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If We Say Yes
Amia Srinivasan on open letters and campus protests

4513 wordsAn open letter  is an unloved thing. Written by committee and in haste, it is a monument to compromise: a minimal statement to which all signatories can agree, or - worse - a maximal statement that no signatory fully believes. Some academics have a general policy against signing them. I discovered that was true of some of my Oxford colleagues last year, when I drafted and circulated an open letter condemning Israel's attack on Gaza and calling for a ceasefire. Some, like those who are in precarious employment or whose immigration status isn't settled, have good reasons for adopting such a policy. Others understandably don't want to put their name to something that doesn't perfectly represent their views, especially when it might be read as a declaration of faith. I always cringe at the self-importance of the genre: though open letters can sometimes exert influence, stiffly worded exhortations hardly suffice to stop states, militaries, bombs. And yet, a 'no open letters' policy can serve as a convenient excuse when one is hesitant to stand up for one's political principles.
In the last seven months, there have been many more open letters on Gaza. I have signed some of them. One, in November, was a reply to a statement published by a group of prominent German intellectuals, Jurgen Habermas among them, who had lambasted anyone who accused Israel of flirting with genocide. 'Despite all the concern for the fate of the Palestinian population,' the statement read, 'the standards of judgment slip completely when genocidal intentions are attributed to Israel's actions.' It went on to suggest that attributions of genocidal intent were an expression of antisemitism. The response, which I signed along with Adam Tooze, Samuel Moyn, Chandra Talpade Mohanty and others, condemned Hamas's actions of 7 October and affirmed the 'vital need to protect Jewish life in Germany in the face of rising antisemitism'. It insisted that we must not 'close down the space for debate and reflection about the possibility of genocide', while noting that not all the signatories believed that Israel's actions constituted genocide. This even-handedness did not stop an editor at the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung from declaring, with our letter in mind, that Jews have an 'enemy' at universities.
In April, the critical theorist Nancy Fraser, who had also signed the letter criticising the statement by Habermas et al, had an invitation to visit the University of Cologne as its Albertus Magnus Professor rescinded. Cologne justified the disinvitation on the grounds that Fraser had signed yet another letter, 'Philosophy for Palestine', which questioned 'Israel's right to exist as an "ethno-supremacist state"', and called for an academic and cultural boycott of Israeli institutions - a call that Cologne said was 'irreconcilable' with its 'close ties to Israeli partner institutions'. Fraser, herself Jewish, described her cancellation as an instance of 'philosemitic McCarthyism' - 'a way to silence people under the pretext of supposedly supporting Jews'.
Also last month I signed a petition, launched by the political theorist Enzo Rossi, protesting against the suspension of Jodi Dean, a professor of politics at Hobart and William Smith Colleges, from her academic duties. In a blog post, Dean - a communist and anti-Zionist - had remarked of the early scenes from 7 October:
Who could not feel energised seeing oppressed people bulldozing the fences enclosing them, taking to the skies in escape, and flying freely through the air? The shattering of the collective sense of the possible made it seem as if anyone could be free, as if imperialism, occupation and oppression can and will be overthrown.

