the modern era. To persistent currents of enchantment and curiosity, we should add Spiritualism, popular across the social classes and throughout the Western world until the 1950s (although its heyday was the interwar period). Communications with the dead were miraculous and mediums' trance-like states often rapturous. Psychics exuded sexual energy suggesting the orgasm that dare not speak its name (although Bernini's sculpture of St Teresa leaves little to the imagination). Had ectoplasm - a snaking quasi-seminal-ovarian emission - been familiar in 16th-century Castile, it would surely have featured in Teresa's repertoire. Among the tricks associated with physical mediumship was, naturally enough, levitation, quite often when mediums were strapped to chairs, although the Victorian prodigy Daniel Dunglas Home was reported by reputable spectators at a gathering in London to have floated out of a window. Home was a skilled conjurer, who may have used the so-called 'Balducci illusion', which involves standing at an angle to give the impression of a modest elevation, and, as with St Teresa, most witnesses to his deeds were admirers. The Catholic Church disliked mediums straying on their patch, and condemned Spiritualism as demonic. Its own miracle workers were, after all, still hard at work. During the Second World War, the French Augustinian nun Yvonne Beauvais was famous as an accomplished bilocator, meaning she could be in two places at once, a feat that had been common among Renaissance saints. (After the war, she was decorated by de Gaulle for her work on behalf of the Resistance.) Padre Pio of Pietrelcina, canonised by John Paul II in 2002, was said to have risen into the clouds to prevent Allied bombers destroying the town of San Giovanni Rotondo.
Eire calls  the shared acceptance of marvels in the pre-modern period 'one of the oddest wrinkles in early modern history'. Both sides believed in the agency of demons and were concerned with distinguishing natural from supernatural phenomena. The Great Awakening seems less of an aberration when considered as a continuation of a mystical Protestant tradition. The intense emotion of all devotion, a desire to be one with God, makes mystical experiences inevitable, even for uncompromising puritans. The doctrine of providence, as Alexandra Walsham has shown in Providence in Early Modern England (1999), formed the backbone of Protestant popular culture in England, manifested in cheap printed works reporting secret murderers confounded by divine intervention and condemned witches confessing on the gallows. This literature both promoted and reflected a nationally binding experience of the new religion after the settlement of 1559. Had Elizabeth I opened windows into men's souls, she would have found that for every orthodox Protestant or sceptical Catholic there were thousands who embraced a mishmash of religion and magic, rituals and spells, theological oddments and garbled prayers. 'For this is man's nature,' the Essex minister George Gifford wrote in 1587, 'that where he is persuaded there is the power to bring prosperity and adversity, there will he worship.' Keith Thomas chose this quotation as the epigraph to Religion and the Decline of Magic to make the point that practice trumps theory; but Gifford also exemplifies the widespread, engrained ambiguity in early modern minds - he both believed in witches and doubted much of the evidence heard against them at law.
Even a century after Gifford, the intellectual scales remained finely balanced. The title-page to Saducismus Triumphatus (1681), a compendium of 'true' supernatural stories compiled by the clergyman Joseph Glanvill, has an engraving of occult scenes, including the levitation of a Somerset boy called Richard Jones in 1657. This was the same phenomenon experienced by St Teresa but the English church no longer permitted Jones to be a saint and he was said to be bewitched. It's significant that Glanvill's work, one of the most credulous treatises in the history of witch-hunting, was published in the period associated with the decline of witch-trials and educated belief in magic. The explanation for this - embattled orthodoxy lashing out at its detractors - also holds for the spike in Catholic levitation claims, which, as Eire puts it, coincided with the development of 'a new materialistic way of thinking about reality that would reject all this flying as absolutely impossible nonsense'. Each story Glanvill crammed into his book was another salvo fired at what traditionalists reviled as 'atheism'. Without implicit belief in supernatural experiences, Glanvill argued, the whole edifice of heaven might come crashing down, just as the devil intended. Scepticism in the Catholic Church, similarly, was muted by concern that to disbelieve one miracle was to disbelieve them all.
Protestant and Catholic reactionaries had the same anxieties, and these would prove to be well founded. In the 1670s Glanvill's antagonist, the Yorkshire physician John Webster, anticipated by a century Hume's aphorism that 'no testimony is sufficient to establish a miracle, unless the testimony be of such a kind that its falsehood would be more miraculous than the fact which it endeavours to establish.' Glanvill and Webster were both learned orthodox Protestants; their clashing views were rooted not in doctrine but in contrasting perceptions of reality, in their criteria of fact and fiction. The testimony left by St Teresa may be judged untrue on the grounds that levitation is impossible; but we should hesitate to judge reception of such testimony the same way. For one thing, stories of supernatural marvels were popular precisely because of their outlandishness. That was the appeal.
Making sense of miracles and magic depends on an appreciation of the figurative quality of testimony among people whose senses were conditioned less by cold reason than by emotional reciprocity. Like parables and myths, metaphors could be truthful without being factual, and stories structured around these metaphors were not always taken literally - nor was this the storyteller's intention. We shouldn't imagine that everyone took seriously the story of Christina the Astonishing, the 12th-century peasant ascetic who on the day of her funeral flew from her coffin and perched in the rafters of the church. The truth of a story could lie in its moral potency, in spiritual catharsis.
It is possible to read Teresa of Avila's experience as symbolic of the elevation of a blessed soul to heaven (and in Christina's case, above the stinking church congregation). Eire tells of a Franciscan brother who, on being given a pomegranate, was so moved by its beauty that he moved, literally, upwards. Pomegranates were associated with life and believed to contain 613 seeds, the same number as there were commandments in the Old Testament. Today's readers are quick to believe or disbelieve; 16th-century audiences were conditioned to suspend disbelief so as to be delighted or admonished by a story. Not until the later 18th century did newspapers and novels, as we would recognise them, separate literary genres into the self-consciously factual and fictional.
Both They Flew and Magus concern historical sympathy for the supernatural and the ways in which we plot change, whether along a deterministic timeline or a twisting route of highways and byways, sidings and dead ends. The transformations of the last five hundred years are real, but they can be described without recourse to seismic turning points of calamity and progress. Eire's focus is 'Western Europe at the dawn of modernity' but the waxing of a modern sun, like the preceding 'waning of the Middle Ages' (to use Johan Huizinga's term), no longer seems an appropriate metaphor. More helpful is the 'paradigm shift', a model of parallel continuity and change popularised in the 1960s by Thomas Kuhn's Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Kuhn argued that ideas can be in tension without existential conflict. Newton believed in gravity and angels; but celestial beings faded because unlike the magnetic pull of the Earth's core they ceased to be useful things to think with. What remained we call science; what was dropped we call magic, but these fields once swirled around in the same Renaissance paradigm, glancing off each other and interacting. Alchemy and chemistry, astrology and astronomy, used to be broadly the same things. Vesalius's revolutionary challenge to Galenic medicine in the 16th century didn't stop physicians two centuries later from trying to balance the humours through bloodletting. Eire rightly observes that historians of the supernatural are always at some point expected to take an objective stand on the ontology of phenomena. But it's impossible to win. Whatever position you take 'is bound to please some readers immensely and also inevitably baffle, bore, offend or annoy the hell out of everyone else'. The task, as Philip Roth once wrote, is 'to impart the nuance, to elucidate the complication, to imply the contradiction ... To allow for the chaos, to let it in'.
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At the Musee de l'Homme
'Prehistomania'
Stefanos Geroulanos



In  1935, in southern Libya, the German painter Katharina Marr put on desert sandals and a sombrero and climbed a rope ladder hanging off the side of a 15-foot rock. She slipped a thin sheet of paper behind the ropes, held it in place with two of the ladder's rungs and began to trace a petroglyph. Suspended a few feet to her right, her colleague Elisabeth Pauli did the same. The two women worked as 'copyists' for the Research Institute for Culture Morphology, founded by Leo Frobenius, an idiosyncratic German anthropologist and as much of a specialist in African art as anyone was at that time. The rock paintings and etchings they copied during this and other expeditions made their way into the institute's ethnographic collection. Some were monumental works, thirty feet wide. Others were tiny details, discovered beneath protruding sediment.
[image: ]Katharina Marr's releve of the Altamira bison (1936).




Frobenius exhibited works from the expeditions at MoMA in 1937, all done in watercolour, rich in burgundy and black. They showed aurochs and bison, most standing alone; stick-figure humans with horned masks; jumbled hunting scenes including zebras and antelopes; silhouettes of hands alongside the moon; and abstract images constructed with swirls and lines. The public was ecstatic, and Frobenius was all but canonised. But there was barely a mention of Pauli and Marr, or of any of the other copyist-artists - Agnes Schulz, Maria Weyersberg, Elisabeth Mannsfeld - who had prepared a substantial proportion of the rock and cave releves in the collection. Some of those works are now on view, along with copies and etchings from expeditions led by French scholars between 1920 and 1970, at Prehistomania at the Musee de l'Homme (until 20 May).
Paris has seen a lot of 'prehistomania' in recent years. In 2018, the Musee de l'Homme put on a popular Neanderthal exhibition. The following year, at the Centre Pompidou, Prehistory: A Modern Enigma considered 19th and 20th-century artistic responses to the earliest human societies. The Origins of the World, at the Musee d'Orsay in 2021, looked at representations of prehistoric man and his environment between 1700 and the early 1900s.
Prehistomania is f0cused on four men, all famous for their 'discoveries' and examinations of neolithic sites: Frobenius, and the archae0logists and ethnographers Henri Breuil, Henri Lhote and Gerard Bailloud. But the curators have also posed interesting questions. Since 1963, when it was realised that the respiration of visitors to the cave at Lascaux was causing mould to grow on the paintings, the famous European sites have shut one by one. The non-European sites that remain open are often remote and some have been damaged by attempts to preserve them. We depend now on the photographs and representations that survive in archives and museums. While the best-known petrographs come from a handful of caves on either side of the Pyrenees (Altamira, Lascaux, Chauvet), we learn from the exhibition that at least 45 million prehistoric paintings have been found in more than 160 countries. In Europe, most cave paintings foreground large animals, especially horses, aurochs and bulls, in lush reds and browns. African rock and cave paintings tend to involve congregations of animal and human figures, often traced in contour or painted in stark monochrome red, white or black, almost always in motion. Two particularly beautiful scenes at the Musee de l'Homme capture a semi-human figure towering in size over the others around him; one of these, by Agnes Schulz, features a reclining brown-skinned giant with a horned animal visage and dark clothing in mid-orgasm.
Lhote, the first Westerner to document rock art in the Tassili n'Ajjer plateau in Algeria, emerges as the villain of the show. Among other dodgy practices, he and his crew would repeatedly dampen the rock to make colours stand out, spoiling the paintings. The adventurers featured in the exhibit - Breuil especially - all crafted a prestige for prehistoric art and lived off that prestige themselves. The wall text hints that expedition funding was often politically motivated but, timidly, goes no further. The most contentious issues - the damaging (and in some cases pillaging) of historical artefacts and artworks, and the role played by ethnographers and archaeologists in furthering colonial and capitalist agendas - are left to one side. The curators don't discuss the fact that Lhote carried out his research with the support of the French government in a remote area of Algeria at a time when France's repression of the FLN was at its height, or that his reproductions of the cave paintings were used in magazines promoting development and oil extraction, and France's importance for Algeria. Nor do they tell us that Frobenius served the German Empire in West Africa while amassing his own large personal collection. Still, his work helped inspire two generations of anticolonial intellectuals, from Leopold Sedar Senghor ('Frobenius has given us back our dignity!') to Frantz Fanon and Kwame Nkrumah, who saw him as a champion of the originality of African culture.
Breuil, who confirmed the authenticity of the Altamira and Lascaux caves, spent six decades making them famous, and became extremely famous himself. The exhibition pays some credit to his collaborator, Mary Boyle (she is usually dismissed as an 'assistant'), and notes that Breuil secured funding from the prince of Monaco and, in later years, from diamond mining companies. He wasn't only an archaeologist but a committed Catholic priest, and he promoted the idea that cave paintings were evidence of a universal religious longing that was to find full expression in Christianity. Some of his interpretations verged on delirium. Confronted with a rock painting at Daureb, in present-day Namibia, he claimed it depicted a Minoan or Egyptian 'white lady', painted by a visiting Mediterranean artist, and that the local Khoisan people had later 'blackened' other figures at the site. He simply couldn't conceive that work of such extraordinary quality could have been made by hunter-gatherers in sub-Saharan Africa. Scholars rejected his findings, but Breuil's patron, Jan Smuts, was delighted.
What are we seeing when we look at representations of cave paintings, rock paintings, petroglyphs, or any parietal art? Are we thinking about anonymous painters from the distant past, or about a monument to them built by 20th-century Europeans? The images were made during a span of roughly 32,000 years and can be found all over the world. It is impossible to know whether they are nearer to art or religion, or whether those terms even make sense in this context. Many seem to encompass the animal, human and divine. In Transfixed by Prehistory (Zone, PS30), Maria Stavrinaki writes that the significant role played by prehistoric paintings in fashioning Western notions of modernity - captivating everyone from Picasso to Robert Smithson - means that we can no longer see them clearly. Their sites may have been chosen with care, but we have no sense of their meaning to those early inhabitants.
[image: ]The Altamira bison by Henri Breuil (1916).