Four days later, Mark D. Gearan, president of Hobart and William Smith, announced that Dean was being suspended from teaching pending an investigation. 'As a result of Professor Dean's comments,' he explained, 'there now may be students on our campus who feel threatened in or outside of the classroom.' An email, with the subject line 'Invitation to Participate in Investigation', has been sent to Hobart and William Smith students by a law firm retained by the college 'to conduct an independent investigation into whether Professor Jodi Dean has violated policies or standards of the Colleges prohibiting harassment and discrimination'. The email asks students to contact the investigative team directly 'should you have any information that is relevant to our investigation'.
On 15 April students at Columbia University and Barnard College set up a Gaza solidarity encampment on a university lawn, just hours before Columbia's president, Minouche Shafik, was hauled in front of Congress to answer questions about the way her administration was dealing with the 'rising antisemitism on campus'. The next day, Shafik authorised the NYPD's Strategic Response Group to enter Columbia's campus. They did so, in full riot gear, and arrested more than a hundred student protesters. The police reported that the students they arrested 'were peaceful, offered no resistance whatsoever'. Visiting the Columbia campus the following week, the speaker of the House of Representatives, Mike Johnson, suggested the National Guard be brought in to deal with the students, whom he called 'lawless agitators and radicals'. With their encampment dismantled, the students built another on a different lawn, and occupied a university building; mass arrests again followed. One Columbia professor commented: 'When I saw that police "tank" coming up the street, something in my heart broke. I stood and sobbed. The trustees had broken their compact with the university and I do not know it will come back.' On 22 April, more than a hundred Columbia faculty members held a rally to protest against the arrests and suspensions of their students. The day before, I had signed an open letter - along with three thousand other academics from around the world - that pledges us to uphold 'an academic and cultural boycott of Columbia University'.
While Columbia was not the first university to call the cops on its students during the current wave of protests, its heavy-handed intervention galvanised students across the US and abroad, and set the template for their protests: the solidarity encampment. More than two thousand students in the US have been arrested, from Yale and NYU to the University of Northern Carolina, Emory (Georgia), Vanderbilt (Tennessee) and Pomona (California). At SUNY Purchase, a public liberal arts college in upstate New York, students gathered, without tents, on campus to protest; when the college's 'quiet hours' began at 10 p.m., the students sat down and fell silent. The cops came in anyway and arrested seventy people, including faculty observers and students who had tried to flee the protest after the police ordered them to disperse. At Dartmouth College in New Hampshire, police body-slammed a Jewish labour historian in her mid-sixties. At Emory an economics professor was wrestled to the ground by the police for objecting to their manhandling of a student; she was charged with battery for 'resisting' arrest. At the Universities of Ohio and Indiana snipers were stationed on rooftops. At UCLA, pro-Israel counter-protesters attacked the Gaza encampment for hours with sticks, traffic cones, bear spray and fireworks as police and campus security stood by; the following night, riot police attacked the encampment with rubber bullets and bean bag rounds. Such actions are not confined to the US. Early in May, at the University of Amsterdam, masked far-right activists attacked the Gaza solidarity encampment with flares just a few hours after it was set up, while the police looked on. That night, riot police dismantled the camp with bulldozers, knocking one protester unconscious and injuring several others.
In April  I was asked to sign a letter opposing the University of Cambridge's investigation into Nathan Cofnas, a Leverhulme early career fellow in philosophy. A self-described 'race realist', Cofnas has written widely in defence of abhorrently racist - particularly anti-Black - views, invoking what he claims are the findings of the science of heredity. In 2022, when he was first appointed, Cambridge students protested, to no effect. Student calls for his dismissal started up again this year, after Cofnas published a blog post in which he claimed that in a meritocracy the number of Black professors at Harvard would 'approach zero per cent' and Black people would 'disappear from almost all high-profile positions outside of sports and entertainment'. At a protest outside the Cambridge philosophy faculty, students chanted 'Fire Nathan Cofnas'; a student petition calling for his dismissal has more than a thousand signatures. This time, Cambridge has responded. On 5 April, Emmanuel College wrote to terminate Cofnas's research affiliation, explaining that his blog post 'amounted to, or could reasonably be construed as amounting to, a rejection of Diversity, Equality and Inclusion (DEI and EDI) policies'. Cambridge's philosophy faculty and the Leverhulme Trust are both investigating Cofnas; his employment status presumably hangs in the balance.
There were things about the letter, which I had no part in drafting, that I did not like. It did not contain a condemnation of Cofnas's racism, noting only that signing the letter 'does not indicate endorsement of Dr Cofnas's views'. It did not draw a distinction between supporting Cofnas and objecting to Cambridge's investigation of him. It did not note that academic freedom isn't the same thing as free speech: that the former is about academics' rights to make content-based discriminations in speech based on their disciplinary expertise, while the latter is about everyone's right to be free of content-based speech restrictions in the public sphere. (It may well be that Cofnas's academic work, in its racism, does not meet the disciplinary standards of philosophy; but Cambridge evidently thought otherwise when they hired him, at which point his views were already on record.) The letter did not oppose itself squarely enough to the spectre of universities terminating academic employment on the basis of complaints about extramural speech. It did not canvass the possibility that students have a right not to be taught by someone who is on the record expressing the view that, if a student is Black, they are almost certainly less intelligent - let alone make an effort to distinguish that matter from the question of whether the university has the right to fire Cofnas from his research post. I didn't especially like some of the company I would be keeping if I signed the letter: the other signatories include a philosopher whom I've repeatedly and publicly criticised for having a weird obsession with defending the permissibility of killing disabled people, and a talking head who was an associate of Jeffrey Epstein. And the letter did not tie the defence of academics' speech in the Cofnas case to the broader principle that is being ravaged in the UK, US, Germany, Israel and elsewhere.
I signed it nevertheless. Six months ago my objections to the framing of the letter might have stopped me. But I thought about Jodi Dean, her suspension from teaching, and the investigation she is undergoing on the grounds that she may make some of her students feel unsafe. I thought about the German Jews who have been disciplined by the state in their protests against Israel's war, on the absurd grounds that they are being antisemitic. I thought about the students who have been arrested while peacefully protesting against an inhumane war, because they have been deemed by university administrators to be a threat to the safety of their fellow Jewish students (never mind that many of the protesting students are themselves Jewish). I thought about the former presidents of Harvard and the University of Pennsylvania, who were both forced to resign in a Republican witch hunt ostensibly about antisemitism but really about right-wing anger at university autonomy. I thought about colleagues at state universities in Florida, who are barred from teaching on their general education courses that 'systemic racism, sexism, oppression and privilege are inherent in the institutions of the United States.' I thought about colleagues in Texas, who can now have their tenure revoked because of 'moral turpitude'. I thought about colleagues in Israel who wrote to me, soon after their government began its attack on Gaza, about the choice they faced between speaking out and keeping their jobs. I thought about Nadera Shalhoub-Kevorkian, the Palestinian legal scholar and Israeli citizen, who was suspended by Hebrew University for calling for the abolition of Zionism, and later detained by Israeli police, strip-searched and handcuffed, and subjected to questions about her published views on international law and colonialism. I thought about Israa University, the last remaining university in Gaza, demolished by Israel in January.
The point is not that Cofnas is just the same as the many people in the crosshairs of the right's war on academic freedom and free speech. The point is not - noxious as he is - Cofnas at all. Rather, the point is simply this. Do we think that students should be able to trigger investigations into academics on the grounds that their extramural speech makes them feel unsafe? Do we want to fuel the right's sense of grievance towards the university, when their minority presence within it is owed to the robust correlation between education and political liberalism, not some Marxist plot? Do we want to empower university administrators to fire academics on the grounds that they are attracting negative publicity? Do we think there is any guarantee that a further strengthened institutional power will only be wielded against those whose views and politics we abhor? If we say yes, what picture of power - theirs and ours - does that presume?
To which  a devil's advocate might say: isn't that a mug's game? Maybe. As I've argued in the LRB before, 'free speech' and 'academic freedom' are, for many on the right, ideological notions, weapons to be wielded against the left and the institutions it is (falsely) believed to control, the university most of all.* Some conservatives have, admirably, stood up for academic freedom in recent months, even where it presumably hurts them to do so; both the Princeton professor of jurisprudence Robert P. George and Sohrab Ahmari, the editor of Compact, spoke out against the suspension of Dean while objecting strongly to her views. But notably absent from the letter in support of Dean were the signatures of many prominent free-speech warriors, including Steven Pinker, Greg Lukianoff, Jonathan Haidt, Conor Friedersdorf, Jordan Peterson and Bari Weiss.
The free-speech brigade has also found justifications for the draconian repression of student protest. Weiss, citing the appalling, albeit rare, instances of antisemitism in the student protests, has complained that universities are going soft on them because of left-wing bias. Peterson has cheered on university presidents as they order the dismantling of what he calls 'pro- Hamas' encampments. Lukianoff, in a piece for the Sunday Times, offered a lukewarm defence of students' right to free speech, before arguing that the current protests aren't exercises of free speech directed at an inhumane war, but rather the expression of 'groupthink' cultivated 'through ideological filters on hiring, promotion and even teaching'. Pinker has called Harvard's student protesters 'poisonous' to the university's 'mission', and argued that it would be justified in calling the cops on them. Like Lukianoff, Pinker draws a contrast between genuine free speech and the speech of the student protesters: 'A university should be a forum in which people offer arguments backed by reason and guided by the search for common ground,' he says, not 'a place where they issue "demands" chanted in rhyming slogans'.
In so arguing, Lukianoff and Pinker aren't simply denigrating the antiwar student protesters as mindless woke drones. They are implicitly equating freedom of speech with freedom of discussion and debate. But protest, too, is a mode of public speech, which - like free discussion - is vital to democracy. Self-styled defenders of 'free speech' like Pinker and Lukianoff ignore this fact, allowing them to square a commitment to free speech with the repression of protest. As the University of Chicago philosopher Anton Ford recently put it in the Chronicle of Higher Education, 'if a university only acknowledges expression aimed at discovering truth, then all campus speech is measured by the yardstick of a seminar discussion, and basic democratic values are sacrificed.' Ford traces this narrow construal of free speech to the Chicago Statement, an approach to campus speech that was adopted (without, ironically, faculty or student consultation) by the University of Chicago in 2014, and which has since been adopted by more than a hundred US higher education institutions - including many that have (like the University of Chicago) forcefully repressed student protests in recent months. While the Chicago Statement nods to the right to protest - and has been used by universities to defend that right - it nonetheless takes reasoned discussion as the paradigm of free speech. 'The University's fundamental commitment,' the statement says, 'is to the principle that debate or deliberation may not be suppressed.' The word 'protest' is used just once in the statement, to describe an attempt to silence speech.
The Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression (FIRE), of which Lukianoff is president and CEO, led the campaign to have the Chicago Statement widely adopted by US educational institutions. FIRE recently published a statement arguing that university bans on encampments do not violate the First Amendment, since free speech can legitimately be subject to restrictions on 'time, place and manner'. That is indeed the standard understanding of how the First Amendment works. But one crucial test of 'time, place and manner' restrictions is that they be as narrowly tailored as possible (only as stringent as needed to protect the normal functioning of the relevant institution), thereby leaving ample room for expressive conduct. Many universities have failed this test. The temporary student encampments are often consistent with the normal functioning of universities, for example by observing 'quiet hours', not stopping students from attending classes, and even hosting classes and study groups. Where they are not - where, for example, the noise from an encampment disrupts classes - administrators should impose the minimal measures required for normal functioning to resume. And where student protesters engage in violence or harassment, a university's disciplinary codes should be fairly applied. (As the legal philosopher Brian Leiter observes, 'such incidents do not justify ending the protest and encampment, except under an indefensible principle of collective punishment.')
Another crucial test is that 'time, place and manner' restrictions, and their application, be politically neutral. But it is no secret that university administrators, in their decisions about how to handle the protests, are bowing to partisan political pressure from pro-Israel legislators and donors. On 10 November, Columbia suspended its chapters of Jewish Voice for Peace and Students for Justice in Palestine, invoking a new policy that had been revised, unilaterally and with minimal communication to the student population, by top-level university administrators just two weeks earlier. The policy change introduced new 'time, place and manner' constraints - the category of 'special events' that had to be pre-approved was expanded to include any that would have more than 25 attendees or that took place outdoors - and gave the administration 'sole discretion' to sanction student groups that violated them. The changes came three weeks after pro-Palestinian student groups had started protesting on Columbia's campus (along with counter-protests organised by the Columbia Chapter of Students Supporting Israel, who were not suspended). The protests had provoked the ire of conservative politicians and donors. One hedge-fund billionaire alumnus declared on Fox: 'I think these kids at the colleges have shit for brains. I've given to Columbia probably about fifty million dollars, over many years, and I'm gonna suspend my giving.' Another hedge-fund billionaire resigned from the board of the Columbia Business School, citing 'blatantly anti-Jewish student groups and professors allowed to operate with complete impunity', rendering Jews 'not just unwelcome, but also unsafe on campus'.
When it comes to student protest, the UK's self-declared free-speech defenders have been taking notes. 'Why is it in America that the most appalling anti-Israel and pro-Hamas statements have all been coming from the nation's campuses?' Douglas Murray asked on Fox. The answer, he said, was straightforward: 'It is that they have been miseducating them, misinforming them, very very often through very hostile actors who are not just anti-Israel but anti-American.' Murray is a director of the Free Speech Union (FSU), which claims that academic freedom is one of the 'five freedoms' it protects unequivocally and without partisan considerations. But for Murray academic freedom extends only to those who aren't indoctrinating the youth with their criticisms of Israel or the US. The FSU's founder, Toby Young, has been silent about the attacks on students' anti-war protests, though in private correspondence he told me that his position on this was 'the same as FIRE's' - that is, that forcible repression of protest is often acceptable because of 'time, place and manner' restrictions. Soon after 7 October, Young issued a statement saying that 'the abduction, slaughter and rape of over a thousand Israeli men, women and children should be universally condemned by every university, college, museum, Whitehall department, football club, institution, in England.' A question: if universities and colleges 'should' condemn Hamas's morally abhorrent attack, why 'shouldn't' they also condemn Israel's morally abhorrent war of revenge? Rishi Sunak has summoned university vice chancellors from across the UK to Downing Street to discuss the 'unacceptable rise in antisemitism' on British campuses and 'the need for universities to be safe for our Jewish students'. A spokesman for the prime minister said he expects 'robust action' against the protesters.
After signing the letter criticising the investigation into Cofnas, I was written to by someone from the Committee for Academic Freedom, which bills itself as a non-partisan group of academics from across the political spectrum. He asked me whether I might consider signing up to the CAF's 'three principles'. I looked them up: 'I. Staff and students at UK universities should be free, within the limits of the law, to express any opinion without fear of reprisal.' 'II. Staff and students at UK universities should not be compelled to express any opinion against their belief or conscience.' 'III. UK universities should not promote as a matter of official policy any political agenda or affiliate themselves with organisations promoting such agendas.' I thought about it for a bit. I'm on board with Principle II, so long as we don't think that asking staff and students to use someone's correct pronouns is akin to demanding they swear a loyalty oath. Principle I is problematic, because it doesn't register that academic freedom essentially involves viewpoint-based discrimination - that indeed the whole point of academic freedom is to protect academics' rights to exercise their expert judgment in hiring, peer review, promotion, examining, conferring degrees and so on. And Principle III would prevent universities from condemning, say, Israel's systematic destruction of universities and schools in Gaza, which I think as educational institutions they are entitled to do.
I then clicked on the CAF's 'Who We Are' section, and found that one of the organisation's seven advisory board members is Nigel Biggar. In my piece on free speech last year, I had noted that Biggar was a member of the FSU; I described him as 'the emeritus Oxford theologian who has insisted that the British Empire "was not essentially racist, exploitative or wantonly violent"'; and I said that he is among those who long for 'a more traditional - often explicitly Christian - social morality'. This was the sum total of my comments about Biggar. So I was surprised - genuinely surprised - when Biggar retweeted a post by the conservative academic Bruce Gilley, which linked to my piece with the following description: 'Tenured South Asian radical @amiasrinivasan says @NigelBiggar should be fired for rejecting the mantra that "Britain must own up to its colonial past" and saying "the British Empire was not essentially racist, exploitative, or wantonly violent."'
I decided to write an email to Biggar, with the subject line 'collegiality':
Dear Nigel,
I was stunned to see that you had retweeted a tweet by Bruce Gilley claiming that I had said in the LRB that you should be fired for your views on British colonialism. Evidently, you did not read the ten thousand-word piece Gilley cited, since in it I say no such thing. I mention you and your views only in connection with your work with the Free Speech Union and the broader network of academics and politicians who helped usher into existence the new academic freedom Act. While I don't agree with many of your substantive views, I never suggest that you should be in any way censured for them. On the contrary, in the piece I vociferously defend the rights of academics not to be fired for the exercise of their academic freedom, condemn several cases in which students have called for professors' heads (including Finnis and Stock), and criticise the 'university administrators who ... too often cravenly seek to appease' students.
All this you would know had you taken the time to read the piece yourself. Indeed I cannot quite believe that I am having to write this email to a fellow academic - effectively saying the thing I say far too often to my students: have you actually done the reading? Clearly for Bruce Gilley careful reading and truthful representation do not matter; my piece becomes an occasion for another salvo in whatever ideological battle he is fighting. But I would have hoped for better from you, as an Oxford colleague.
Finally, I wonder what you make of Gilley calling me a 'tenured South Asian radical'? Do you think it's dialectically useful to reduce people to their ethnic origins? Do you think this is an intellectually respectful thing to do to another academic? Would you encourage Oxford students to introduce the authors they read with reductivist demographic labels?
I attach both a screenshot of the tweet, and a PDF of my LRB piece. I look forward to your reply.
All best wishes,
Amia