The earliest interpreters of cave art presented it as shamanic. A caption in the exhibition tells us that Frobenius linked an 'enigmatic' scene from the caves at Daureb to contemporary Khoisan beliefs about shamanic journeys. In 1929, when he was writing, it was common to treat Indigenous cultures as static across the centuries. As scholars soon showed, that could not be more wrong. We have no idea what bearing the painting had on the descendants of its creators, if any at all.
Prehistomania encourages viewers to celebrate the variety and mystery of parietal art. But it still can't separate our aesthetic appreciation of the images from the role they have played in modernity, and very few of us will ever see the originals: the decisions of photographers and copyists, of archaeologists who brightened paintings with water and removed impurities from the cave wall, have all played a part in shaping our perception. To prepare his releves, Breuil would put a sheet over the originals and copy them in outline, then abstract the copies across several drafts, removing evidence of the wall's texture and cracks, accentuating stylistic elements. In one of the bison pictures at Altamira, the cave painters had used a bulge in the rock to convey the creature's massive shoulder. The shape of the wall gave it heft. Breuil's two-dimensional, abstracted bison does away with this, leaving us to speculate about a symbol rather than a composition. Katharina Marr, who copied the same bison, took pains instead to show the way the original painters had used the surface. In her releve we can see that the bison's back and head have been modelled precisely along a jagged wall crack: the shape of the wall is now part of the animal. Marr's meticulous reconstruction makes the bison feel as though it's not only breathing with the rock but actively trapped by it.
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Pragensia
Sarah Resnick


 Parasol against the Axe 
by  Helen Oyeyemi.
 Faber, 256 pp., PS16.99, February, 978 0 571 36662 0



Helen Oyeyemi's  latest novel, Parasol against the Axe, opens with a playful monologue from its narrator, the city of Prague. Prague has recently found its way - 'who knows how' - into a WhatsApp group 'set up as a safe space for sharing complaints about the capital city of Czechia'. 'Some of the incidents referred to had taken place many years ago,' it explains. 'Apparently quite a few of them had happened to the narrator's grandparents.' The voice is droll, its formality offset by the occasional vernacular quirk. Prague claims to be 'sorry for every bad thing that happened', but it isn't, not really, and in the apologia that follows, it emerges as a sly, impish figure: 'COME ON, KIDS ... Don't go to the city and then get all scandalised by city life. I'm not even one of the grander metropolises!' Prague thinks it's 'all right for a city to pull a leg or two when the mood is upon it' and it has a story to tell.
The story in question begins with the arrival of Hero Tojosoa, a forty-something translator and former journalist who lives in Dublin with her teenage son. Hero has come to Prague for the hen weekend of an old friend called Sofie, but we soon learn that she has other reasons for making the trip. A letter has been 'hounding' her around Dublin. 'I couldn't prevent the writing of that fucking letter,' she confides to a man at a bar. 'But that doesn't mean I have to read it.' For now the contents of the letter and the identity of its author remain mysterious, but other parts of Hero's backstory begin to be filled in. She and Sofie had once been part of an inseparable trio with a third woman, Dorothea Gilmartin (who often goes by Thea), but the friends have grown apart over time. Thea is also invited to the party, but sends her regrets. When she then shows up in Prague unannounced, it catches everybody off guard.
Thea was born in Prague but emigrated to the US with her father at the age of three, leaving behind her mother, Dagmar. In the years that followed, Dagmar wrote and illustrated a series of children's books about a young girl who bore Thea's likeness and birth name. Thea was ridiculed by classmates who sang catchphrases from the animated TV adaptation - 'Don't thank me - thank Progress! It's UNSTOPPABLE.' She later changed her name to Dorothea to distance herself from the character in her mother's books. (Her birth name is never disclosed in the novel.) Dagmar killed herself when Thea was twelve, a few months before the Velvet Revolution. One might assume that Thea has returned to Prague to visit her childhood home and her mother's grave, but the narrator tells us she 'was here for work, not for a trip down false-memory lane'. The nature of this work initially goes unexplained, but references to a 'client' and a 'conflict of interest' suggest there's something nefarious going on.
The hen weekend - cocktails, brunch and something called 'Beauty Day' - is what brings the characters to Prague, but it's not the focus of the novel. Most of the action concerns Hero and Thea. The novel's realism, already stretched thin, begins to come apart when Hero skips the cocktails and heads out on an evening walk. She gets lost and pays an abrasive woman who has been following her to transport her back to her hotel in a wheelbarrow. That same night Hero hears her own disembodied voice speaking Czech (a language she doesn't know), meets an 'autumnal man' who worries he's the Golem, and discovers, while standing before the same man, that for a brief moment she isn't wearing any clothes. Meanwhile, Thea comes across a 'furry black colossus', eight or nine feet tall, with a 'round red nose and a three-tuft antenna atop the head', lumbering towards her with its paw outstretched. It's Krtek (or someone dressed as Krtek), the mole from a popular Czech cartoon.
Oyeyemi's surrealism is breezy; there's no sense of malign agency here. Hero explains the strange events by telling herself that 'being joggled around in a wheelbarrow' sent her into a trance. Thea, who had ventured out that evening looking for a one-night stand, tries unsuccessfully to seduce Krtek. The tone remains lively and arch, the scenes punctuated with bizarre details. After some very odd exchanges with Thea, the mole slips from the body of its fur costume, revealing a woman in 'perfect nakedness' who embarks on a 'plant-watering parade', urinating in a series of vegetable patches. 'There's a drought on,' she says, still wearing the mole head.
The enigmatic image of the novel's title takes on significance as its main characters are revealed to have contrasting personalities. Hero is aloof, with a 'tendency towards non-reaction'. ('It's possible to liken her most frequent facial expression to the "read" receipt that kills a conversational thread, or to a thumbs-up emoji sent in response to a confession of love.') Thea, on the other hand, is 'treacherously receptive'. ('The general first impression of Thea would be that of a Bearer of Glad Tidings.') Hero is on the run, avoiding some sort of conflict, whereas Thea is careering towards a confrontation. But when it's Hero that the narrator likens to the axe (an object that confronts) and Thea to the parasol (one that deflects), the comparison seems the wrong way around, and the image becomes puzzling once more. 'Really both were both,' the narrator observes.
The novel's central crisis unfolds when Thea, 'crashing the party she'd been invited to', turns up at a spa and comes face to face with Hero and Sofie. By this point we've worked out that the three women were once vigilantes for hire, an ensemble operating under the name Florizel. After it disbanded, only Thea carried on living by 'the rules of the life they wanted'. It transpires that a woman called Emma Barber has hired Thea to travel to Prague and exact revenge on Sofie and Hero for some online sex work they did years before. (Barber's ex-husband was one of their clients.) There's an eventual confrontation involving an injury inflicted with a broken beer bottle. But the showdown feels inert and lacks complexity, partly because Sofie and Hero's culpability hinges on a retrograde idea of sex work as morally injurious.
As the novel progresses, it becomes clear that Prague isn't merely the narrator. It's also a host of characters within the story, a shapeshifting spirit inhabiting different forms: the woman with the wheelbarrow, the 'autumnal man' and the cartoon mole, among others. These characters have been granted an unusual degree of agency. The morning after her 'trance', Hero is confused to find, tacked to her door, a certificate announcing her marriage that day to a man she's never heard of, at a church she's never been to. But when, later that night, Hero does in fact get married - to the same man, at the same church - in a ceremony whose guests include animate statues and a Latin-speaking woman with two goats, we understand that this was in some sense ordained. (The marriage dissolves the next morning.)
Prague also seems to be responsible for a book called Paradoxical Undressing, which Hero, Thea and others read during their visit. The text changes on each reading, so that no two encounters with the book are the same. Oyeyemi interleaves excerpts from several versions of the text, eccentric tales set in different eras of Prague's history. The first time Hero picks it up, she reads about a second-hand bookshop whose stone walls expel scraps of 16th-century parchment, bits of letters exchanged within a love triangle at the court of Rudolf II. On Thea's second read, the book tells the story of a woman known as 'the Uglifier' who surreptitiously cuts the hair of passengers on city buses and trams to feed the silkworms in her care. Reading, in Parasol against the Axe, isn't a private affair, and in numerous comic scenes, characters - Hero's ex, a local librarian, a handful of people at the wedding ceremony - try to discuss the book but are stymied by the discrepancies in their recollections. The author of Paradoxical Undressing is supposedly a man called Merlin Mwenda; his name appears to be an allusion to Merlin the magician, who, via Apollinaire's poems, became a prototype for many sorcerers in modern Czech literature.
Parasol against the Axe is Oyeyemi's eighth novel. Her first, The Icarus Girl (2005), was published when she was twenty and told the story of a precocious, troubled eight-year-old girl and a vindictive magic friend she conjures into being. In subsequent books she sustained her fascination with myth, folklore and fairy tales: Santeria deities in The Opposite House (2007); haunted houses in White Is for Witching (2009); Bluebeard in Mr Fox (2011). Oyeyemi's fiction is an amalgam of the quotidian and the fantastic, and her narratives often centre on Black or mixed-race girls and women. (Oyeyemi is British Nigerian.) Critics have tried to map the themes of her fiction onto broader social and political issues. Boy, Snow, Bird (2014), a reimagining of 'Snow White', was called 'an allegory of race in America'; Gingerbread (2019), which borrows elements from 'Hansel and Gretel', a critique of 'Brexit ... and the idea of a singular national identity'. In interviews Oyeyemi has rejected such readings, instead emphasising her preoccupation with voice and character: 'When I feel I have a story to tell, I just do my best to tell it in a way that it should be told.' Peaces (2021), about two lovers, Otto and Xavier, their pet mongoose, and the journey they take on a chimerical train called the Lucky Day, reads like a book whose author has grown tired of explaining that her stories aren't emblematic of anything: they're just stories.
The introduction of the weird or phantasmagoric into contemporary realist fiction often serves to externalise serious or sinister phenomena (capitalism, surveillance culture, authoritarian governments) or a character's unconscious mind. But Oyeyemi's forays into the strange are mostly literal, as if she's contending that the distinctions we make between the real and the unreal are often illusory; that all cities, as the narrator of Parasol against the Axe insists, 'incorporate some degree of optical illusion'. The setting of the novel isn't arbitrary: there's a rich tradition of literature in which Prague figures as home to the surreal and the esoteric. Much of this has been written by authors born elsewhere, part of a body of work that Oyeyemi has called Pragensia: 'basically people who have come to Prague and have just been stunned and dazzled and have just tried to figure out what this place is'. She herself has lived in Prague since 2013 and Parasol against the Axe both belongs to this tradition and gestures towards the many books that provide its source material: Gustav Meyrink's The Golem, Angelo Maria Ripellino's Magic Prague, Vitezslav Nezval's Prague with Fingers of Rain. There are also references in the novel to other Prague-related works: the name of the vigilante group Florizel comes from Robert Louis Stevenson's The Suicide Club, whose three stories feature Prince Florizel of Bohemia, a character borrowed, in turn, from The Winter's Tale.
Prague is a place where reality becomes fiction, and fiction reality. But Oyeyemi's allusions do little to deepen our understanding of Parasol against the Axe. At one point we learn that Thea has visited the Klementinum library sixteen times to read Borges's 'The Secret Miracle'. It's not surprising that Oyeyemi would be invested in Borges's story; it's set in Prague during the Nazi occupation; it's partly about authorship (the protagonist is a Jewish writer who, on the brink of execution, longs to complete an unfinished work); and it contains the observation that 'irreality' is 'one of art's requisites' (an idea that Oyeyemi has cited as important to her own fiction). What's less clear is why Thea is so consumed by this particular work - or how she's managed to visit the library sixteen times when she's been in the city less than 24 hours.
Oyeyemi frequently returns to questions about where meaning originates, about our differing accounts of the same event, the same text. The delirious scenes she describes are generated not from within the novel but from outside it, a reminder of her own role as a kind of Merlin figure. Over brunch a man called Dominik describes a play he wrote after visiting Prague in the early 2000s (more Pragensia). It was based on a conversation he'd taken part in at a picnic, where other guests had shared their accounts of the city's flooding in 2002. As Dominik began to shape his recollections of these exchanges, he stopped himself - the stories weren't his. Did he have the right to tell them? Seeking permission from his interlocutors,
he phoned them, one by one, asking for their blessing while expecting to receive an injunction on making a play out of things that had happened to them. He still could not understand - none of them could - how it was that none of the things he'd written down bore any resemblance to what the picnickers remembered telling him. Over and over again he was told, Those aren't my memories.