I sent the email in June 2023, and am still waiting for Biggar's reply. Last time I checked, the retweet was still there.
The latest  open letter I have signed was drafted by some of my colleagues at Oxford, in support of a student pro-Palestinian encampment set up early on the morning of 6 May on the lawn outside Oxford's Pitt Rivers Museum. Before the letter was published, signatories were asked discreetly to spread the word among like-minded colleagues, asking whether they would be willing to add their names to it. One replied that he had talked it over with his partner, who is of Jewish heritage. They both had reservations about the letter's claim that Israel is committing genocide; he thought that thus far Israel's actions were better described as 'ethnic cleansing', though he believes the risk of genocide is real. 'But I don't think,' he finished, 'it would be morally or politically proportionate for me to let that reservation stand in the way of expressing solidarity with a student action that I think is overwhelmingly justified.' He signed the letter.
10 May
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It's not cricket
  Allen Schill compares Shrovetide football to lacrosse (Letters, 9 May). My Toronto-born grandfather played lacrosse for Canada in the early 20th century. He told  us he learned the rough-tough game from Indigenous Americans, with whom, as a young adventurer, he was well acquainted. Having moved to London in 1919, he taught his two daughters the same version  of the game, in preparation for their attendance at Francis Holland School, Regent's Park. In her first game at the school, my mother let rip in the way she had been taught and was promptly sent  off in disgrace, having whacked several classmates and tripped them up with her stick. She was allowed to play again once her game was sufficiently ladylike.


Frances Cole

				Aldbury, Hertfordshire
			


Levitating Nuns
  Malcolm Gaskill writes about levitating nuns in early modern Europe (LRB, 9 May). Similar stories persist well into the 20th century. Alexander Bedward,  the Jamaican Baptist preacher and proto-Rastafarian, claimed to be able to levitate, and predicted that he would physically ascend to heaven on New Year's Eve, 1920. Crowds assembled to watch the  event, some of them hoping to ascend with Bedward. No levitation occurred. But supernatural tales attached themselves to later figures, including Leonard Howell, one of the first Rastafarians. When  I visited Jamaica for the BBC in 2002, I spoke with Amy Fairweather, who was present in 1941 when the police raided Howell's commune, Pinnacle. She said that Howell had evaded capture by turning  himself into a woman. 'He can do this at any time,' she said.


Jolyon Jenkins

				Bristol
			


Better in Memory
  Julian Barnes writes of 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' (LRB, 9 May).
  Pierre Bonnard is an example of a painter who used the unreliability of memory to his advantage. Henri Cartier-Bresson photographed Bonnard's studio wall in 1944. Tacked to it are postcards and  small-scale reproductions of paintings by Picasso, Monet, Seurat, Gauguin and Vermeer, a Hellenistic nude woman's torso, some postcards of Le Cannet and even a reproduction of one of Bonnard's own  works, The Window (1925). Despite having a panoramic view of Le Cannet from his studio window, Bonnard chose to bring it inside with him. This wasn't for ease of replication, but because  he wanted the remove afforded by a reproduction. You aren't quite there, staring across the shimmering Mediterranean or analysing the intricacies of Vermeer's The Little Street. Instead,  the landscape is probably rendered in black and white, and the image over-saturated. Your imagination has to finish the work your eyes began. In Bonnard's last decades, he painted almost  exclusively from postcards and small drawings. He used these as a prompt to a more personal version of what they depicted, warped - or rather enhanced - by memory. Explaining that he disliked  painting directly from life, he said: 'I go and look ... I take notes. Then I go home. And before I start painting, I reflect, I dream.'


Adrien Sevaux

				London W11
			


Where culture comes from
I wonder how Terry Eagleton's piece on the foundations of culture would read if it was less Eurocentric, and written from the domain of an indigenous culture (LRB, 25 April). Here in Aotearoa, it is impossible to conceive of 'culture as a surplus over strict need'. Maori art, ancient and modern, ta moko (tattoo), whakairo (carving) and waiata (song), are all intrinsic, inseparable, living parts of the very existence and identity of the tangata whenua (people of the land). Even commoditisation and appropriation have failed to untether art, song, dance or storytelling from the ancestral threads that are central to modern Maori identity. It is something that we pakeha need to learn from as we dither around wondering whether our cultural base is the Sistine Chapel, Beethoven and Eliot, or something specific to Aotearoa that we still struggle to define. The growing divide is not 'between the symbolic realm and the world of utility' but between an inward-looking, self-satisfied European academia and other cultural worlds. One cultural theory doesn't fit all, and we seem increasingly far away.


Ian Ferguson

				Auckland
			


Censored
In his account of Festac '77, Sean Jacobs quotes Andrew Apter's view that Festac was 'less concerned with policing boundaries and more about expanding them' (LRB, 9 May). A significant exception was the rejection from the colloquium of the paper 'Racial Democracy in Brazil: Myth or Reality?' by Abdias do Nascimento, an event that caused significant controversy and was widely reported in the Nigerian press.
At the time, Nascimento was a visiting scholar at the University of Ife. In an open letter written eleven years earlier, he had criticised the Brazilian government for excluding radical Afro-Brazilians from the festival's previous iteration, Fesman '66, in Senegal; he was forced into exile two years later. His Festac paper together with an account of the exclusion and documents on Afro-Brazilian theatre and art were published in book form by Sketch Publishing, Ibadan in 1977.


Thomas Forrest

				Bath
			


The Shoah after Gaza
Elizabeth Benedict cast doubt on Pankaj Mishra's remark, quoting Peter Novick, that the Holocaust '"didn't loom that large" in the life of America's Jews until the late 1960s' (Letters, 25 April). In 1964, Bob Dylan's album The Times They Are a-Changin' featured the track 'With God on Our Side', which included the words:
The Second World War
Came to an end
We forgave the Germans
And then we were friends
Though they murdered six million
In the ovens they fried
The Germans now too
Have God on their side
The song ranges from the genocide of Indigenous Americans to the conflicts of the Cold War, arguing that barbarism always comes clothed in moral righteousness.


Martin Gorsky

				London NW11
			


In Orbit
  Adam Mars-Jones writes that 'to be in orbit, after all, is to be held in a balance of forces. Any acceleration would nudge things out of kilter' (LRB, 8  February). In fact, as Newton taught us, an object in Earth's orbit is acted on by just one force - gravity - which induces at all times an acceleration towards the Earth. It's this  acceleration which keeps the satellite on its orbital path: in the absence of gravity, the object would move in a straight line at constant velocity and not be in orbit at all.


Andrew Gelman

				New York
			


See stars, Mummy
  I was delighted to see Rosemary Hill's review of my book about Barbara Comyns, but there were one or two inaccuracies (LRB, 9 May). For example, with  regard to the identity of the biological father of Comyns's daughter, Caroline, Hill claims that 'When she found out, if ever, isn't clear.' But I make it quite clear in the book that Caroline was  75 years old when she saw letters confirming that Rupert Lee was her biological father. Referring to my treatment of the complex relationship between Comyns and her lover's partner, Hill remarks  that 'here, as elsewhere', my narrative is 'oddly flat'. She implies, perhaps, that I should have been more judgmental. My biographical approach was to let readers decide for themselves.


Avril Horner

				Kingston University, Surrey
			


N+7
Robert Crawford's list of book titles and categories subjected to the British Library cyberattack was so like a naturally occurring OuLiPo exercise that it prompted me to use their technique of N+7 on the quotation heading the text (LRB, 4 April). Replacing nouns by those occurring seven nouns later in a small dictionary (plus or minus four as a stylistic cheat) gave:
Thus all the bottles on any given submarine are found standing together, and no adhesives or chaperones ever separate them.
Melvil Dewey, A Claw and Submarine Inebriate for Cataloguing and Arranging the Bottles and Panellists of a Lifetime

I thought this might help.


Brian Reffin Smith

				Berlin
			


Which came first?
  In her call for scepticism with regard to the date of composition of early modern plays, Penny McCarthy claims that 'we only ever have a terminus ad quem for any play - a "date by which"  it must have existed' (Letters, 21 March). We often also have a terminus a quo, a date before which it cannot have existed. The play Arden of  Faversham, to which many experts think Shakespeare contributed at least one scene, obviously cannot have been written before the real-life murder of Master Arden that it depicts. If, as almost  everyone agrees, the Earl of Essex is the 'General ... from Ireland coming,/Bringing rebellion broached on his sword' mentioned in Shakespeare's Henry V, this allusion cannot precede the  planning of Essex's expedition in 1598. Wherever we are sure that a play alludes to a historical event - there are many examples - that event gives us a terminus a quo for the play's  composition. And when the terminus a quo and terminus ad quem are close to each other, we can indeed begin to do what McCarthy thinks we should avoid and 'pinpoint a date of  composition'.


Gabriel Egan

				De Montfort University, Leicester
			


Pocket Envy
  Women may get pocket envy, but Susannah Clapp seriously underestimates the tyranny that pockets impose on men (LRB, 25 April). First, there are so many  of them. Think of an everyday outfit - trousers, jacket, overcoat of some description. That's likely to amount to a dozen pockets. If you have been foolish enough to wear cargo pants the numbers  multiply. Pockets may confer powerful carrying capacity, but the cost is a logistical nightmare. Encounters in which you are required to withdraw something from a pocket call for a frantic  prolonged search that may result in its eventual discovery in the first pocket you tried. Some Frenchmen get around this by carrying a satchel or sacoche. After first visiting France I got  one myself only to absent-mindedly leave it on a counter complete with currency, passports etc.
  The sheer visibility of pockets can also have dire consequences. There is a family story about my uncle, who was brought up in rural south-west Scotland. To our enduring embarrassment, he once  appeared in the local paper under the headline 'The Boy with the Bulging Pockets'. Returning home one day he had been confronted by the local bobby, who forced him to disclose two rabbits, the  fruits of poaching.


Neil Blackshaw

				Alnwick, Northumberland
			

  Susannah Clapp suggests that the preponderance of pockets in men's clothing might be attributed to 'vulva envy'. I agree with the sentiment, but shouldn't it be 'vagina envy'?


Frances Post

				London N10
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One Grave, Two Bodies
Tom Stevenson reports from Pakistan