So memory distorts. We've already heard something similar from Thea, who 'mistrusts ... memory itself'. She doesn't accept the story her father tells about her mother's suicide - that Dagmar was a satirist with the ingenuity to work in plain sight; that she killed herself before the state got to her. It's not that Thea thinks her father is a liar. Rather, she recognises that there are 'parts of the past we latch on to and stretch further to cover up other parts we ignored or were otherwise unable to take in'.
What are the implications of this? That stories are dangerous? Oyeyemi seems to think they can be. Thea becomes a villain because her identity - her story - was robbed from her by her mother. After the publication of Hero's only book, Faiblesse, two of its subjects killed themselves. One of them, a man called Gaspar, turns out to be the author of the letter to Hero, which he wrote shortly before he died. Moral ambiguity, Oyeyemi suggests, haunts the creation of narratives about other people, even when the creator sets out with good intentions. Other weighty themes hover in the background: one character makes a disclosure about child sex abuse; another appears to be the product of brother-sister incest. One of the excerpts from Paradoxical Undressing is about Leah, a young Jewish woman working as a dancer for hire during the Nazi occupation. Yet in a novel as crowded as this, serious subjects get fleeting treatment; they chafe against the book's absurdist aspects and predominantly whimsical mood. A scene in which Leah finds her house being looted by 'a small gaggle of people' takes a glib turn toward pedantry: '"So, five, six people?" Leah's mother ... would have asked. Family-wide consensus decreed that there were nine to a gaggle.'
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'When I wrote film criticism,' Jean-Luc Godard said in 1978, 'I never saw the difference between talking about a film and making one.' There was a serious difference, as he well knew, since at the time of most of this writing he had not made a film of his own. The claim is interesting, though, because Godard always liked to mix modes, and never really wanted to separate criticism from creation. His early film Bande a part (1964) combines a discursive voiceover - Godard's own voice, as it happens - with filmed action and internal literary allusions. His late Histoire(s) du cinema (1989-99) is a lengthy visual and aural collage, a sort of television series trying to forget about television. Richard Brody describes the result as 'a kind of working through on screen of the network of associations that formed in Godard's movie-colonised unconscious'.
 The key idea here, which appears again and again in French thinking about cinema, is writing, and talk as a form of writing. In The Cinema House and the World, Serge Daney, whose career at Cahiers du cinema began in 1964, insists that he and his colleagues 'always did love ... a cinema that is haunted by writing'. Robert Bresson said much the same thing: 'Cinema is not a spectacle. It's a kind of writing.' There is a wonderful, casual-seeming evocation of this thought in Daney's essay from 1969 on Pasolini's Teorema. He says we know what the desert at the end of the film means. 'God has withdrawn and started writing, that infinite movement, without end and without guarantee of interpretation.'
 Writing means something slightly different in each of these cases, but they all point to the language of cinema, or to cinema as language, a bundle of aural and visual materials waiting to be read. Roland Barthes's concept of ecriture hovers in the background, along with his distinction between texts that are lisible ('We call any readerly text a classic text') and scriptible ('The writerly text is ourselves writing'). A lot of writers don't write in this sense and those who do gain a special privilege. The writer in the cinema is the person who creates the art, whether it's the director or the producer or an actor. Or even a writer. There is also an element of liberation, of refusing a cultural supremacy. 'When we saw some movies,' Godard wrote, 'we were finally delivered from the terror of writing. We were no longer crushed by the spectre of the great writers.'
 For Daney the 'specificity of French cinema can be summed up in a word: it's an auteur cinema, rich with all the literary connotations of the word.' Characteristically, he ends his paragraph with a joke against himself: 'As a result, we don't exactly know what auteur means any more.' 'French cinema' here mainly means French films but also the work of directors favoured by French critics of a certain persuasion. Howard Hawks, for instance, who 'does not distort the real: he chooses from it the gestures, the moments and places that will be most revelatory'; and John Ford, for whom 'creation is only that unique and decisive gesture - giving things a name.' Antonioni is admired for his 'establishment of distance' and Woody Allen for the 'rarefaction of images and particularly of angles ... theorised in Annie Hall'. What Charlie Chaplin's little barber is saying in The Great Dictator comes from somewhere that might be nowhere. Daney's summary of the speech is: 'Whatever I may say to you, I speak from a place I'll never be again, a place you haven't yet reached.'
 Daney left Cahiers in 1981 to write columns for Liberation; he died of Aids ten years later at the age of 48. He was remembered earlier this year in New York at the Lincoln Centre, which showed some of his favourite films (including Tati's Trafic, Pasolini's Salo, Godard and Mieville's Ici et ailleurs, Bresson's Le Diable probablement and Kurosawa's Dersu Uzala), seeking, in the words of the programme, 'to bring his thought into the present and ask what it means to those working and thinking in film today'. This is just what the new translations of his writings achieve.
 One way of refusing to see the difference between making a movie and talking about one is to remember that films often talk, literally and obliquely, about film. Cinema becomes the home of certain theories about the form, and this is very much Daney's terrain. His evocations of individual films are precise and concrete, but they are also critical scene-setters, invitations to inquiry. He wants to know what is happening on the screen and in the soundtrack, and in the minds of viewers. Patrice Rollet, in his preface to The Cinema House and the World, calls him a 'cinematic philosopher'. Daney himself relates this approach to the interest at Cahiers in 'an extremely theoretical way of talking about cinema', and mentions Foucault, Lacan, Althusser and Levi-Strauss before adding, in a sort of historical epigram, that Cahiers 'introduced theory into cinema and cinema into academia'.
Footlights, which brings together critical essays written between 1970 and 1982, was first published in France in 1983 as La Rampe. 'Footlights' conveys the word's primary meaning, as the translator, Nicholas Elliott, says: 'the row of spotlights that line the front of a theatre stage'. But the French also means 'ramp' and, in its verb form, 'to crawl'. Daney offers an intriguing usage at the bottom of his second page. The lights failed to hold back the 'grey ghosts' who would 'come out of the screen and crawl towards me'. He is recalling the cinema trips of his childhood, when the theatre itself was the real presence and there were live performers between the films who would leave the stage after their act t0 collect money from the audience. He ignored them and felt bad about it. Cinephilia was a way of both remembering and forgetting. 'The shame of having seen and said nothing comes with a challenge to see everything, to never look away from anything.'
 In Footlights Daney shares what he takes to be Andre Bazin's view of the long-term fate of film: 'What lies on the horizon ... is the disappearance of cinema.' There's a lot to watch while it's going, though. Every film by Tati, for instance, 'marks at once ... a moment in (his) oeuvre ... a moment in the history of French cinema and society, and ... a moment in the history of cinema'. Tati shows us a world 'where the less things work, the more they work' and where 'bodies ... aren't made comical by the fact that they can fall.' They do fall, like the woman in Playtime who tries to sit on a chair that isn't there and collapses to the floor in slow motion. 'A very funny gag,' Daney says, 'but what exactly are we laughing at?' Partly at a denial of what Daney, speaking for Cahiers, says is the object of 'our distrust': 'naturalism'. 'A shot isn't entirely determined by the cause it serves. The image resists. The little bit of real life it encloses doesn't let itself be reduced so easily. There's always a remnant.' Or as Daney expresses it elsewhere, 'if there is a witness, there is a performance.' This is why the movie theatre remains what it was for Daney as a child: a 'bad place', 'a place of crime and magic', which directors like Godard turn into a school. A special school, of course, where we are late learners and everything has already been said. For Godard, Daney says, this means paying attention to 'quotations, slogans, posters, jokes, funny stories, lessons, headlines and so on'. We seem almost to have arrived at Timothy Barnard and Kevin Hayes's book, Reading with Jean-Luc Godard. Or perhaps just at the work of Fellini, who, 'better than all the others, never stops proving to you ... that you are seeing just one thing, which is that when you see, it's too late.'
 Rollet, in his preface to The Cinema House and the World, recalls a story Daney told about getting lost and finding his way again in Spain, and sees in it 'an unexpected, almost miraculous accord between abandon to the world and confidence in its power'. This phrase illuminates the role of 'the world' in the book's title and the allusion to one of Satyajit Ray's best-known films, The Home and the World. Daney is at his brilliant best when writing about Orson Welles, whose films 'begin where others end; when all has been won, the only thing left to do is unlearn everything ... yesterday Quinlan, today Falstaff.' 'Everywhere, always, power is in the wrong hands. Those who possess it don't know enough... or know far too much ... each acting in vain in an excess of naivety or intelligence.'
 The book contains, among many other pieces, fine articles on Sturges, Tarkovsky, Herzog, Losey, what's wrong with Louis Malle's Lacombe, Lucien, what's right (some of the time) in Apocalypse Now, and several brilliant essays on television and tennis. When French TV started revisiting the Second World War, Daney suggested that Petain had become a name for what was still being hidden or denied - a saint, a puppet, 'only a signifier'. In an endless match against Jimmy Connors, John McEnroe was the bearer of a fable: 'The winner won't be the one who can return every shot, it won't be the one able to stave off exhaustion, it will be the one who wants it to be over.'
 'The history of film slowly becomes History itself.' This opening of a sentence from Fredric Jameson's preface to Reading with Jean-Luc Godard, a collection of essays by fifty writers, could easily refer to Daney's work. But it continues: 'and Godard could cease to make standard "filmed" films and begin to "write" Histoire(s) du cinema.' It's good to see the trope of writing living its new/old life. We shouldn't be surprised to find Godard's video project looming so large in this volume - mentions of it occupy half a page in the index. And there is a touching meta-moment in the editors' 'Note on the Text' when the book we are about to read becomes a sort of freeze-frame picture of Godard, if not a movie about him. He died in 2022, as the book was being proofread and indexed. 'It was decided at that time not to go through the entire volume and modify the countless references to its subject in order to speak of him in the past tense.'
 Jameson suggests that this 'quite astonishing book' represents 'a new form, a new genre'. Its essays are not about references or influences, they are not explications or commentaries, but they touch on the business of those topics or practices. They take us alphabetically from Henri Alleg's The Question to Virginia Woolf's The Waves, pausing on the way at stations called Beckett, Darwish, Levinas, Weil, Wittgenstein and many others. They are all short, all interesting, but they differ significantly in their tones and angles. Jameson thinks they might 'perhaps' be described as 'thumbnail biographies of intellectual instants', but he is also willing to settle for something more ephemeral: the chance 'to live a moment inside one of (Godard's) thoughts'.
 Several of the essays evoke a literal textual presence in the films. 'Histoire(s) du cinema ends with Godard reading a series of quotations which are introduced visually as the names of their authors appear on the screen in block letters.' Texts live a 'double life' as 'fragmented texts that are read and quoted', or 'as concrete material objects'. Books are not just 'sources' but 'significant objects in the mise-en-scene'. And when we read the essays we aren't only notionally inside Godard's thoughts as if present during the filming, but also learning about the cited authors, registering novelties and/ or finding memories in our own heads.
 It's great to see (or see again) the collision of Jorge Luis Borges and T.S. Eliot on the topic of tradition. Both writers get entries (by John Parris Springer, Rick Warner, Timothy Barnard and Lindsey O'Connor) and they had already met in Borges's essay on Kafka, where he cites Eliot as the source of the idea that 'each writer creates his precursors'. All the more reason, then, to enjoy their reunion in Bande a part, when the main characters take a parodic English class where the new orthodoxy is that 'classic = modern'. There's a real pleasure in remembering that Eliot says the past - and not just our picture of the past - is 'altered by the present'. Or rather he says we should not find the thought 'preposterous'.
 We see a new Rimbaud and a new Descartes through the pictures offered by Mateus Araujo and Julien d'Abrigeon. Famous slogans about the self are repeated by Godard. 'I think therefore I am' becomes a way of 'deciphering the world, but on the basis of an attentive inspection of its own representations'. 'Je est un autre' becomes 'a recurring quotation', even if Godard 'virtually never mentions Rimbaud's name'. Particularly striking is the thought, in an essay by Jonathan Strauss, that the long-dead Georges Bataille, who is quoted and rebuked by Godard in Week-end, could actually fight back from within his text. Bataille's writings 'operate independently within the film, influencing its reception and undermining its general argument about universal equivalence'.
 Proust and Godard, in Anna Shechtman's words, become 'the memory-writers of their respective generations'. Paul Valery, to Ludovic Cortade, seems to have been eavesdropping on conversations in the Cahiers office when he asks (in 1928): 'What should we be without the help of that which does not exist?' And we may all be writing along with Godard when he asks Anne-Marie Mieville to read the following phrases from Charles Peguy's Clio, evoked for us by Daniel Fairfax and subtitled 'dialogue between history and the pagan soul':
 I need a day to write the history of a second. I need a year to write the history of a minute. I need a lifetime to write the history of an hour. I need an eternity to write the history of a day. One can do everything, except the history of what one does. 

Godard's addition of an optional 's' to his title Histoire(s) du cinema suggests he is multiplying impossibilities as well as hinting at alternatives.
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It takes  Emily Bronte the best part of three chapters to get to the moment everyone remembers, whether they've read Wuthering Heights or not: a man in bed, a dream, the insistent tap-tap of a branch at the window, a broken pane, the man's fingers closing on an 'ice-cold hand', a woman wailing 'Let me in - let me in!' Hollywood, however, was in a hurry. In William Wyler's seminal 1939 adaptation, the storm that will detain Lockwood at Wuthering Heights overnight is already raging when he arrives to introduce himself as the new tenant of Thrushcross Grange. Laurence Olivier's Heathcliff, back to a blazing fire, brims with disobligingness. Still, he agrees to accommodate the visitor. Lockwood petitions meekly for a cup of tea. Then things start to move quickly. Joseph, the servant, conducts him to an upstairs room, where he's soon fast asleep, primed for nightmare. We never do find out what happened to the cup of tea. Before long, Heathcliff, shaken out of an uneasy rest by Lockwood's terror, has attempted to hurl himself through the open window in pursuit of the phantom, before exiting in a more orthodox fashion via the front door. Wyler means this iconic scene to transcend the mere business of narrative in much the same way that the enduring intensity of the passion once stirred between Heathcliff and Cathy will continue to beggar explanation, if not belief. The film's trailer has after all prepared us to witness the 'greatest love story of our time - or any time!' On the poster, a luridly backlit Olivier declares himself 'torn with Desire ... tortured by hate!'
Emily had form, when it came to beggaring explanation, well before she embarked on Wuthering Heights. While Elizabeth Gaskell was researching her Life of Charlotte Bronte (1857), someone lent her a 'most extraordinary' packet containing an 'immense amount of manuscript' written in a hand impossible to decipher without the aid of a magnifying glass. These writings 'give one the idea', she told her publisher George Smith, 'of creative power carried to the verge of insanity'. The Bronte children's juvenilia began as a series of plays for performance, but soon developed into rival literary enterprises, each involving a complex apparatus of stories, poems, essays, bulletins and magazine editorials. The near-insanity discerned by Gaskell lay in the intricate mapping of a network of imaginary civilisations. The elder siblings, Charlotte and Branwell, appointed themselves historians of the African empire of Angria; Emily and Anne broke away to chronicle the development of Gondal, a loose confederation of far-flung Pacific territories. Both teams put the stress on sexual and political intrigue: on seduction, betrayal, conspiracy, imprisonment, exile, violent death. Emily's lengthy collaboration with Anne remained vital to her imaginative life before, during and after composition of the novel that would make her famous.
The stories Emily and Anne wrote about Gondal have not survived. But their poems have. It's to these we need to look to understand how Emily was able to envisage the kind of dramatic incident which, cut loose from mere storytelling, became the stuff of Hollywood iconography. The great virtue of Francis O'Gorman's Oxford Authors edition of everything Emily (or Charlotte, acting as literary executor) saw fit to print - based on the texts of the 1846 and 1850 Poems by Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell and the 1847 Wuthering Heights - is that it encourages us to read the poems and the novel in the order of their composition. O'Gorman, a strong proponent of the view that Gondal is the 'key' to Emily's imagination, is quick to point to the much anthologised 'Remembrance', first published in 1846. Fifteen years after the death of her great love, Julius Brenzaida, Rosina Alcona imagines herself at his lonely moorland grave. It's the scene that counts. We learn nothing at all from the poem about how and why they fell in love. What matters is that in the fifteen years since he died she has managed to wean her 'young soul' from its yearning after his. Or not quite. The poem concludes with Rosina's admission that she still harbours a taste for 'memory's rapturous pain', even though she knows that any further indulgence in it would exclude her for ever from the 'empty world'. To many readers, this sounds a lot like Heathcliff's yearning after the soul of the long-dead Cathy.
Gondal provided Bronte with a great deal of practice in profiling varieties of extreme behaviour. This is a world in which people routinely conduct themselves with Byronic abandon, regardless of gender. But there's also evidence to suggest that even as she immersed herself ever more deeply in that world she was already imagining alternatives to it. In September 1838, at the age of twenty, she got her first (and only) full-time paid job, as a teacher at Law Hill, a girls' school at Southowram, near Halifax. It was hard, isolating work, from six in the morning until eleven at night, with a single half-hour break. The speaker of a poem titled '4 December 1838' in the 1850 edition attempts to relieve her 'harassed heart' by allowing herself a choice of 'places' to visit in her mind. First up is the garden at the Haworth parsonage:
The mute bird sitting on the stone,
The dank moss dripping from the wall,
The garden-walk with weeds o'ergrown
I love them - how I love them all!