5009 wordsThe twin cities  of Islamabad and Rawalpindi represent the perfect inversion of the idea that military forces should be confined to barracks far from the seat of government, keeping the capital free for civil administration. Pindi is a busy contemporary metropolis. Right at its centre is the grand frontage of the Pakistani army's general headquarters. The parliament, presidency, supreme court and federal ministries are in Islamabad, but as a city it is a sanitised appendage - from the security-controlled confines of the Red Zone to the little villas near Blue Area which house the well-connected. The symbolism could not be clearer: the army belongs at the heart of the country. Civilian politicians may play whatever games they wish, but only in the designated government compound.
The political dominance of Pakistan's armed forces is a well-established fact. At their worst (three stints of military dictatorship since 1958), the country's politics have seemed to be merely a surface reflection of deeper disturbances within the military hierarchy. Formal government has usually passed between two parties run by family dynasties: the Pakistan Muslim League (PML) and the Pakistan People's Party (PPP), both of which have made peace with military prepotency. As a result, Pakistan's politics have looked like a tired game of musical chairs choreographed by the generals. Internationally, Pakistan has either been overshadowed by India, or packaged into the amorphous entity known as 'AfPak', which is no more than a battleground for other matters - 'terrorism', nuclear proliferation. Never mind if the fifth largest country in the world by population is governed like a tiny backwater: its domestic politics are better ignored.
This stale arrangement was subjected to a serious challenge by the rise of Imran Khan. In 2018, Khan became prime minister at the head of an insurgent party, Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI). Celebrity sportsman turned statesman, Khan self-consciously positioned himself as anti-elite. True, he attended Aitchison College, the Lahore school that educates Pakistan's high society, but he claimed he had felt like an outsider there. Khan founded the PTI in 1996, though for many years the party was mainly a vehicle for his public appearances. His political rhetoric tacked between vague promises of a break with the past and half-hearted appeals to nationalists and religious conservatives. For the nouveau middle class, and much of the diaspora, this held considerable appeal. But it wasn't until the 2010s, after it attracted the interest of the military establishment, that his project really took off. Khan entered government having pledged to overturn the old ways: to end corruption, reject a subordinate foreign policy, and stop the dynastic political merry-go-round.
As prime minister, however, Khan didn't so much tip over the table as politely take a seat. He was a new face and had a surname that wasn't Sharif, Bhutto or Zardari, but his government didn't make a decisive break with the past. By 2022 successive economic crises had eroded his popular support. (He didn't help matters by regularly using a helicopter to commute the short distance from his residence in Bani Gala to central Islamabad.) His time in power showed he had much in common with other faux-traditional nationalists: Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil, Kais Saied in Tunisia. Khan would prefer to be compared with Recep Tayyip Erdogan. But on the critical question of military influence over national politics Khan, unlike Erdogan, wasn't in favour of excising the political power of the army, which stage-managed his election in 2018. In essence, he was a new frontman for the military-run state.
Like most of Pakistan's heads of government since the 1970s, Khan soon fell out of favour with the generals. In April 2022 he was forced out of office after the ISI, the military-controlled intelligence agency, orchestrated a midnight no-confidence vote against him. There was also a botched assassination attempt. In May 2023 he was arrested, charged with corruption and leaking state secrets, and transferred to Adiala jail in Rawalpindi, before being sentenced to three, ten and then fourteen years' imprisonment.
The story could have ended there. But despite his imprisonment and the suppression of his party Khan has since experienced an ambiguous revival in his fortunes. The sixteen-month stopgap government that took over after his removal presided over a slow-motion economic collapse aggravated by deadly floods. Inflation doubled and the country's foreign reserves collapsed. Relieved of responsibility for Pakistan's political, climatic and economic crises, Khan and his party have been reinvigorated. As prime minister he had steadily lost the popular support he once commanded. But as Prisoner 804, he was made over as a symbol of defiance against the Pakistani establishment.
The replacement government delayed the new elections demanded by the constitution, and they weren't held until February this year. Khan was banned from the contest and his party's candidates were forced to run as independents under a miscellaneous collection of electoral symbols - a teapot, a kettle, an aeroplane, a tent, a charpai - rather than the recognisable PTI cricket bat. TV networks were prohibited from mentioning Khan by name. PTI rallies were broken up by police with tear gas and truncheons. Despite this, party cadres worked tirelessly to whip up votes using WhatsApp groups and databases of potential supporters. But when the official results were announced they had obviously been manipulated. Counts had been doctored by the addition of a one or a zero to the tallies of favoured candidates. The election commissioner in Rawalpindi admitted that there had been massive rigging and that he had been involved in it (he was immediately arrested). Yet for all the measures taken against it, the PTI was still able to demonstrate remarkably strong support for its candidates, winning a plurality of the popular vote and 93 seats in the National Assembly. The cooked results ironically proved that in a fairer contest Khan would probably have won a large majority.
The election was meant to be a formality, if a travesty. Instead it was just a travesty. The leader of the PML-N, the former prime minister Nawaz Sharif, had last year been allowed by the army to fly back to Pakistan from London to lead the charge against Khan and his movement. But he was forced to accept ignominious failure and cancelled his victory speech in Lahore. The army had tasked Nawaz with burying the PTI and he had failed. The job of cobbling together a government instead fell to his younger brother, Shahbaz Sharif, who became prime minister. The new cabinet is filled with Shahbaz's allies in the PML-N. But the weak showing for his party meant that he also needed the support of the PPP, which was able to finesse many of the most important constitutional positions - including the presidency, now held by the party's leader, Asif Ali Zardari. On 20 February, Shahbaz Sharif, Asif Ali Zardari and his son, Bilawal Bhutto Zardari, held a joint press conference, at which all three appeared exhausted, to announce the deal.
Inside Islamabad's Red Zone, Khan was still the first subject of every conversation. Past the only police checkpoints with advertising sponsors that I've ever seen (this checkpoint brought to you by Wazir Fabrics), the National Assembly building on Constitution Avenue was holding the first meeting of parliament since the elections. Getting into the parliament took a little jugaad. Past the glass walls and doors of the foyer (helpfully labelled with red stickers that said 'glass'), I was told I was carrying an old-style pass, which was true, even if it bore the correct date. The domed parliamentary chamber is carpeted in dusty red flecked with gold. The government planned to introduce some unpopular ordnances demanded by the IMF. But the session wasn't going well. PTI members waving banners that said 'Free Imran Khan' got into the chamber. The leader of the opposition, Omar Ayub Khan, accused the PML-N of 'selling Pakistan'. Some PTI members ripped up copies of the economic ordnances and threw them around. Others stuck to chanting 'Who will save Pakistan? Imran Khan!'
After the session I visited Omar Ayub Khan in the garden of his family home on the north side of Islamabad. The grandson of Pakistan's first military dictator, Field Marshal Ayub Khan, he joined the PTI a few months before its victory in the 2018 elections. In Imran Khan's absence he has become the party's most significant figure. The position has come at a cost. Despite their presence in parliament, Ayub Khan and many other PTI leaders are facing charges of terrorism and murder. Hundreds of party members are still in jail. Some appear to have been tortured. 'I was charged with stealing police batons and a police scanning machine,' Ayub Khan told me. 'Even the judge laughed out loud.' On the run from the authorities during the campaign, he was unable to visit his constituency. 'I had to stay all over the place,' he said. 'I wore disguises and travelled between the houses of friends across the country.' Three months before the vote, his father died; he managed to reach the funeral, but had to leave straightaway to avoid arrest.
Despite the repression and the rigging of the elections, Ayub Khan told me that the PTI was now focused on trying to make itself heard in parliament. 'The question is whether this so-called government will be able to do anything,' he said, 'and the answer is no.' Imran Khan alone, he said, could command a popular mandate. He didn't expect the current government to last, and thought new elections would be necessary sooner rather than later. I asked him why, given the severity of the repression, he was working inside the system at all, and why he hadn't been more critical of the military establishment. He said the PTI was 'not anti-establishment'. Instead, it was 'against the old way of doing things' represented by the Sharifs and the Zardaris. The PTI, he said, wants power to lie with parliament and to put an end to a system of separate laws for haves and have-nots. When I asked whether that might necessitate cutting back the army's influence he would say only that all institutions should operate according to the role the constitution gave them.
While the PTI was lodging its protests in parliament, Prime Minister Shahbaz Sharif was meeting with the army high command. One of Sharif's close advisers told me openly that his colleagues were tense. 'Shahbaz and the cabinet are all miserable and some even regret that they won,' he said. 'We call ourselves a democracy, but come on ... and the people in cabinet aren't up to it.' He said the army was taking up more space than usual and had even installed ISI officers in district government offices. 'Shahbaz will just stick to what Pindi says - he has a consistent view that this is just how the system has to work.' Later, after the meeting with the army, Sharif announced that his government was committed to providing it with 'all the resources required for ensuring operational readiness', whatever fiscal austerity measures the IMF might insist on.
In the weeks after the elections Islamabad was consumed with horse-trading over Senate seats and the question of how much pain the IMF would demand. I went to meet Ahsan Iqbal, the new minister of planning, development and special initiatives. On the wall in the ministry was a quote from the American tyre tycoon Harvey Firestone, founder of the Firestone Tire and Rubber Company in 1900: 'The growth and development of people is the highest calling of leadership.' Iqbal has a reputation as an imperious figure in the PML-N and is used to keeping people waiting. When I sat down with his ministerial adviser and senior civil servants the talk was exclusively of Imran Khan and the nature of his appeal.
Iqbal blamed Pakistan's problems on Khan's time in government. Until 2018, he said, the country had experienced robust growth, thanks in part to revenues from the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor. Khan had come in by 'forced regime change', causing the country to 'go into a nosedive'. What was important now was righting past wrongs - and Shahbaz Sharif, Iqbal said, was fundamentally businesslike. 'The single greatest mistake we as a country have made is not following an export-led growth model,' he said. The new government would focus on exports, taking advantage of Pakistan's Generalised System of Preferences status with the EU and its relationship with China. But for this to work would require 'at least ten years of political continuity'. During Khan's time, Iqbal faced corruption investigations, just as Khan now does. He spent two months in prison before being cleared. But he refused to recognise that Khan's imprisonment was politically motivated. 'As far as Mr Khan is concerned, he is facing some very serious allegations,' Iqbal said. 'He's the one who has been saying corruption is a cancer and that anyone, however big or small, should be treated equally before the law.'
Pakistan's political system has never had room for mass participation. Urbanites see the large southern provinces of Sindh and Balochistan as anachronistic feudal fiefs run by landowning 'waderas' and 'sardars'. But the country's political organisations are themselves more like fiefdoms than political parties. The PML-N (it isn't generally a good idea for a political party to have the initial of its leader as part of its name) was historically the party of Punjab landowners and industrialists; the PPP has been a vehicle for agrarian interests. But they are now seen, accurately enough, as fronts for the Sharif and Bhutto-Zardari families respectively. Asif Ali Zardari, who returned to the presidency after the February elections, has openly run the PPP as a business - perhaps to the detriment of his son Bilawal's ambitions. The Sharif family wealth had its origins in the steel business but its true source is the patrimony of political office.
Nawaz Sharif - Pakistan's 12th (1990-93), 14th (1997-99) and 20th prime minister (2013-17) - has been the dominant figure in the PML-N for decades, despite spending much of his time in exile in London. At rallies during his failed return this year he would coo at audiences and ask whether they truly loved him. Bill Clinton once said that talking to Sharif on the phone you could practically hear him sweating. The Sharif brothers have kept any mutual acrimony far from public view, but there must be some. Nawaz Sharif's daughter Maryam Nawaz Sharif, who cultivates an air of slighted royalty, has become chief minister of Punjab; Ishaq Dar, the father-in-law of his second daughter, Asma, heads the foreign ministry. But the rest of the government now comprises Shahbaz's team.
The clannish nature of the political parties is always on show. (In July 2023, Shahbaz Sharif's two sons, Suleman and Hamza, were acquitted of money-laundering charges filed during Khan's tenure.) But since the army retains ultimate power, the system in Pakistan is not truly oligarchic. The country's agriculture and textile magnates have accepted a sandbox version of politics overseen by the army. Political leaders tend to vary their position on the subject of military influence. One faction will ritually celebrate the army's removal of its opponents after suffering the same fate themselves. Politicians of all parties happily trade accusations that the other side uses Gate 4, the rear entrance to the army GHQ in Pindi, before themselves meeting the director general of the ISI to make the case for the number of seats they should 'win' at the next election.
Military leaders exert influence on politics in many countries. But in praetorian states the military and state apparatuses are intertwined. In Pakistan the military establishment is often referred to just as 'the establishment' (or in irreverent moods as 'the boys'). Military officers can be found in every industry and on every state body - embassies, the board of the national airline, the Ministry of Railways, even women's development organisations. The chairman of the National Database and Registration Authority is a lieutenant general. The army has controlled national politics since the 1950s, the decade after Partition. Every civilian leader who has attempted to interfere in its plans, or its lines of succession, from Benazir Bhutto to Imran Khan, has paid a price. In November 2022, in his valedictory speech, the army chief of staff, Qamar Bajwa, admitted to the 'constant meddling by the army in politics for the last seventy years', but said that a decision had been made to stop interfering. Seven months earlier Khan had been ousted with the ISI's help.
The Pakistani army presents itself, and sees itself, as the guarantor of internal stability and national pride. But in practice the army has become less the guardian of the state than an heirloom the state is configured to protect. If Pakistan's faux oligarchs are happy with this system and the rewards it provides, who can blame them? How wise of sheep to have acquired shepherds. But away from Islamabad, Lahore and Karachi the consequences of military dominance are keenly felt. Balochistan, in the south-west, makes up almost half of Pakistan's landmass and suffers the worst military excesses. The status quo is maintained by means of repression, and political agitators are regularly disappeared. Home to formerly important US military bases (Pasni and Dalbandin were critical to operations in Afghanistan) and the Chinese-operated port of Gwadar, the majority of Balochistan remains badly underdeveloped. 'I say this with regret but Balochistan has been treated as a colony,' Abdul Malik Baloch, the leader of the National Party and the province's former chief minister, told me. 'They like the resources of Balochistan but they don't like the people of Balochistan.' In some respects, the province has served as a laboratory. The system of political manipulation perfected by the army in Balochistan has since been unleashed nationally on Khan's PTI.
From Islamabad I travelled along a still half-built expressway to the Defence Housing Authority at the edge of Pindi. In a large development of gated residential compounds, military officers occupy large houses and are waited on by servants and landscape architects. I was there to meet a retired senior general at his personal residence. Former military officers had been told to keep their heads down unless explicitly authorised to speak (the brother of a former head of the ISI had been arrested the previous day), so the meeting had probably been approved by the military. The general explained Pakistan's biggest problem, as he saw it: people were too idealistic about politics, failing to understand that the culture simply doesn't support such ideals. 'Unfortunately, we have never been able to develop any institutions in Pakistan. Neither our legislature is functional, nor our executive is delivering, nor our judiciary,' he said. 'And so as a result we end up looking for a messiah.'
It's an open secret that Khan remains popular among the families of military officers, who feel he was less corrupt than the Sharifs and Bhutto-Zardaris. I asked the general why the military establishment had helped Khan come to power in 2018 only to turn on him before his term was over. He said that the idea that Khan could be a very useful alternative to the two dominant parties emerged in 2011, after he held a major rally in Lahore which showed he could mobilise large numbers of supporters. 'People were getting really fed up with the way money was wasted and siphoned away,' he said, 'and the idea was that Khan had more propriety and integrity.' He told me the decision to bring Khan to power was really made by General Bajwa, and that the revelations in the Panama Papers of offshore holdings held in the names of Nawaz Sharif's children provided the opportunity. 'It was felt, especially by the youth, that a messiah had been found and that Imran Khan might actually stop all the corruption,' he said.
By early 2022, however, the top generals had decided that Khan was too difficult to work with, and too unwilling to compromise on matters over which the army claims prerogative. After the US withdrawal from Afghanistan, he demonstrated his inflexibility when he refused to negotiate with the army high command on allowing the US to run intelligence operations out of the consulate in Peshawar, or to establish some minor military installations in Pakistan. When he arrived in Moscow on 23 February 2022, Khan had no idea that Putin would launch his invasion of Ukraine the following day, but his decision to go ahead with their lunch - contravening a request by the US national security adviser, Jake Sullivan - rankled with the Pakistani military. A diplomatic cable obtained by the Intercept, probably leaked by Khan, revealed that in March 2022 the US State Department official Donald Lu told the Pakistani ambassador that a move against Khan would mean 'all will be forgiven in Washington'.
Khan still claims that the US was involved in the coup against him, claiming that the no-confidence vote which brought down his government in April 2022 was orchestrated by his domestic political enemies with US assistance. The State Department has dismissed this as baseless. But the leaked cables demonstrate that the US exerted at the least some modest pressure. Khan was never popular in Washington, in part because of his principled critique of the US drone assassination campaign. Early in his tenure, he tried to establish working relations with the US, but within a couple of years he was being denied invitations even to climate summits. After his removal, a lapsed military co-operation agreement was reinstated. The new army chief of staff, Asim Munir, was invited on official visits to Washington and London. But US priorities were clearly not the only factor in Khan's fall. The former head of the ISI, General Asad Durrani, told me that the army had turned against Khan before the withdrawal from Afghanistan and the invasion of Ukraine. 'The US expressed displeasure with Khan, but the move against him was planned before then - they were already working on it,' Durrani said.
An alternative explanation for the army's ditching of Khan rests on dynamics within the military hierarchy. Munir, who took over as chief of staff in November 2022, was a high-flyer who had held all the right positions in the central hierarchy. He had done his time in difficult posts in the northern frontier highlands. In 2018, two months after Khan was elected, he became director general of the ISI, the second most prestigious position in the military system. Eight months later he fell out with Khan and was controversially removed from the ISI and sent off to command the XXX Corps in Gujranwala. Soon after Khan's removal, Munir was made chief of staff. When I asked the retired general about the grudge between Munir and Khan he left the room, returning a few minutes later to say that this was a myth and that the responsibility for the debacle entirely lay with Munir's predecessor, General Bajwa. He acknowledged that the Khan situation was a mess. 'Whenever the military moves in we don't have an exit strategy,' he said.
Jailing Khan is ultimately an attempt by the army to solve a problem of its own making. In the 2010s, the high command became concerned that the relationship between the PML-N and PPP was too cosy. In 2006 the two parties had signed the Charter of Democracy, which expressed opposition to the 'military's subordination of all state institutions', briefly stepping out from the army's shadow. Khan was seen as a way of keeping the main political factions in line. His scathing critique of the corruption of the Sharifs and Bhutto-Zardaris, and his rhetorical rejection of overbearing American power, temporarily aligned with the army's goals. When he was no longer useful the army dispensed with him. The riots that took place after his arrest on 9 May 2023, which targeted army officers (the house of the corps commander in Lahore Cantonment was broken into and his pet peacock stolen), were also seen as a line crossed. Munir took this as an attempt by Khan to provoke a coup within the army hierarchy.
The generals' experiences of direct rule - under Zia-ul-Haq after 1977 and Pervez Musharraf after 1999 - have not been successful. Nor has the Pakistani army been able to knock together a facade political party of its own as the siloviki did in Russia. It has therefore returned to propping up the corrupt status quo duopoly it once sought to undermine. But the February elections showed how unstable this system has become, particularly given the stand-off between Munir and Khan. 'The situation now is really one grave, two bodies,' a former senior government minister told me. Dissatisfaction with the establishment has inevitably increased as a result of the atrocious state of Pakistan's economy. The low but steady GDP growth of the 2010s has all but disappeared and the country's fortunes have diverged from those of India and other regional states. Ten years ago, Pakistan's GDP per capita was slightly higher than Bangladesh's. It is now barely above half Bangladesh's level. A child born in Pakistan is now twice as likely to die before the age of one as a child born in Bangladesh or India.
Pakistan remains a predominantly rural economy. Much of the workforce comprises cotton pickers, spinners, dyers, seamstresses and garment workers, who make clothes for export to the US and Europe. That is, if they are fortunate enough not to be working as bonded labourers in the rural brick kilns. The economy was hammered by the commodity price rises caused by Covid. Interest payments on debt have become so high they amount to more than half the government budget. The repeated IMF funding agreements - 23 IMF rescue packages since 1958 - have not helped. The elite in Islamabad's F7 sector villas don't notice price hikes in electricity, but most of the population does. The state barely collects enough taxes for roads and the army's extravagances, let alone redistribution.
The generals' answer to these problems has been to manage the government in backroom deals and to take on more economic planning themselves. In 2023, the army set up the Special Investment Facilitation Council, which puts army officers alongside civilian planners. Mushahid Hussain, a veteran politician and the former chairman of the Senate Defence Committee, told me he was in favour of the move. The army, he said, might be able to cut red tape and increase economic collaboration with China. But it remains very difficult to raise taxes. 'The problem is you're talking about a greedy and grasping elite,' he said. 'The sugar mafia, the cement cartel, are we willing to tax them? It's hard when every prominent politician owns a sugar mill.'
Shahbaz Sharif's new government is keen to cover over the cracks with international support. On 29 March, Joe Biden wrote to Sharif offering open conciliation: 'Together, we will continue to forge a strong partnership between our nations, and a close bond between our people.' Sharif must have appreciated the gesture, but that hardly justifies it. 'The US and UK are prime villains in this story - they've legitimised what happened,' Ashraf Jehangir Qazi, a former Pakistani ambassador to Washington, told me. The new government and the army high command hope that the international legitimation sticks. But the question of what to do with Imran Khan remains. For all its crudity, jailing political leaders is often an effective tactic. Yet Khan's imprisonment has only increased his popular support.
On  the north side of Main Margalla Road in Islamabad, past some Pepsi-branded police checkpoints, much of the land is given over to military ownership. On the south side of the road, in one of the city's smartest sectors, I visited the new chairman of the PTI, Imran Khan's well-dressed lawyer Gohar Ali Khan. He spends much of his time visiting Khan in prison to take political instructions. Like other PTI leaders, Ali Khan was a target of the campaign against the party. In the run-up to the February elections a dozen large men in uniform broke into his house on the pretence that they were following a fugitive who was hiding inside. They made a mess, handcuffed his children and pointed guns at his wife. Ali Khan told me that the PTI believed that the army should have no role in politics. But he also said the party saw the value of being 'aligned with the establishment'. This mild criticism of military dominance may be understandable given the pressure the party is under. It is still hoping to finagle a way to get Khan out of prison. But the party's complete lack of an economic reform programme is less justifiable. Ali Khan told me that it would follow from the establishment of a legitimate government. Only Imran Khan, he said, had the vision to take the country forward. But Khan didn't make an attempt at economic reorganisation while in government, and his party's politics remain vague.
The deeper problem is that Khan offered to redeem a system that is irredeemable. His imprisonment and the fraud and machinations designed to prevent him from returning to power are indefensible, but there is no sign that he would work to overturn the country's systemic inequities were he to govern again. Khan could promise to eject the soldiers from the palace, reduce poverty, tax the rich, break out of the debt trap and replace military with social spending. He chooses not to. It would be comforting to say that Pakistan's state model is a dysfunctional anachronism, awaiting its inevitable overthrow. But as a machine for managing conflicts within a putative oligarchy and maintaining a terribly exploitative and unequal status quo, it has proved durable. By the time I left Gohar Ali Khan's elegant residence it was dark. Outside, a group of day labourers were chasing passing cars, begging for something to eat.
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Short Cuts
At the UCLA Encampment
Anahid Nersessian

1929 wordsOn  25 April, a large group of students at the University of California, Los Angeles, set up an encampment on the main quadrangle of their campus. Flanked on all sides by plywood barricades, the Palestine Solidarity Encampment included smaller tents for sleeping as well as larger enclosures for food, first aid, electronics (phone chargers, batteries), musical instruments and art supplies. There was also a library, which a paper sign taped to a tree designated the Refaat Alareer Memorial Library, in honour of the Palestinian writer and teacher who was killed by an Israeli airstrike in December 2023.
Alareer wrote his doctoral dissertation on John Donne. On YouTube, you can find him lecturing, in English, to his students at the Islamic University of Gaza. One lecture begins with a discussion of Horace's Ars Poetica and the idea that a work of art must delight as well as instruct. 'The term "metaphysical",' he explains a bit later, 'means nothing,' because it was foisted on poets like Donne by his critics, among them John Dryden and Samuel Johnson, whose assessments Alareer projects onto the whiteboard. The lecture builds to an analysis of Donne's poem 'The Bait', which, Alareer explains, is a parody of the Christopher Marlowe poem generally known as 'The Passionate Shepherd to His Love'. When you parody something, Alareer says, 'you try to offer the readers another possibility, of another worldview, a different worldview, telling the people: hey, this isn't the only thing ... there is something else.'
After his death, Alareer became widely known as the author of the poem 'If I Must Die', which asks its reader to build a kite in his memory and to fly it 'so that a child, somewhere in Gaza ... awaiting his dad who left in a blaze', might imagine it's an angel, 'bringing back love'. The day after the students set up their encampment at UCLA, it was announced that Alareer's daughter Shymaa had been killed in an airstrike along with her husband and three-month-old son.
Among other things, the camp was a rebuke to the notion of doing business as usual when such brutality is being perpetrated on an enormous scale against human beings whose displacement, torture, unlawful detention and murder is bankrolled by the United States. Because they often invest in the arms manufacturers that supply the IDF, or in companies with factories in the occupied West Bank, American universities are perceived as supporting Israel's objective, which appears to be the wholesale extermination of the Palestinian people.
Student protesters on campuses across the US - from Columbia, where the encampments began, to California State Polytechnic University, Humboldt - have been clear that their primary aims are to pressure the US government to secure an immediate and permanent ceasefire, and to pressure their universities and colleges to divest from financial holdings with links to Israel. In calling for divestment, they are drawing from a playbook established in the 1980s, when students convinced their universities to cut ties with companies operating in apartheid South Africa. As an antiwar campaign, the encampments recall protests against the Vietnam War, including the Student Strike of 1970, which grew significantly after the murder of four Kent State students by the Ohio National Guard.
The encampments are also a parody, in Alareer's sense: emerging from within the university, they offer another possibility for what the university might be. One of the more potent images circulating from the camps has been of a student holding a sign that reads: 'Columbia, why require me to read Prof. Edward Said if you don't want me to use it?' The protests have shown that the American university, which operates more and more as a high-cost degree factory where humanities departments squirm on the chopping block, is still a place where people can learn what's true and act on their knowledge. You cannot, in other words, make young people memorise and regurgitate history, economics, political science, moral philosophy and so on for their exams and not expect them to take their education on the road.
On the weekend after the encampment was formed, a large group of counter-protesters, few to none of whom appeared to be UCLA students, arrived on campus. They screamed, hurled racial slurs and sexual threats ('I hope you get raped') at the students, and opened a backpack full of live mice - swollen, and seemingly injected with some substance - on the ground near the camp. When the counter-protesters dispersed, they left behind a Jumbotron, a massive flat-screen TV, about ten feet high, which had been set in the middle of campus facing the encampment and was surrounded by metal barriers. Paid security guards remained inside the barriers to protect the screen. For the next five days, the Jumbotron played footage of the 7 October attacks on a loop, along with audio clips describing rape and sexual violence in explicit terms. Mixed in among the clips were speeches by Joe Biden vowing unconditional support for Israel and renditions of 'Meni Mamtera', a maddeningly repetitive children's song that went viral earlier this year when IDF soldiers posted a video of themselves using it as a form of noise torture on captive Palestinians.
When I arrived on campus the following Tuesday, to lead a class on Byron's Don Juan, the sound from the Jumbotron was so loud it was impossible to hear myself think, let alone teach. I walked over with a colleague to take footage of the footage. You couldn't ask for a better allegory: on one side, the encampment, full of young people risking their degrees, their employment prospects and their health to draw attention to the humanitarian catastrophe in Gaza; on the other, a costly media machine, financed by D-list celebrities (who proudly posted their contributions on Instagram), unmanned except for a trio of hired guards who, when questioned, admitted they had nothing to do with the Zionist cause.
My colleague and I contacted the Title IX office, which is responsible for fielding complaints of sexual harassment. Dozens of faculty did the same, but there was no response and the Jumbotron remained in place until Thursday, 2 May. 'I have to put a trigger warning in my syllabus when I teach Margaret Atwood,' one colleague said, 'or the university will discipline me. But we all have to listen to this for days?' The last few years of mealy-mouthed catering to both student sensitivities and reactive right-wing hysteria has led us to a situation in which criticism of Israel is considered antisemitic because it offends Zionists. The truth is that the university does not care about protecting students, or about combating antisemitism or any other kind of hatred, as much as it cares about its donors. It does not want to lose money and it does not want to be sued.
At 11 p.m. on 30 April, a large group of men, mostly middle-aged, many wearing Halloween masks, arrived at the encampment carrying knives, bats, wooden planks, pepper spray and bear mace, which they used to attack the unarmed students. They shot fireworks into the camp and used the plywood barricades to crush students into the ground. Footage from ABC News shows half a dozen counter-protesters punching and kicking a student. Videos from independent journalists and people on the ground captured calls for a 'second Nakba'.
On the ABC newsreel you can hear a reporter shouting in disbelief: 'Where are the police? Where is security?' The answer was clear: the police, as well as campus security forces, were there, but they did not intervene. Rather, for roughly four hours, they stood at a comfortable distance, laughing and occasionally chatting amicably with the mob, which was made up not only of self-professed former IDF soldiers but also several white nationalists, including members of the far-right Proud Boys, whose former leader was sentenced to 22 years in prison for his role in the 6 January attacks on the US Capitol. Since white nationalists are, as a rule, hostile to Jews, it is worth asking why their assault on the encampment - which included a large number of Jewish students - has yet to be ruled antisemitic by the university administration.
When dawn came, several students had been taken to hospital but the encampment was still standing. Classes were cancelled as the administration scrambled to explain why it had thrown its community to the wolves. Fingers were pointed at the chancellor, Gene Block, who sends regular emails decrying antisemitism but has neither mentioned Gaza nor had a word to say about attacks on Muslims in the US, such as the shooting of three Palestinian students in Vermont in November. Hours before the attack on the encampment, Block sent out a mass email describing the students' protest as 'unauthorised'. The encampment, he went on, 'makes people in our community feel bullied, threatened and afraid'. This has since been interpreted as a dog whistle to outsiders to come and dismantle it.
In the end, UCLA decided to follow Columbia and bring in riot police to clear the encampment. For roughly eight hours - from the evening of 1 May to the early morning of 2 May - students and faculty defended the camp with shields made from plastic garbage bins and cardboard, twice repelling the police incursion by their courage and sheer force of numbers. The police, by contrast, came armed with stun grenades and rubber bullets, those 'less lethal' (as the advertising copy goes) weapons that can break bones, cause blindness and - yes - kill when fired at close range. Footage broadcast on Fox 11, which is part of the Murdoch-owned Fox Corporation and hardly sympathetic either to college students or to Palestine, shows three special-operations officers firing rubber bullets into the faces of students standing directly in front of them. At least 25 people ended up in hospital and some two hundred staff and students were arrested.
Most disturbing, however, are images that circulated on X (formerly Twitter) of snipers on the roof of Royce Hall, the building next to the encampment. The superintendent of the Indiana State Police confirmed that a sniper was called in during a pro-Palestine protest at Indiana University and the New York Police Department has confirmed that an officer fired a gun - with real bullets - inside Hamilton Hall at Columbia University during its raid on the building, which students had renamed Hind's Hall in honour of six-year-old Hind Rajab, murdered by the Israeli military in late January. The general sentiment on campuses across the US is that it is only a matter of time before a student is killed, as at Kent State in 1970. This is a price that both the students and their universities, for very different reasons, seem prepared to pay.
The students, as they will tell you, are there for Gaza, where 90 per cent of schools, and all higher education institutes, have been destroyed. The university, meanwhile, is now forced to confront the moral vacuity of its policies, which have in the end protected no one except extremists willing to join forces with neo-Nazis to safeguard Israel from criticism. It has no principles and no plan; it has ceded its authority to the mob.
On Sunday, 5 May, Block announced the formation of a new Office of Campus Safety, to oversee the Office of Emergency Management and the campus police department. The next day, its officers detained 44 people - including students, reporters and legal observers - in the lot where, on teaching days, I park my car. Forty-one of them are now awaiting trial, charged with 'conspiracy to commit a crime'.
10 May
A earlier version of this piece was published on the LRB blog on 9 May.
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It hurts, but it's holy
Neal Ascherson