These lines prospect methodically, inching forward through parallelism and internal rhyme until they have identified the exact shape and size of the feeling that originally gave rise to them. Scenting bathos in the weeds, perhaps, the speaker then seeks out 'Another clime, another sky': one which, while not altogether incompatible with the moors around Haworth, clearly owes the 'dreamlike charm' of its wandering deer and rim of blue mountains to Gondal (always as much Scotland as Yorkshire). But something has changed in the method of description. The attention paid to bird, moss and garden-walk coaxes feeling into form. The blue mountains, by contrast, are a token of scenic grandeur cashed in for off-the-shelf solace. One passage is a rehearsal for a novel, the other a resort to fantasy.
Lockwood's dream shouldn't have been allowed to count as the most interesting thing that happens to him during his first two visits to the Heights. Bronte needed someone whose independent status would allow him to be astonished, but not put off, by the opaque dourness enveloping the place. She found a handy prototype in the narrators of Sir Walter Scott's Waverley novels: honourable if rather dozy young Englishmen such as Rob Roy's Frank Osbaldistone who undertake perilous expeditions into the wild regions north of the border. These young men turn out to possess a combative streak perfectly calibrated to rub the locals up the wrong way. So we shouldn't be surprised that what most appeals to Lockwood about Heathcliff is the startling lack of warmth in his invitation to 'walk in' and take a glass of wine. 'Even the gate over which he leant manifested no sympathising movement to the words; and I think that circumstance determined me to accept the invitation.' The 'circumstance' that greets Lockwood is, as the familiar sense of the term would suggest, the condition or state of affairs constituted by his host's deeply felt reluctance to invite anyone at all into his house. But Bronte has brought a further sense of the term into play, one already fading from widespread use as she wrote: circumstance as physical environment, the totality of immediately surrounding things. The gate resists the intruder as obstinately as the man. Wuthering Heights is a novel about what happens when the imposition of a state of affairs - a large-scale perversity - fundamentally alters, for better or worse, the repetitive, small-scale relationships that people have built up over time with the place they happen to inhabit: their sense of belonging.
For the gate is the least of Lockwood's problems. After some further awkward preliminaries, he makes the mistake of attempting to stroke the dog. 'My caress provoked a long, guttural gnarl.' A 'gnarl' is clearly not the sort of sound you want to hear uttered a few inches from your nose. But the interest of the remark doesn't lie in what it might tell us about his state of mind. The novel's first proper Bronte sentence, it strikes at an altogether different angle, right down into the totality of immediately surrounding things. 'Gnarl' is more common as a verb meaning to contort or twist. In a Gondal poem Emily wrote at Law Hill on 17 October 1838, Julius Brenzaida, repudiating his lover Geraldine S., bids sad farewell at the same time to a wintry northern landscape featuring a 'gnarled and ancient tree'. The term's metaphorical applications had not gone unnoticed in literature. You speak to me like a boy who 'thinks the auld gnarled oak can be twisted as easily as the young sapling', Rob Roy complains to Osbaldistone.
Chapter One introduces us to the novel's most notable specimen of auld gnarled oak: scrawny, battered, squinting Joseph, the ancient retainer with a 'crackly laugh' and an unquenchable dialect habit. Such figures were by no means unknown in the fiction of the period. In Middlemarch, the hapless Mr Brooke's attempt to canvass a tenant farmer called Mr Dagley is met with a violent political diatribe in a dialect so impenetrable that he has to make his excuses and leave. George Eliot waxes ironic at the expense of the local educators and improvers (rector, curate, landlord) who might have been expected to relieve a 'hereditary farmer' of Mr Dagley's 'grade' of his 'midnight darkness', but is ultimately on their side. Bronte not so much - although the Linton family seat, Thrushcross Grange, down in the fertile, sheltered valley, could just about be seen, from the right angle, as an outpost of enlightenment. Rob Roy provides a model for Joseph in Andrew Fairservice, whom Osbaldistone hires as a guide. Fairservice is a bit of a rogue. Scott, genial as ever, can't help warming to him. Joseph, by contrast, is less a character than an epitome of circumstance in its most literal sense. By now we're wondering how the establishment at the Heights ever came to be in such a rare old state of gnarl. Lockwood's dream is still a chapter and a half away.
When Bronte  resumed work on the novel, after a short hiatus during the summer of 1845, one of the first things she did was to introduce a new narrator, Nelly Dean, Lockwood's talkative and extraordinarily well-informed housekeeper, whom we first encounter in Chapter Four. Lockwood will hereafter take a back seat. Wuthering Heights had originally been planned as one volume in a three-volume set that would also include Anne's Agnes Grey and Charlotte's Professor. When Charlotte's offering was rejected by the publisher, Emily expanded hers into two volumes to fill the gap. Agnes Grey has a narrator who is also the main protagonist; as, of course, would Jane Eyre. The role of governess admirably equips both for 19th-century fiction's master-narrative: a hard-won moral and sentimental education culminating in marriage. Nelly Dean is cut from a different cloth. She remains throughout what she has been during her long career as a servant and nurse: the person whose job it is to look after people, to clean up their messes, to make things work. She is a witness rather than a protagonist.
The sentences Bronte attributes to Nelly - many of which occupy a whole paragraph - have been designed to deliver information in appropriate amounts at carefully timed intervals. Their favoured release mechanism is the semi-colon, which pauses more weightily than a comma, but without calling an abrupt halt in the manner of a colon or a period. We soon realise that the metering conducted by Nelly's semi-colons is also a rhythm, a musical measure. Bronte, after all, was a talented pianist. She wouldn't have been the first to think musically about punctuation. The eminent 18th-century grammarian Robert Lowth had compared punctuation marks to rests in music. Period, colon, semi-colon and comma are 'in the same proportion to one another', Lowth noted, as semi-breve, minim, crotchet and quaver.
The signature of Nelly's performance as a narrator is the triad. This is her initial recollection, for Lockwood's benefit, of the young Catherine Earnshaw:
A wild, wick slip she was - but, she had the bonniest eye, and sweetest smile, and lightest foot in the parish; and, after all, I believe she meant no harm; for when once she made you cry in good earnest, it seldom happened that she would not keep you company; and oblige you to be quiet that you might comfort her.

A confident new female voice lets rip with that 'wild, wick slip', its musical phrasing intent as much on pleasure as on description as it drifts in and out of dialect usage. Bronte has improved on Scott. Andrew Fairservice describes Diana Vernon, Rob Roy's feisty heroine, as a 'wild slip'. 'Wick' means lively, with a hint at wicked. This inaugural descant at once yields, by way of self-correction, to compliments paid to the trio of eye, smile and foot. Lockwood, after all, has already shown himself amply susceptible to such manifestations. At which point the sentence begins in earnest. Marshalled by semi-colons, its three further independent clauses articulate the novel's enduring preoccupation with abrupt reversals of feeling. It seems that Cathy meant no harm by her mischief. However badly she might hurt someone, Nelly informs Lockwood, she seldom left them for dead. Why? Because she knew that the weakness she displayed in not abandoning them would oblige them, in turn, not to abandon her. The aggressor turns victim in order to add the satisfactions of victimhood to those of aggression. Heathcliff be warned.
It matters, too, that Nelly is the custodian of the novel's topographical archive: its inventory of immediately surrounding things. She knows the directions and distances. It is she who, at a moment of heightened tension towards the end of Volume One, repairs to a spot on the moors where a 'rough sand pillar' erected at a crossroads serves as a guidepost to the Grange, the Heights and the nearby village of Gimmerton. A characteristic tripartite paragraph-sentence recalls the way, twenty years before, she and Hindley Earnshaw used to play on the turf surrounding the pillar. By Bronte's reckoning, the storyteller must already be fully in place - in a place - before the story can be told. The storyteller is the voice of circumstance in both senses. Nelly doesn't think like Jane Eyre or Agnes Grey. The function of her paragraph-sentences is to assess the impact of an action on its environment. These sentences understand character - identity - as a footprint. They describe the effect Cathy's wilfulness had on those she most cared about.
To put it another way, Bronte was interested in consequence. She couldn't care less about why people do the things they do. The fact is that they do them. When the much-loved Keeper got into a fight with another dog, Emily waded in at once while 'several other animals,' the Haworth stationer John Greenwood reported, 'who thought themselves men, were standing looking on like cowards as they were.' She forced the dogs apart, 'dredg[ing] well their noses with pepper' and sent them packing. When Branwell drunkenly set light to his bedclothes, Anne raised the alarm, but it was Emily who, in Juliet Barker's words, 'unceremoniously dragged her brother out of his bed, flung him into the corner and the blazing bedclothes into the middle of the room, dashed to the kitchen for a large can of water and doused the flames'.
Chapter Four of the first volume includes Nelly's account of the imposition many years ago of a state of affairs which, as Lockwood has already discovered, still remains to be dealt with. Mr Earnshaw, having walked sixty miles to Liverpool on business he's reluctant to state - don't ask how or why - returns three days later with a 'dirty, ragged, black-haired child' in a bundle in his arms. Earnshaw's journey constitutes an inaugural fracture. It opens the relatively inaccessible, landlocked environment of the West Riding of Yorkshire to the sea, that almost limitless space of circulation and interchange. The state of affairs, in short, has to do with a condition: that of the displaced person (immigrant, refugee, asylum seeker). This one ends up in a community which by Nelly's admission does not welcome 'foreigners'.
Much ink has been spilled in discussing the black-haired child's parentage. Bronte made sure to allow for a number of possibilities. 'Gypsy' is the term most often applied to Heathcliff in the novel. Gypsies were a steady presence in 19th-century British life and literature, at once exotic and familiar. Their enduring fascination lay in the fact that no one had been able to work out where they came from. In Jane Austen's Emma (1815), Harriet Smith is accosted by gypsy children on the outskirts of Highbury; in George Eliot's The Mill on the Floss (1860), Maggie Tulliver absconds to a gypsy encampment. Mr Linton, the owner of Thrushcross Grange at the time of Heathcliff's arrival, characterises him instead as 'that strange acquisition my late neighbour made in his journey to Liverpool - a little Lascar, or an American or Spanish castaway'. The term 'Lascar' referred specifically to sailors recruited in India to replace British crew members, often found in dire straits in ports around England while they waited for a ship to take them home. Whichever way you look at it, Heathcliff lacks an obvious point of origin.
Is he perhaps of Irish descent, as Patrick Bronte was? It's a reasonable enough assumption to make about a novel written and published during the years of the famine. But Liverpool was at the time of Mr Earnshaw's visit the nation's major slave-trading port. So is Heathcliff of African descent? Nelly consoles him over not having Edgar Linton's blue eyes by claiming that a good heart will always help a person to a 'bonny' face even 'if you were a regular black'. All we know for certain is that Bronte went out of her way to insist on Heathcliff's racial and ethnic difference. He is as much that condition of difference as he is a person. Nelly tells Lockwood that she knows everything about his history 'except where he was born, and who were his parents, and how he got his money, at first'.
The boldest of several recent attempts to fill in the gaps is Caryl Phillips's The Lost Child (2015). Phillips supplies Heathcliff with an origin: he is Earnshaw's son by a freed slave whom he keeps as a mistress in a Liverpool slum. Episodes describing the boy's retrieval by his father after his mother dies in abject poverty frame a story otherwise set largely in postwar Britain, about the children of an inter-racial marriage, one of whom goes missing. (The story's primary historical context is the Moors murders of the 1960s.) Phillips is well aware that Heathcliff appears in Wuthering Heights as someone discovered rather than someone lost - a foundling. What's most striking about the way he frames his story is the intensity of the description of Earnshaw's journey to Liverpool at the novel's beginning, and of his return to the West Riding, with Heathcliff in tow, at its conclusion. His aim, I think, is to keep open the route to the sea created by Bronte's original decision to send Earnshaw to Liverpool: to make of that route a channel, a thoroughfare, an axis of change.
The basis of Phillips's oblique affinity with Bronte may lie in their shared conviction that the storyteller, real or imaginary, must already be in place - however uneasily - before the story can be told. The introduction to Phillips's A New World Order: Selected Essays (2001) sets each of four separate scenes in four separate countries to the same refrain: 'I recognise the place, I feel at home here, but I don't belong. I am of, and not of, this place.' The postscript to his 'Leaving Home' in The Atlantic Sound (2001) positions him on a bench overlooking the Albert Dock in Liverpool. In a place where he both does and doesn't belong, he is able to begin to piece together a history for Heathcliff. Phillips's essays of this period envisage a world in which it has become 'impossible to resist the claims of the migrant, the asylum seeker or the refugee'. The world has continued to do its damnedest to resist those claims. It may be that Bronte didn't.
If you squint hard enough, you can just about discern the faint outline of the topography of Wuthering Heights in Phillips's A Distant Shore (2003), the story of two displaced persons who have nothing in common with one another apart from where they happen to find themselves at a particular moment in their lives. Dorothy Jones, a music teacher in an unnamed northern town, has just retired to the nearby village of Weston; or, rather, to Stoneleigh, a new housing development at the top of a hill on its outskirts. Solomon, aka Gabriel, her next-door neighbour, the estate's caretaker and nightwatchman, is a veteran of civil war in an unnamed African country, who, after making his way perilously across Europe, has been granted asylum in the UK. A complex narrative loops back in time to explain how Solomon and Dorothy got to where they are, returning again and again to a here and now - a circumstance in both senses - which is at once an opportunity and a terrible exposure. Phillips has transposed Wuthering Heights and Thrushcross Grange. When the residents of Stoneleigh's genteel cul-de-sacs venture down the hill into Weston, they encounter a milieu as 'gnarled' in its way - as decisively left-behind - as anything Heathcliff ever presided over. Dorothy is not slow to express a Lockwood-like affront at the indifference with which she's greeted by a community that very obviously doesn't welcome 'foreigners'. Solomon will suffer something far worse than indifference. The novel's title alludes to Billy Bragg's 'Distant Shore', itself an allusion to a book of essays by Colin MacInnes. Bragg's asylum seeker has escaped his tormentors (but not the memory of the damage they did) to wash up on 'a distant shore'. By Phillips's account, the distant shore is now inland, or anywhere, including the heart of Yorkshire: as perhaps it already was for Bronte.
Bronte's  decision to follow the Gondolian formula by killing off Cathy ensured that the original circumstance of the immigrant's arrival on this inland shore would loom even larger in the second volume of Wuthering Heights than it does in the first. By the time the second volume begins, Heathcliff is already as much of a revenant as the phantom with an ice-cold hand begging Lockwood to let her in through the window. Distraught at Cathy's decision to marry Edgar, he absconded from the Heights, a runaway near-slave. Now he's back - don't ask how or why - in mint condition as a man of wealth and status: a carpetbagger, in short. Volume Two chronicles the immigrant's revenge. Heathcliff will gain control over his enemies by acquiring their property. He will humiliate them. He will gnarl their children - and his own, if needs be - as he himself was once gnarled. Bronte may have been thinking of Milton's Satan: 'Nor hope to be my self less miserable/By what I seek, but others to make such/As I, though thereby worse to me redound:/For only in destroying I find ease/To my relentless thoughts.' To redound is to flow over or exceed yourself so vigorously that your action risks either sharp recoil or a rebound after impact. When Hindley was still alive, Heathcliff had once exceeded himself by saving his son, Hareton, then a baby, from what would otherwise have been a fatal fall. His face on that occasion, Nelly reports, 'expressed, plainer than words could do, the intensest anguish at having made himself the instrument of thwarting his own revenge'.
Heathcliff's redounding occupies the greater part of Volume Two. Few fictional protagonists can have left a firmer or more calculated footprint on a milieu or environment than he does. It's his redounding that generates the brutality that shocked Charlotte and Anne when Emily first read them Wuthering Heights. Discussing the strong element of Gondolian fantasy in the novel, O'Gorman remarks that the 'distance' it maintains from the 'fabric of lived experience' is most evident in its 'figuring of violence'. But Bronte's primary concern was always with repercussion rather than with motive. She meant her figuring of the ways people deal with violence to hew as closely as possible to the fabric of lived experience. Take Isabella Linton, Edgar's sister, for example. We're sometimes told that Bronte took little interest in Isabella except as a delivery system for the child Heathcliff requires if he is to gain legal ownership of the Grange after Edgar's death. That couldn't be further from the truth. Isabella suffers relentless physical and emotional violence from Heathcliff. Bronte went out of her way to ensure that she told this tale of domestic abuse - no further from lived experience today than it must have been then - in her own words.
There are few scenes in the novel more dramatic than that of Isabella's eventual escape from Heathcliff. Arriving battered and bruised at Thrushcross Grange in its aftermath, Isabella proceeds to put Nelly fully in the picture. Heathcliff has been locked out of the Heights. Hindley and Isabella confer within. Is she too 'soft', he asks, to help him settle their 'great debt' with Heathcliff? '"I'm weary of enduring now"; I replied, "and I'd be glad of a retaliation that wouldn't recoil on myself."' In the gnarled world of the Heights there is, of course, no retaliation without recoil. The scene that follows is Bronte at her most Tarantino-esque. Hindley has the advantage of a weapon, a combination gun and retractable knife. Smashing a window, Heathcliff reaches through and wrenches the weapon from his grasp. 'The charge exploded, and the knife, in springing back, closed into its owner's wrist. Heathcliff pulled it away by main force, slitting up the flesh as it passed on, and thrust it dripping into his pocket.' This near parodic spasm of redounding doesn't end well for Hindley. Isabella, however, now 'in the condition of mind to be shocked at nothing', feels powerful enough, at last, to cut any remaining ties to her abuser and strike out on her own. She makes a home for herself and the child to which she will shortly give birth somewhere 'near London'.
The ample redounding in A Distant Shore is generated in Solomon's case by the tit-for-tat atrocities of civil war, and in Dorothy's by experiences of 'abandonment' that seem to her to merit immediate retaliation - itself subject in turn to excruciating recoil. Like Bronte, however, Phillips knows that the inevitable outcome of redounding is redundancy. Salient among the things that surround Dorothy in her bungalow in the Stoneleigh cul-de-sac is the man next door assiduously cleaning and polishing his second-hand car, which he does a lot more often than is strictly necessary. 'Just this lonely man who washes his car with a concentration that suggests that a difficult life is informing the circular motion of his right hand. His every movement would appear to be an attempt to erase a past that he no longer wishes to be reminded of.' What's curious - transformative, even - about Solomon's small-scale, repetitive iterations is that their redundancy can be shared. The movements of his right hand are as much signal as therapy. It's Solomon's good fortune that his car washing should have caught the eye of the equally unsettled ex-teacher who lives next door. The good fortune doesn't last. When Solomon dies, beaten up and dumped in a canal, Dorothy mourns him by cleaning and polishing his car exactly as he would have done: 'All careful, with small circular movements like you're gently stirring a bowl of soup.'
The good fortune exercised when Heathcliff and Cathy roam the moors as children doesn't last, either. Heathcliff, too, will have some mourning to do (small circular movements are not his style). Bronte has anticipated Phillips in the formal innovation of an echo or ballad-like refrain that outlasts the tumult of action and reaction. In the first chapter of the second volume, Cathy, now close to death, sits in the recess of an open window at Thrushcross Grange. The 'full, mellow flow' of the beck in the valley is clearly audible. This music, heard from different directions at different times of year, is a signpost, a sonic equivalent of Nelly's sand pillar. 'At Wuthering Heights it always sounded on quiet days,' Nelly explains, 'following a great thaw, or a season of steady rain - and, of Wuthering Heights, Catherine was thinking as she listened.' In the volume's final chapter, Heathcliff, also near death, lingers by an open window at the Heights. The evening is so still that 'not only the murmur of the Beck down Gimmerton was distinguishable, but its ripples and its gurgling over the pebbles, or through the large stones which it could not cover.' Nelly's sentence beautifully enacts redundancy by its addition of that last detail of the large stones, familiar to Heathcliff, we assume, but not strictly necessary to an understanding of his current state of mind. Torn with desire, tortured by hate? Or remembering a place once won - and lost - among the totality of immediately surrounding things?
The echo of the beck's murmur from the first to last chapter of Volume Two is about as close as Heathcliff and Cathy ever get to their long sought-after unity of mind and feeling. It matters that she is long dead, and that he will shortly be buried beside her. Bronte's Gondal poems make it clear that for her a person's ultimate footprint is the grave. In one of the most compelling of the poems, entitled 'Song' in the 1846 edition, a loyal retainer contemplates the moorland burial place of his murdered queen. All the love she once knew, all the outpourings of grief at her death - all the elements of mere saga - have been leached from the scene. What's left to measure her by is circumstance in its literal sense: the linnet and the skylark, the west wind, the 'murmur' of summer streams. 'There is no need of other sound/To soothe my Lady's dreams.' So it is, too, at the end of Wuthering Heights.
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August Wilson  wrote standing up at an accountant's desk on which he had pinned the mottos 'Take it to the moon' and 'Don't be afraid, just play the music.' His Century cycle, whose ten plays bear witness to African American experience in the 20th century, decade by decade, turned historical catastrophe into imaginative triumph. It has no equal in theatrical literature. In its ambition and achievement, Wilson's Herculean endeavour outdid even Eugene O'Neill, who completed only two of his projected eleven-play cycle. 'I took it as my credo,' Wilson wrote, 'and sought to answer James Baldwin's call for a profound articulation of the Black tradition that could sustain a man once he left his father's house.'
With what he called his 'anthropological eye', Wilson set out to dramatise the 'dazed and dazzling ... rapport with life' which allowed African Americans to navigate a white world not of their making, a world that did not recognise their gods, their manners, their mores or their humanity. 'I happen to think that the content of my mother's life,' Wilson said, 'her myths, her superstitions, her prayers, the contents of her pantry, the smell of her kitchen, the song that escaped from her sometimes parched lips, her thoughtful repose and pregnant laughter - are all worthy of art.' He added: 'There's no idea in the world that is not contained by Black life.'
Wilson spent more than twenty years on the Century cycle, writing the first play in 1979 and the last in 2005. Behind his desk was an Everlast punching bag. When he was in full flow, he sometimes pivoted in exhilaration and unleashed a barrage of jabs at it. By 2001, when I visited the neon-lit Seattle basement that served as his office for a New Yorker profile, he had pummelled the bag so hard he'd knocked it off its chain. Between bouts of writing, he retreated to a corner chair to smoke and to listen to his characters.
Marion McClinton, the director of his later plays, called Wilson 'the heavyweight champion'. He was referring to his great undertaking, but with his large forehead, broad chest and heavy-set frame Wilson looked the part. His fight was not in the ring, however. 'What we lack,' he wrote in 1995, 'is the ability to give the ideas and images we have of ourselves a widespread presence.' Wilson's portrayal of the struggles, manners, humour and ceremonies of Black Americans challenged both white America's cultural indifference and what Zora Neale Hurston called 'the muteness of slavery'. 'The average, struggling, non-morbid Negro is the best-kept secret in America,' Hurston said as late as 1950. Wilson's first commercial play, Ma Rainey's Black Bottom, staged in 1984, may have been experienced by Black audiences as testimony; to white audiences it was still news.
In their theatrical dramatisation down the decades from property to personhood, Wilson's unmoored characters form a kind of fever chart of the trauma of slavery. In its historical trajectory the Century cycle takes African Americans through the shock of freedom in the 1900s (Gem of the Ocean); the reassembling of identity in the 1910s (Joe Turner's Come and Gone); the struggle for power in the 1920s (Ma Rainey's Black Bottom); the dilemma of embracing the history of slavery in the 1930s (The Piano Lesson); the promises made and broken to those who served in the Second World War (Seven Guitars); the fraught adaptation to the bourgeois values of the 1950s (Fences); the continuing injustices of the 1960s (Two Trains Running); disenfranchisement during the capitalist takeovers of the 1970s and 1980s (Jitney, King Hedley II); and troubled assimilation into the mainstream in the 1990s (Radio Golf).
Taken collectively, the plays dispute America's myth of itself as a redeemer nation. The white immigrants who arrived on its shores left their past for a better future; Africans had their past taken away. This historical calamity was also a spiritual one. In life, Wilson suffered this tormenting nostalgia and wrote out of it - 'the blood's memory', he called it. The cycle incarnated the redemptive power of tradition in the character of Aunt Ester ('ancestor'), who appears in four of the plays. She lives at 1839 Wylie Avenue in Pittsburgh and at the age of 349 is as old as slavery. 'I keep my memories alive. I got to feed them otherwise they'd eat me up. I'm carrying them for a lot of folk. All the old-timey folks,' she says in Gem of the Ocean. Citizen Barlow visits her wanting his afflicted soul 'washed'; Aunt Ester works her voodoo and imaginatively connects him to his past - the City of Bones, where millions of slaves drowned on the Middle Passage. He leaves 'reborn as man of the people', according to the stage directions. Wilson was both a necromancer communicating with the dead and a pilgrim 'walking down the landscape of the self', as he described it. 'It is in many ways a remaking of the self in which all of the parts have been realigned, redistributed and reassembled into a new being of sense and harmony.'
Wilson, whose given name was Frederick August Kittel, was born in 1945 into a family where racial division was the undertow of his parents' feud. He was the much wanted first son and fourth of six children born to Daisy Wilson, an African American, and Frederick ('Fritz') Kittel, a German baker. 'I don't think he ever fit here in America,' Fritz's eldest child, Freda Kittel, told me. 'I don't think he ever accepted Black people. Or the culture. I think for my whole family there's a deep sense of abandonment.' The family lived in a $40-a-month apartment in the Hill (known locally as Little Harlem), a lively mixed community, a five-minute drive from downtown Pittsburgh. Wilson remembered his father being 'mostly not there. You stayed out of his way if he was.' But Wilson was privy to many of Fritz's violent drunken scenes: throwing bricks at their window, which forced the children to take cover under the bed; trampling to smithereens the bags of pastries he'd brought home to feed the family; ripping the stove door off the cooker at a Thanksgiving dinner. On the rare occasions when Fritz was at home and sober his very presence was tyrannical. 'We had to sit down. We were not allowed to talk,' Freda recalled. 'We were not allowed to play. It was complete silence.'
Daisy doted on August and, according to Freda, 'felt that August was the best and smartest' of her brood. (He had an IQ of 143.) Daisy told her children to 'be the best of whatever you are.' 'She made me believe that I could do anything,' Wilson said years later. He became, inevitably, the apple of his own eye too. He was competitive, a bad loser, and porous: at once highly sensitive and hot tempered. ('He broke my jaw with one punch,' his sister Donna reported; she was 21 at the time.) Even as a youngster Wilson exhibited the imperiousness of an idolised child. In the neighbourhood, he answered to the nickname 'Napoleon'.
As a teenager, however, most of his battles with the world ended in retreat. He quit his mostly white prep school, Central Catholic, after punching out a student for a racist taunt - there went the dream of getting into Notre Dame and becoming a lawyer. He quit Clifford B. Connelley Trade School after a teacher knocked him off his stool - there went his chance to learn a trade. At Gladstone High School, at the age of fifteen, he ripped up his typed twenty-page paper on 'Napoleon's Will to Power' after the teacher asked him to prove he'd written it - there went high school. Wilson never returned and never earned a high school diploma. He was, he said, 'a graduate of Carnegie Library', where he spent five hours a day. Over the next four years he read some three hundred books. At seventeen, he briefly enlisted in the army. After coming second in the officer training school test he was told that, according to army rules, he had to be nineteen to qualify. Soon afterwards, he quit the military - there went his dream of becoming a four-star general. Wilson wandered to LA and worked for a time in a pharmacy. But it seems he was doling medicine of a different kind. 'He had trouble with the law,' his widow, Constanza Romero, told me. 'He doesn't like to talk about it. He was in San Quentin. I thought he was joking.' Of all his teenage abdications, perhaps the most punishing was losing his mother's faith in him. 'It was relentless,' Linda Kittel said. 'She told him he was no good, that he would amount to nothing ... It was agony for him. He was often denied food. She would take the food out of the refrigerator, put it in her bedroom, lock the door ... She didn't want him in the house upstairs.'
At twenty, Wilson was already a veteran of disappointment. Opportunity hadn't knocked; it rarely did for the residents of the Hill. 'The opportunity on Centre Avenue in 1965 was the opportunity to die an early death,' Wilson recalled in his one-man show How I Learned What I Learned. 'Opportunity to buy some dope. Opportunity to steal something. And if you're lucky, an opportunity to maybe find a girlfriend.' He had faith in himself but the world didn't reflect him back. 'I just always felt that the society was lined up against you. That in order to do anything in the world you were going to have to battle this thing that was out there. It wasn't gonna give you any quarter.' He gave himself a heroic mission, avoiding the roadblocks of academic credentials, bureaucracies and bosses: he would be a poet. 'Writing was the only thing society would allow me to do,' Wilson told me:
I couldn't have a job or be a lawyer because I didn't do all the things necessary. What I was allowed to do was write. If they saw me over in the corner scribbling on a piece of paper they would say: 'That is just a nigger over in the corner scribbling on a piece of paper.' Nobody said: 'Hey, you can't do that.' So I felt free.