3363 wordsWhen I  remember the British Empire, two scenes - two stage sets, really - come to mind. One is a courtroom in Uganda, when it was still a British protectorate. Joseph Kiwanuka, a battered but irrepressible editor, was being tried yet again for 'criminal libel' - the favourite charge used by the colonial authorities to deal with seditious newspapers. As the hearing concluded, the judge walked across to the prosecuting counsel (they were both white men). 'How much would you like me to give him? Six months? Big fine?' The prosecutor shook his head. 'No, Jim, he couldn't pay. We'd be OK with a couple of months and confiscating his printing press like we did last time.' The judge did what he was told. Joe Kiwanuka was led away. The two white lawyers went off for lunch at the club.
The other vision is a tangle of black ironwork, an ancient lift shaft loud with clanks and groans in Denison House, near Victoria station. Here, in the final years of the empire, was a rookery of remarkable men and women whose life mission was to denounce the empire's crimes, to give British journalists and politicians news they wouldn't get from the Colonial Office, and to help the struggle of Britain's colonial possessions towards independence. The lift hoisted visitors to the shabby offices of great causes. Among them was the Africa Bureau, led with arctic integrity by the Rev. Michael Scott, with Mary Benson - just as dedicated but warm and welcoming - by his side. Close by was the Aborigines' Protection Society, run by Tommy Fox Pitt. A dignified, slightly military gentleman, Tommy had been a district officer on the Copperbelt in Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia) until he fell out with his colonial masters. His first offence was to encourage miners' trade unions. Then, in the early 1950s, he rebelled against Britain's appalling plan for a Central African Federation (this in effect created a second and vaster apartheid South Africa, placing the enormous black majorities of the Rhodesias and Nyasaland under the domination of the white-settler minority in Southern Rhodesia). Back in London, Tommy used the Aborigines' Protection Society, founded in 1837, to help destroy the federation. It finally expired in 1963.
The relevance of those two memories is that they underline a point Sathnam Sanghera keeps making in Empireworld. At the outset, he warns against the 'balance-sheet' approach: was the empire on balance a good thing or a bad one? That way, he writes, one gets 'dragged ... into an enervating culture war' that obliterates all nuance. Instead, he is interested in imperial contradictions and paradoxes. As those memories of the Uganda courtroom and Denison House help to illustrate, the British Empire imposed repressive governance but also bred the warriors (brown, black and white) who would overthrow it. By forcing million-strong population movements, the empire spread diseases, but also developed the medical technology to treat them. Game reserves and national parks were established to protect nature, but were founded to ensure that there would be enough animals to shoot for 'sport', and drastically degraded the lives of local people, by restricting traditional hunting and fresh settlement. The Brits introduced newspapers and books, but also censorship; they 'dehumanised millions of Indian labourers ... through indenture and laid the foundations of international labour laws'; they 'spread democracy to large parts of the world', but 'sowed discord in ways that still destabilise many ... regions of the planet'. And - here comes Denison House - 'the British Empire was an incubator and propagator of white supremacy, as well as a forum in which humanitarians founded campaigns that liberated people from crude ethnic classification.'
Empireworld is a sequel to Sanghera's clever and very successful Empireland: How Imperialism Has Shaped Modern Britain, published in 2021. His new book investigates the way the British Empire has influenced one part of the present world (not 'the globe' of the overdone subtitle), looking at what the experience of empire did to tropical former colonies and possessions, rather than to the White Dominions. He spent a rather disagreeable working holiday in Barbados, a spell in Mauritius, another in Lagos, and visited New Delhi (further north lies the Punjab, home of his extended Sikh family).
The Barbados trip was in part an escape, to recover from the tempest of troll abuse that fell on him after Empireland was published. Sanghera hadn't expected to read messages like this: 'It's not your nation, Baboo. You're another third world shitholian leeching off another nation's luxuries ... Keep it up and all you street-shitting goat-fuckers will be sent back home to Sisterfuckistan.' And so on, by the thousand. In fact, Sanghera was born and raised in Wolverhampton, a landscape polluted by Enoch Powell and a few subsequent racists, which might have prepared him for all that online sewage. But it shook him, and why should he have to be prepared for such a reception? (He notes that his friend William Dalrymple, whose books about the Raj and imperial history are just as scathing as Empireland, wrote in the Guardian that 'he had not received a single piece of similar hate mail from a British person.' But then, as Dalrymple himself pointed out, he is white.)
Beyond callow racism, Sanghera's books confirm that there is a perception problem here. This is the glassy wall - some would say one-way mirror - that separates the colonised from the colonisers, the defeated and occupied from the victorious occupier. In France after 1940, even the most disaffected and pro-French Germans - and there were quite a few - had no real access to what the Paris crowds were thinking or feeling. In the same way, Brits have been surprised and annoyed to find that Indian and Irish people, though born long after these events, cannot easily move on from the 1919 Amritsar Massacre or from Bloody Sunday in Derry. But Sanghera's background allows him to climb through this perceptual looking-glass and understand why the balance-sheet approach - 'isolated blunders ... tragic exceptions' - doesn't cut it. He has been slagged off for not being grateful enough to Britain for the enormous network of Indian railways (think of all those boastful 'great railway journey' TV programmes), and asserts that they were designed with British convenience and profit in mind, not Indian need, and that their transformation into an effective national system came after independence.
Nonetheless, it's not only the British who cook up convenient delusions about the imperial past. For Narendra Modi, decolonisation means not only changes to street and city names, to official pageantry and the use of English, but repudiation of India's Moghul-Muslim centuries as an earlier form of alien colonial suppression. In Barbados, Sanghera toured some of the old sugar plantations and found the guides reluctant to bring up the slavery economy that had made them so profitable. Visitors didn't want to hear about it, or grieve over iron shackles. 'So you whitewash it and you turn it into something more palatable,' one (black) guide said. But he went on to describe the painful racism that endures in Barbadian society. Sanghera reflects that this conversation
left me with a powerful sense of the enormous gap between what British people think empire did to the world and what the world knows empire did to the world. And also of the gap between a postcolonial world that wants to discuss these issues and a nation that doesn't want to listen and, if forced to do so, would rather focus on abolition or the myopic, crusty old debate about whether British empire was 'good' or 'bad'.