The day he set up shop as a writer, Wilson walked downtown to McFerran's Typewriter Store, paid $20 for a black Royal Standard and lugged it back to his basement apartment. He put a piece of paper in the machine and typed out a variety of possible noms de plume: Fred A. Kittel, Frederick A. Kittel, Frederick A. Wilson, A. Wilson, August Wilson. He marked the day of his literary beginning as 1 April 1965 - the day of his father's death. Over time, as he dummied up a destiny, writing would be Wilson's vindictive triumph over his father, erasing from his own story both his father's name and his race.
On that first day, Wilson typed up some of his poems and sent them to Harper's, which promptly rejected them. He had to wait until 1969 to have a poem published, but he persevered. 'I had a sense of myself as being grand,' Wilson said. 'It was the way I carried myself. I thought I was the greatest thing since sliced bread.' At the height of the counterculture, Wilson strutted the Hill like an Ivy League dandy in a second-hand tweed jacket and necktie, pipe in his mouth. The posture was both a mask and an admission: he was lost. Chawley Williams, a drug dealer turned poet who befriended Wilson early on and to whom Wilson dedicated King Hedley II, said: 'August wasn't really Black. He was too dark to be white, and he was too white to be dark. He was in no man's land.'
In 1965, rummaging through a junk shop, Wilson found a bootlegged 78 with the label: 'Bessie Smith - Nobody in Town Can Bake a Sweet Jelly Roll Like Mine.' Wilson had heard rock and roll and pop songs as a child but never the blues. Smith's sound was a revelation. 'The universe stuttered and everything fell to a new place,' he said, adding: 'I had been given a world that contained my image, a world at once rich and varied, marked and marking, brutal and beautiful, and at crucial odds with the larger world that contained it and preyed and pressed it from every conceivable angle.' Wilson found himself laughing with delight. He played the song 22 times. The experience, he said, was 'a birth, a baptism, a resurrection and a redemption all rolled up into one'. The record marked the beginning of his sense of himself as 'a representative of a culture and the carrier of some very valuable antecedents'. He came to think of himself as a 'bluesman': 'I turned my ear, my heart, and whatever analytic tools I possessed to embrace this world. I elevated it, rightly or wrongly, to biblical status.'
The Hill, that 'amalgam of the unwanted' as he called it, turned out to be Wilson's university, 'the singular most important thing in my development as a writer and a playwright'. His blues lens turned the drama of the streets into 'life being lived in all its timbre and horrifics':
The Hill had a vibrancy, a shimmy. If you walk up Centre Avenue there's always people shouting. I was getting a ride up Centre Avenue with this guy in this convertible. I heard some gunshots, and I told him to stop the car, and I didn't even bother to open the door. I just hopped out of the car and ran down to where the gunshots were. And I'm like: 'What's happening?' And there's this woman chasing the man around the car, and he poked his head up, and - boom! - she shot him in the face. Not only did I see it, but, after the guy got shot in the face (someone grabbed her), he's walking up the street, and I'm like walking right beside him, like looking at him. You know, I wanted to see this. And he was bleeding. He asked this guy, he said: 'Man drive me to the hospital.' The guy said: 'You ain't gon' get all that blood in my car.' I was right there. This is going on - I remember one time I didn't go to bed for like, damn near three days, because every time I'd go to bed I felt like I was missing something. And I'd jump up, three o'clock in the morning and run out there. All kinds of life going on. It was like, wow!

The blues aesthetic also gave Wilson a new frame for interrogating the people around him. When a local person died, whether he had known them or not, Wilson felt compelled to pay his respects at West's Funeral Home. He hung out at the pool hall and cigar store where the elders gathered. They called him 'youngblood'; he called them 'walking history books', repositories of wit, customs, wisdom, some of which would find its way decades later into his plays. 'I really wanted to know how they survived,' Wilson told me. 'How do you get to be seventy years old in America?'
Patti Hartigan's 
 rookie 530-page biography of Wilson brings to mind a line from Karl Kraus: 'No ideas and the ability to express them, that's a journalist.' Hartigan, who was a theatre reviewer for the Boston Globe, is passionate about her subject, indefatigable in her pursuit of anecdote and, as she told the Provincetown Independent, 'loved, loved, loved the research'. That's her narrative problem. She harvests a plethora of detail, but she doesn't know how to make it dramatic. Her clotted prologue muddies the scene of Wilson, now famous, returning to Pittsburgh in 2003 for the funeral of his homie Rob Penny, only to have the Penny family bar him from speaking. 'August ... had been silenced because of his own success,' she writes. But why the annihilating envy? Hartigan tells us that Penny had preceded Wilson at Central Catholic, that he was a track star, that in their Black activist days he took the name Brother Oba and Wilson was Mbulu, that he was chairman of the University of Pittsburgh's Africana department. What she doesn't tell the reader at this point is that Penny wrote more than thirty plays, that King Hedley II was dedicated to him, that Penny released Wilson's great gift when he answered Wilson's tyro question about how to make characters talk - 'You don't. You listen' - and, crucially, that Penny sent the wannabe playwright a brochure for the National Playwrights Conference with 'Do this!' scribbled on it. Wilson did as Penny said. At the age of 33, Wilson may not yet have found his theatrical voice, but he'd found his ticket to ride.
Hartigan's book is the first full-length examination of Wilson's life and art since his death in 2005 from liver cancer. There is both a need and demand for the story of how he and his work came to be. Wilson made his plays, he said, 'fat with substance'; Hartigan's dutiful trawling merely makes her book fat. Much of her sleuthing is useful but in the way that a travel guide is informative: you get data without depth. She won't risk interpretation. Only in one line on her final page does Hartigan admit the biographical problem that bedevils her enterprise: the Wilson Estate declined to authorise the biography. As a result, she has no primary sources: no letters, no early plays, no poetry, no access to family, no way to get close to Wilson's pulse. She can assert, she can gossip, but she can't show. 'I hope readers will get a sense of his eloquence nonetheless,' she concludes in her author's note. The short answer is: no - they can't and they won't. Where she can't quote, Hartigan is forced to paraphrase - another narrative quagmire. Wilson is a great storyteller; Hartigan isn't. Wilson's words swing with lyric power; Hartigan's prose has as much clout as a popgun.
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Her glib palaver is most regrettable in her account of Wilson's relationship with his major director, Lloyd Richards, whom he called 'my guide, my mentor, my provocateur'. Their collaboration on six plays of the cycle was as intimate and as important to American theatre as that of Elia Kazan and Tennessee Williams. In both cases, the plays were a kind of co-creation, and the alliances are what made them shine.
The path that led Wilson to Richards was long and tortuous. Although he'd dabbled in community theatre in Pittsburgh and had even directed a few plays (he and Penny founded the Black Horizons Theatre in 1968), Wilson had no significant exposure to theatre proper. Until 1976, he had never seen a professional production. He had read no dramatic literature: no Williams, Miller, O'Neill, Chekhov, Ibsen. It was only when he moved with his white soon to be second wife, Judy Oliver, to her home town of St Paul in 1978 that his interest in playwrighting began in earnest. He wrote children's plays on science-related subjects for the Science Museum of Minnesota; the Penumbra Theatre mounted a disastrous satirical musical, Black Bart, based on his poems, and a handful of other plays were consigned to his bottom drawer. In one of those experiments, The Coldest Day of the Year, a man and a woman sit on a bench, and the woman says: 'Terror hangs over the night like a hawk.' Hartigan claims that Wilson 'cultivated the image of a neophyte who sprang, fully formed, into a playwright' - but, as his stilted line illustrates, by any professional standard Wilson was a neophyte.
The catalyst for his transformation was not so much the stage as the state of Minnesota, whose entire Black population of 55,000 was the size of the Hill. 'There weren't many Black folks around,' Wilson said later. 'I got lonely and I started to create them. I could hear the music. I could hear the language for the first time. Until then I hadn't valued the way Black folks talked. I'd always thought that in order to create art out of it you had to change that.' The move coincided with his discovery of Romare Bearden, whose paintings of Black life had for Wilson the same wallop of exhilaration as the blues. 'I try to explore,' Bearden once said, 'in terms of the life I know best, those things which are common to all culture' - just what Wilson now set about doing.
He wrote Jitney in ten days, sitting at Arthur Treacher's Fish and Chips, and sent it to the National Playwrights Conference. The conference, held every year in Waterford, Connecticut, had been established to help young dramatists work on flawed but promising plays. Jitney was rejected at least twice. In 1982, Wilson submitted a four-and-a-half-hour version of Ma Rainey's Black Bottom, which was accepted. It was in Waterford that Wilson met Richards, who had become director of the conference in 1968 and would stay in the role until 1999, developing plays by Derek Walcott, Wole Soyinka, John Guare, John Patrick Shanley, Wendy Wasserstein and many others.
When they joined forces, Richards was 63 and Wilson was 37. Every live wire goes dead without connections, and Richards had them. So Wilson could quit his job as a short-order cook and devote himself to writing. Richards helped him secure grants and gave him access to the Yale Repertory Theatre's facilities, sending him to the sound booth, the paint shop, the lighting designer. 'He was a big sponge, absorbing everything,' Richards told me. 'He had a lot to learn and he knew it.' As Wilson learned structure, 'he was also learning everything else.' Richards wasn't a man of many words, and he chose those words carefully. He had his own quiet runic way of teaching. 'I don't function dictatorially. I don't give the answer. I try to provoke the artist to find the answer I want him to find. He's got to make it his own.'
Hartigan gives Richards weasel-worded props. 'Richards, who worked steadily in the theatre and had just helped usher Athol Fugard's A Lesson from Aloes to Broadway, was looking for a fresh Black voice.' (In fact, Wilson went looking for Richards.) Does having directed the first play by an African American ever staged on Broadway - Lorraine Hansberry's A Raisin in the Sun (1959) - or being dean of the Yale Drama School and artistic director of the Yale Rep sound like no more than 'steady' work? Hartigan can't see Richards's belt without hitting below it. 'Richards, for all his talent, had not been able to shepherd other writers to such acclaim.' But he'd been doing just that since the 1950s. The depth, polish and reach of Wilson's plays were directly the result of Richards's pedagogy, both in their construction and in the unique production network that Richards and his associate Benjamin Mordecai developed to give Wilson's plays a gestation period longer than any playwright in the history of American theatre. The path led from the National Playwrights Conference to Yale to regional theatres and then to Broadway. The series of pre-Broadway regional runs - six in the case of King Hedley II - allowed Wilson to incorporate the actors' discoveries, deepen his characters, refine and rewrite his storylines and polish his dialogue. When the play finally arrived on Broadway, it was rock solid and 'shining like new money', to use Wilson's phrase. It would be fair to say that without this process and Richards's nurturing there would be no Century cycle.
When they began collaborating, Wilson recalled, the actors in rehearsal would ask him about his characters, and Richards would answer for him. 'The old fox knows what's going on,' Wilson thought and kept quiet. But, with increasing success and theatrical savvy, Wilson found it hard to keep playing the protege. By now he knew what he was doing, and he wanted more control over his plays. In 1991, after Richards stepped down from Yale, he suggested that he, Wilson and Mordecai form an equal partnership to put on Seven Guitars. Wilson's lawyer argued for an arrangement that would have given Wilson 52 per cent, Richards 33 per cent and Mordecai 15 per cent of the proceeds. Richards was outraged and stood firm, but the nature of the relationship had changed. They had been on the road with Seven Guitars for four months when Wilson wrote to Richards complaining that the show 'does not look like a well-rehearsed production with high production values'. One of Wilson's proposed remedies was that he read his notes to the cast. Richards rightly shot down the idea, saying it would be like 'two people trying to conduct the same orchestra at the same time'.
There was no missing the truculence in Wilson's letter: 'If you agree to work on resolving these issues which I think are essential ... we need to meet in LA to discuss ways of accomplishing this.' Richards correctly read Wilson's words as a threat and called him out. 'Despite its bill of particulars,' he replied, 'I don't think you said what was on your mind,' going through all Wilson's points before coming to the issue of the froideur between them:
August, over twelve years, our pattern of work has been the same.
Through writing, conversation and rewriting, we have attempted to get as complete a script as possible before setting a date for production. Then we have worked in rehearsal and at performance, with my checking with you at every break to be sure that we were on the same track and discussing your thoughts and mine, before giving notes. This was true at rehearsal and at performance. You were my third eye, a position I thought I held for you as a writer. This changed in Boston.
You acquired an assistant to whom you dictated and who handed me a sheaf of notes when I was ready to give notes. There was no discussion or exchange which was very valuable. This act split the working relationship in many ways and caused a distance to happen.

By the time Seven Guitars opened on Broadway, the show had come together well enough to be nominated for a Pulitzer Prize and a Tony Award and run for just over two hundred performances. By the end of it, however, Wilson and Richards were barely speaking. Richards could work with Wilson; but, as he said, he 'couldn't work for him' - or for the private partnership, Sageworks, which Wilson had set up with Mordecai. From now on Wilson would get a producer's, as well as an author's, share of the profits.
Rejecting Richards's stately, boundaried approach, Wilson chose Marion McClinton to direct his next production, a revised version of Jitney. McClinton, who had directed a number of second productions of the plays, was nine years younger than Wilson. In Richards, Wilson may have lost a father, but in McClinton he'd found a brother who sat shoulder to shoulder with him at the director's table and who hung on, and extolled, his every word. 'It's August's language - the rhythm of hurt, the rhythm of pain, the rhythm of ecstasy, the rhythm of family - which sets him apart,' McClinton said. 'He shook the American theatre until it finally began to part its eyes and see all of its invisible men and women. He helped with a shove mightier than Samson gave the pillars in the Philistine temple, and brought down the walls of ignorance.'
'Don't go out there and show your colour,' Wilson's mother used to admonish him. He dedicated his adulthood to making a proper spectacle of Blackness. 'Blacks know the spiritual truth of white America,' he said. 'We're living examples of America's hypocrisy. We know white America better than a white America knows us.' His plays are a redress for the apathy of the white imagination. With their tatterdemalion eloquence, his disputatious folk call out this mendacity. 'A nigger with a gun is bad news,' Holloway, the restaurant philosophe in Two Trains Running, says. 'You say the word "gun" and the word "nigger" in the same sentence and you in trouble. The white man panic. Unless you say: "The policeman shot the nigger with a gun."' Even as they're aware of the terrible and unreachable forces that rule their lives, Wilson's characters take their emptiness and try to fill it up with something. Within their hand-to-mouth existences, they are capable of making a gorgeous fuss, sometimes joyously pronouncing themselves to the world: they beat out field chants with kitchen utensils (The Piano Lesson), do the 'Joe Louis Victory Walk' (Seven Guitars), perform voodoo to contact their drowned ancestors (Gem of the Ocean) and, of course, sing the blues. 'White folks don't understand about the blues,' Ma Rainey says. 'They hear it come out, but they don't know how it got there. They don't understand that's life's way of talking. You don't sing to feel better. You sing 'cause that's a way of understanding life.' These exhibitions of high spirits play as the African American way of enlarging life, heroic refusals to suffer.
There are only three white characters in the entire Century cycle. But the white world is a ghostly, formidable presence on Wilson's hardscrabble population. In King Hedley II, King observes that as a slave he would have been worth $1200 and now he's only worth $3.50 an hour. 'Where's the barbed wire?' he says. 'They got everything else. They got me blocked in every other way.' Black men, according to Wilson, are 'a commodity of flesh and muscle which has lost its value in the marketplace'. Toledo, the only literate member of Ma Rainey's band, explains to the others that they're 'left over from history': 'The problem ain't with the white man. The white man knows you just a leftover ... he the one who done the eating and he know what he done ate. But we don't know that we been took and made history out of.' In Two Trains Running, Holloway jokes away the tragedy of white innocence, barricaded inside its own story from seeing its crime of devastation. 'People kill me talking about niggers is lazy. Niggers is the most hard working people in the world. Worked three hundred years for free. And didn't take no lunch hour.'
'Trapped in a history which they do not understand' was the way Baldwin described the white population's predicament. 'And until they understand, they cannot be released from it. They have had to believe for many years and for innumerable reasons, that Black men are inferior to white men.' The Century cycle speaks directly to America's ferocious and ongoing political brawl over its historical narrative. Wilson's characters, as he put it, are 'continually negotiating for a position, the high ground of the battlefield, from where they might best shout an affirmation of the value and worth of their being in the face of a many-million-voice chorus that seeks to deafen and obliterate it'. He boxes clever, facing a white audience with a paradox at once dangerous and thrilling: if the whites are wrong about the Blacks, then they are wrong about themselves. It's subtle storytelling, but it requires time to build compelling resonances, in most cases well over three hours - the major objection from the press corps who prefer two-hour traffic. 'My plays are talky,' Wilson said. 'I say shut up and listen. They are about Black men talking and in America you don't too often have that.'
Hartigan spends most of her book following the progress of Wilson's plays, but not much on his process or the particular equipoise of his prose, which flows between 'trash talk and near choral transport', as Henry Louis Gates Jr described it. Wilson spent a good portion of his waking hours just following his characters as they gradually found their story over each play's long gestation period. He compared his patchwork approach to Romare Bearden's collage technique. 'I just write stuff down and pile it up, and when I get enough stuff I spread it out and look at it and figure out how to use it,' he told the playwright Suzan-Lori Parks. 'You start to build the scene and you don't know where the scene's going ... You shift it around and organise it ... until you have a composition that satisfies you, that expresses the idea of something, then - bingo - you have a play.' According to Jack Viertel, an unofficial dramaturge for seven of Wilson's plays, 'he had an almost religious faith that through constant rewriting the story would tell itself; he would invent it in the process as the play went by.'
Wilson didn't drive; he didn't do email; he didn't answer the phone; and, with the exception of a few Martin Scorsese films, he didn't go to the movies. He didn't see many plays beside his own. He stuck to his last. His mind was more or less in a perpetual reverie about finding and wrangling his stories. By his own calculation, he spent about three months a year at home in Seattle with Constanza and their daughter, Azula, who called him 'the slippery guy'. 'He just doesn't reach that intimate part of everyday life,' Constanza told me. 'I call him the deepest pool I have ever met in my life. You can throw a rock inside this man and you never see it hit bottom.' Despite his 'unquenchable affection for women', as Hartigan coyly puts it, Wilson's first love was his writing.
Just before he died, the Virginia Theatre on Broadway and 52nd Street was renamed the August Wilson Theatre. It was a gesture of particular significance to Wilson, one which went beyond money or acclaim. 'We both, Black and white, are victims of our history,' he said. 'And our victimisation leaves us staring at each other across a great divide of economics, privilege, and the unmitigated pursuit of happiness.' His plays did the heavy lifting of imagining the other. 'He knew audiences on Broadway were largely white,' Viertel said. 'He wanted to say: "Look, look at this. You people never look at this. You don't understand the richness of it; and the poetry of it; and the joy of it; and the tragedy of it. It's here for you. Take a look."'
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About  fifteen years ago, I bought a painting at auction. Apart from the usual anxieties, there was an overriding emotional factor. My wife, who had died a year or so earlier, had for many years collected images of women reading: mainly drawings, prints and watercolours, plus one small painting. I was browsing through the online catalogue of a French sale when I was stopped by two pictures by Odilon Redon, both of his wife, Camille, reading: one was predominantly pale green, and showed her sitting in the middle distance in a garden; the other, predominantly red and purple, showed her in close-up, with elongated features and eyes cast down on her book. Redon was famously uxorious, and painted Camille constantly over a period of thirty years. He once wrote:
You can tell the nature of a man from his companion or his wife. Every woman explains the man by whom she is loved, and vice versa - he explains her character. It is rare for an observer not to find between them a host of intimate and delicate connections. I believe that the greatest happiness will always result from the greatest harmony.

He wrote this not as a doting husband, but nine years before he met Camille Falte. He said that no decision he took as an artist was as clear and unshadowed by doubt as when he said 'yes' on his wedding day.
It seemed clear to me that buying one of these two portraits would be a fitting way to complete my wife's collection. They were happily not as desirable to art buyers and investors as, say, Redon's famous noirs or his flower paintings; so they were affordable. And more so, I assumed, by being of a subject he had painted many times. But which of them did I want, and which was I more likely to get? I preferred the purpley close-up, but would have been happy with the sylvan scene. And here the jeopardy of the auction room kicked in. The problem was that the pictures were coming up in the wrong order. If the purple one had come up first, and I was outbid, then I would have settled for the green one. But the green one came up first. What if I passed on it, and was then outbid on the purple one? I didn't want, and couldn't afford, both. What if I ended up with neither?
I signed up to bid online, and logged in on the appointed day. There is a specific excitement and nervousness about bidding in this way. There are three types of bidder: those online like me; those on the telephone; and those in the room itself, some of whom you can see. Your rivals, your opponents, could be anywhere in the world: you naturally imagine them lolling about in a penthouse suite in a different time zone, filthily rich and filthily intent on thwarting you. But there is also a chumminess about the process. Auctioneers (apart from taking 'chandelier bids' from non-existent people) like to flatter, cajole, joke, wheedle, even beg: it is all part of their professional training. Whatever they sell, and whatever you buy, they are pleased for you. As Wilde put it, 'it is only an auctioneer who can equally and impartially admire all schools of art.' So he or she will congratulate - and if the price is really high, thank - the successful bidder. My favourite memory of what can be a fraught business came when I was bidding online for some photographs in a provincial French auction. At the moment I saw off the (very few) rival bidders, the auctioneer brought down his hammer, beamed into the camera, pointed at me and cried: 'C'est l'Angleterre!'
The lot numbers ticked down towards the two Redons, with my forefinger hovering over the mouse. The green one first: the auctioneer imagined some bids, looking around hopefully until he reached the picture's reserve, and after a wait uttered the French equivalent of 'pass', indicating that the work had gone unsold. In the brief moments that followed, I naturally decided that my unseen rivals were saving their money for the better picture. Again, the urgent patter of theoretical bids, then the expectant pause just below the low estimate. Well, I thought, I may as well start things off, and clicked on the 'bid' button. And waited; and waited. But I was the sole bidder, and the auctioneer was duly grateful to me. I was filled with a prideful exultation: uxoriously, I had completed my wife's collection.
I paid, arranged shipment and awaited the arrival of Mme Redon. When she turned up, I received an unpleasant surprise, which made me think about the way we look at images of art, and what the brain does with them. I had seen the picture in an online catalogue, its size there at most about three inches by two. It had not been held up and shown to bidders in the room and online during the sale. I had imagined it as being a taut, concentrated picture of about ten or twelve inches by six or eight. Of course, the actual dimensions were printed in the catalogue, but I had paid them no attention because I knew the picture's size, its exact, ideal size, without checking: it was a size which fitted in with the rest of my wife's collection. And then the parcel arrived, and to my dismay I saw that it was larger, quite a bit larger, than I had presumed. I left it wrapped for several days. And when I finally opened it, I was shocked. Twenty inches by sixteen: almost double my top assumption. This was wrong in two ways: the image was too big, too loose, too impressionistic. And adding this biggish painting to a collection of on the whole smallish images felt bossy. I didn't like it, and my hoped-for coup had turned out a failure because of my own stupidity. I hung it on the wall with some reluctance.
Buying a work of art is often an instinctual business: you see it, you like it, it speaks to you and you may or may not think about its 'true' worth, as opposed to its worth to you. No wonder the rich have art advisers to guide and reassure them, not only that they have made an excellent purchase (and the adviser an excellent commission) but that, even if the collector subsequently goes off the work, it will still have retained, if not increased, its value. Needless to say, I didn't have any such back-up. And I decided, instinctively, that Redon had painted his wife the wrong size. It would have been much better if he had painted her half or a third smaller, which I knew to be perfect. However - and fortunately - over a period of time, I realised the absurdity, if not borderline insanity, of the belief that I knew better than Redon how he should have painted his own wife. And over the coming weeks I began to look at the picture for itself. Mme Redon was sitting in a background swirl of colours: old gold, brown, magenta, blue. Beneath her grave lectorial face was a sharply white jabot, itself the centre of the picture around which the colours played. These were sombre: Redon was concentrating unfrivolously on his wife just as she was concentrating on her book. And then, suddenly, I saw where he had signed his homage: in tiny capital letters on one of her fingers which grasped the book. It was almost a secret signature. Somehow, this clinched things, and in half-embarrassed conclusion I agreed that the painter, and the husband, knew exactly what he was doing.
This falsifying of expectation hadn't happened to me before (except, of course, in the general area of life). It made me reflect on the distorting distance that can invade between image and reality; between what we think we see, or hope to see, and what is really there; also, more widely, on how the reproduced image can hamper the way we look at art. And this image of a wife made me think of all those ambassadors who travelled to kneel before foreign kings bearing a miniature portrait of some princess of the realm whose parents intended her for marriage abroad. What instructions might have been given to the painter in these diplomatic sales pitches (make her look modest, concentrate on the eyes, minimise the squirrel chin, highlight the expensive jewellery)? How might the king assess his putative bride on the basis of a few square inches of paint? Further, how pleased or disappointed might he be when his princess finally arrived and he saw her in the flesh? Were some of them sent back, like unwanted Amazon goods?
More common than the falsifying effect of anticipation is the falsifying of memory. Thirty or so years ago, I spent a semester teaching at Johns Hopkins University. On its campus is the Baltimore Museum of Art, which I used to visit about once a week. Among the many Matisses and Picassos was a small painting by an artist whose name and work were unfamiliar. Felix Vallotton's The Lie is an intense scene of sexual or emotional betrayal in burning shades of red and black, yellow and brown. It is forceful yet enigmatic, and stayed with me powerfully. About ten years later, I saw it again, this time in its native Switzerland, in a retrospective of Vallotton's work. I was genuinely shocked by how small it was - indeed, the smallest picture in the whole show. Its radiance in my memory must have swelled it to about four times the size of what was now in front of me.
We think we remember works of art rather well; and probably assume that the greater the work of art, and the more powerfully it strikes us, the more accurate our mental image of it must be. Maybe this is the case with professional art historians: I assume that they have - must have - a better visual memory than amateur art-lovers, and perhaps even artists. After all, literary critics in my experience have a better memory of books than most readers, and better even than that of many writers (and they have certainly read more than the average novelist, whose gaps are sometimes shocking). But memory is such a shifty and shifting process, constantly duping us. As far as it is possible to generalise, I think we misremember small pictures as being larger than they are, and large pictures as smaller. Also, what we are remembering is not just the painting itself but its effect on us; and some parts of it will inevitably remain fresher than others. At least, in this age of mass colour reproduction, we can always check our memories - or so we believe. In my early decades, going to an art gallery abroad always culminated in a good deal of time spent at the postcard carousels; and over the years I have accumulated a vast collection of cards which I can use to check my memory. This 'check' can only be partial, however: there is the question of size (how accurately can and do we scale the image up?) and also of colour fidelity. I have a friend who, when she first started looking at art, would never buy a postcard of a painting she admired, for fear that the original would be supplanted in her memory. This was properly high-minded, but in practice, she reported, her remembered images were still subject to normal deterioration.
Postcard-sending has become a greatly diminished pastime: museum gift shops earn more money from, and hence give more space to, art-themed scarves, children's games, van Gogh mugs and repro jewellery. The decline of the postcard is of course intimately linked to the rise of the iPhone, which allows you to make your own postcards and send them worldwide without a stamp. Most galleries allow their use - either on principle, or because of the impossibility of policing the crowds who will take pictures willy-nilly; indeed, for some, the very point of a famous work of art is the selfie you take in front of it. The Prado is the only major museum I've been to where camera use is strictly prohibited. There is also a seductive danger in the mobile phone shot: you can frame and reframe it as you like - and, more perniciously, you can alter the colours. I've never seen anyone doing so while standing next to what they have just photographed; but they do it afterwards, and are therefore adjusting the colours to what looks best to their eye. Though - who knows? - they might actually be pumping up the colours to something closer to what the artist originally produced before those centuries of fade.
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Recently, I went to the Prado with the intention of spending as much time as I could in front of Las Meninas, which I had seen twice before. It is positioned so that you can see it through an enfilade of rooms, and slowly approach, gradually discovering (or rediscovering) its enormous size. It's one of the largest pictures Velazquez ever painted, and also one of the most extraordinary in its visual cunning: stunned spectators may easily find themselves losing authority, becoming victims of the picture - the characters on the canvas seem to be interrogating us, rather than the other way round (even the dog has a quizzing expression). This time, as I came to a halt at a proper distance, I had two immediate thoughts: though monumental, it wasn't quite as big as I remembered; while the colours of the figures weren't quite as bright as I remembered. The latter effect was doubtless due to having 'seen' it over the last decades only in reproduction, in books and magazines which inevitably tend to glorify the colours (and it may be that the very process of reproducing a detail dissociates that detail from the background and thus makes it feel brighter). These initial responses - they were hardly the size of 'objections' - gave way first to the novelising this picture often sets off: what exactly is the story, who is more powerful than whom, who are the figures in the tiny mirror in the far background, and so on. Such novelising isn't of course confined to novelists; most people do it as a normal reaction to seeing images of other people. Proust, when he went round an exhibition, had a habit of comparing the long-dead subjects of portraits to contemporary figures in Parisian high society. The other thing I noted about Las Meninas was that my memory of it was entirely confined to the bottom half, with its frieze of quizzical figures; what gets forgotten is the upper half of the painting, which is an enormous expanse of - what, exactly? The dark ceiling of the grand room, plus a couple of large, dark, indecipherable pictures hung high up on the back wall. But why does it take up so much space, other than because that was what the room looked like? I hadn't seen such a large empty - or perhaps otiose - top half to a painting since the huge scumbly area above the action in Courbet's L'Atelier. I left with my memory of the picture readjusted - until the next time.
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Proust called Vermeer's View of Delft 'the most beautiful painting in the world', and made it central to a key scene in A la recherche. He first saw the picture in The Hague in 1902, and then again in 1921 in Paris, when it brought on an attack of dizziness. Vermeer is Swann's favourite painter; and Proust sends the dying writer Bergotte to see the picture when it comes on loan from The Hague. As Bergotte approaches it, he has an attack of dizziness, just like his maker. He fixes his gaze on the piece of yellow wall 'like a child upon a yellow butterfly he wants to catch'. It seems to teach him a lesson about his own writing, which has always been too spare. 'I should have applied several layers of colour, made my sentences precious in themselves, like this little section of wall.' Repeating to himself 'Little patch of yellow wall, with a sloping roof, little patch of yellow wall,' he sinks onto a sofa, then rolls off it and expires on the floor of the gallery. However, if you look at the picture in modern colour reproduction (which Proust was unable to do, relying instead on memory, and perhaps notes) it is quite clear that there isn't a 'little patch of yellow wall'. There is a little patch of orange wall, surmounted by a sloping yellow roof. We don't think that Bergotte is confused, because he is in front of the picture at the time. The only explanation is the gap between the painting and Proust's memory of it.
I am now in my late seventies, and though not obsessively valetudinarian, I'm aware that I might be looking for the last time at some of my favourite pictures. At the end of last year, I was in Palermo, and made a pilgrimage (not an exaggeration) to the Galleria Regionale della Sicilia to see what I might allow a future character in a book of mine to call 'the most beautiful painting in the world': Antonello da Messina's portrait of the Virgin Annunciate. I had seen it once before, about 25 years ago, when I had no idea what to expect, having never knowingly seen a reproduction of this picture. Rather as with the Velazquez, I remember advancing through several rooms, at the end of which a blue vertical oblong was slowly becoming clearer until I stood in front of her. Though irreligious, I have a great attachment to images of the Annunciation, perhaps because (unlike with other Christian scenes and images) it feels possible to project myself back to being a believer in front of this primal image of the moment the world changed for ever. I prefer earlier images, which seem 'purer' - the Fra Angelico in Florence's San Marco is a special favourite. Or those rustic carved wooden figures, made to stand on either side of the altar, in which the Virgin is represented as an innocent village girl, about to enjoy the sort of upward mobility no one had ever imagined before.
[image: ]'The Virgin Annunciate' by Antonello da Messina




Antonello's Virgin is shown at half-length, seated, with a reading stand in front of her. A rich blue veil covers her head and shoulders, while a deep crimson undergarment peeps through at wrist and chest. Her expression is one of otherworldly calm: she is not surprised at this moment of her destiny; though her hands tell a slightly different story. Her right hand is raised, as if to ward off the angel (not now! not yet!) while her left hand pulls protectively at her shawl. There is a theory that the first two fingers of her right hand are meant to evoke the two fingers which the Angel often points at her in recognition, so that she stands for both Virgin and Angel at the same time (which seems a theory too far to me). In front of her, Antonello has wittily given the angled wooden book-stand and the table on which it rests an attack of woodworm - which has strangely 'spread' to the real wooden frame of the picture itself. And there she is, resting, awaiting, by herself, the only figure in the painting. This is an exhilarating, revolutionary act by Antonello: she is staring towards us, so that we are standing where the Angel is standing; she is looking at us both as spectator and as bringer of astounding news. Are there any other Annunciations from which the Angel is missing? I know of only one other, also by Antonello, in Munich, in which the Virgin - not the same model - is slightly more perturbed by the news as she looks past our left shoulder at the arriving Angel. But it seems to be an image unique to Antonello, apart from a jocose Richard Hamilton print of a lounging naked model receiving the news on a mobile phone.
When I saw her again, she wasn't, as she had been, visible from afar. The picture, and the room, and our arrival into it, and the lighting, had all been redesigned by a local architect. You didn't see her until you crossed the threshold, and then she was over to your right, in a new, specially designed glass case. The window facing her was lightly covered, but there was now a reflection to cope with. And then there was the size of her. As with my Odilon Redon, though in retrospect rather than prospect, she was somewhat larger than I had expected - probably because my memory was based more on multiple examinations of the postcard, from which I had scaled her up, but not enough. Her veil was a paler blue than in my postcard's memory; while the sunlit surface of her table, and the page of the book she was reading, were brighter. Also, I decided I had been wrong about the 'witty' woodworm in the reading stand: it looked instead as if there had been real woodworm at work on the picture itself over the centuries - there seemed to be other small holes in the Virgin's veil and elsewhere. Finally, the protective glass inevitably reduced the previous sense of intimacy between spectator and subject. It took some minutes before I could reattach the present reality to the remembered image. But, eventually, as with Las Meninas, I got there.
The Velazquez and the Antonello are examples of smallish misrememberings which disconcert mainly because of a perhaps sentimental expectation that you will recall great paintings more exactly than less great ones (and that their installation will remain unchanged). But my final example is weirder, and much more undermining to one who largely believes that memory of objects - rather than of people, their doings and motivations - is generally reliable. In 2002 I visited the Villa Borghese in Rome, and saw for the first time Bernini's sculpture of Apollo and Daphne - 'the greatest sculpture I've ever seen', I wrote in my notebook, followed by 'Eat your heart out, Canova.' It depicts the moment when Apollo has just caught and, with his left hand, touched the fleeing Daphne, who in self-defence is turning into a laurel tree. Daphne's mouth is open in a scream of terror, while Apollo, far from appearing a vile rapist, is portrayed as suave and dashing - in both senses. (The back story is one of malign manipulation by Cupid, who has shot Apollo with a gold-tipped arrow, which kindles love, and Daphne with a lead-tipped one, which puts love to flight.) The two life-size figures are naked, apart from a flowing robe Apollo has over one shoulder and across his loins. But Daphne is in the process of being reclothed by branches and leaves and tree trunk which will protect her from Apollo. Her fingers are turning into leaves, her toes into roots, while bark is growing around her: there is even a fierce clump of foliage protecting her from Apollo's advancing sexual parts. It is an astounding image of the moment when fierce movement is suddenly frozen in stop-time, in turn depicted in the stop-time of a marble statue. I have seen it twice since, and each time walked around it in simple (and complicated) awe.
[image: ]'Apollo and Daphne' by Bernini.




But after that first time, something bizarre occurred. Without realising what was happening, the statue, fixed in its being and nature since 1625, began to sprout fiercely in my memory. Barely a couple of years later, two friends were going to Rome, and I urged them to visit the Villa Borghese. There, I told them, they would find Bernini's amazing sculpture, which fills an entire room. You come on it from behind, with a figure of Apollo pursuing, and then see an entire spreading tree which prevents him from reaching Daphne, whom you don't notice until you have walked all the way round the piece. This was how violently I had misremembered the piece. How, and why? I have no explanation, except perhaps that, having decided it was the greatest sculpture I had ever seen, my brain endorsed that judgment by making it the biggest, most room-filling sculpture imaginable. And while I increasingly believe that memory - even if accurate - is much closer to an act of the imagination than one of straight physiological recall, I am still shocked by what my own brain did to me. As I put it in a note on second viewing in 2005, 'the greatest sculpture in the world - whose greatness had played a literally expansionist trick on my memory'. Perhaps, I suggested, 'all the forest growth and wind and speed and drama I imagined came entirely from its compact force.' At least, when I saw it for the third time a few months ago, it had no more tricks to play on me.
I don't have answers to the many questions proposed above, only further questions. Is there something in the art itself which makes us remember it more, or less, clearly? For instance, memory rarely lets you down with Hockney's work, clean and clear, memorable in the best way, and normally just the same when revisited, whereas you might be hard put to describe from memory a Rothko - though you might better recall its overall effect on you. Is it the case that the greater the work of art the better you remember it? Clearly not, from my examples above. Perhaps the prospect of revisiting a great work of art makes the memory tremble, as if you are going to have to sit an examination paper. And is it, finally, a bad thing if memory lets us down? Not necessarily. It might confirm some ongoing, organic relationship between ourselves and the work in question - a matter of the work's self-protection, its way of protesting about being seen more often in reproduction than in reality, a way of saying to us, as we seek to wholly grasp and commandeer its essence, what Antonello's Virgin was saying to the invisible Angel: 'Not now! Not yet!'
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