Many writers have commented that all the British public want to remember about slavery is that Britain abolished it. Sanghera agrees. But he is more interested by what followed abolition. In the British Caribbean, after liberation in 1834, the ex-slaves were bondaged into an apprentice system of forced labour: they had to remain with their former masters for four years and were forbidden to relocate during this period. If anything, conditions grew worse after abolition, leaving the Caribbean colonies - no longer profitable - to decay into what Joseph Chamberlain would call 'the empire's darkest slum'. But a broader consequence of abolition was the replacement by imperial employers, public and private, of slavery with indentured labour. This is the most powerful section of the book. 'The movement of indentured labour from India became one of the greatest migrations in the history of the planet,' Sanghera writes, and he follows the torrents of Indian peasants and their families lured by the million to emigrate across the oceans. They would work and settle in Mauritius, the Malay States, the Caribbean and South and East Africa, where they built the railway from the coast to Lake Victoria and made homes in what became Kenya Colony, Tanganyika (now Tanzania) and the Uganda protectorate. They were often horribly exploited.
These British-induced uprootings - the emigration from India, the three million African slaves transported on British ships across the Atlantic, the millions who left Ireland after the 1840s Famine - permanently changed the world's human geography. The empire changed global ecology too. Sanghera describes the way Kew Gardens' plant collectors and their clients spread species across the world: tea from China to Assam, rubber trees from Brazil to Malaya, sisal from Mexico to East Africa. The trade in live plants, made possible by the ingenious Wardian case used to transport them, brought glory to British gardens but also spread every kind of invasive pest. Massive deforestation began. Ambitious irrigation schemes often failed, creating salt deserts.
These are among the demographic and ecological impacts of empire on the postcolonial world. But Sanghera also asks about the human and physical impacts. 'British involvement in slavery,' he writes, 'has permanently and clearly disadvantaged nations in the Caribbean.' He is referring not only to the slavery period itself, but to the almost equally miserable and hungry aftermath. And he raises the difficult topic of epigenetics. In 1944, the Nazi occupiers inflicted acute famine on part of the Netherlands. Long after the war, in the 1990s, scientists were disconcerted to find that the famine's long-term human damage - such as exceptional rates of heart disease, kidney problems and obesity - could be identified even in the children born to the generation after the famine. Beyond that span, the transmission of 'genetic memory' is predicted to cease. It's a controversial subject. But Sanghera speculates that such a 'memory' of slavery and post-slavery deprivation might still be a factor in physical and mental ill-health in the Caribbean.
For Sanghera, Nigeria is an example of the way the empire 'instilled chaos and spread democracy'. As in other parts of colonised Africa, straight lines were drawn on maps to establish imperial or provincial frontiers, often splitting societies apart. Loose confederations of similar ethnicity were clumped into supertribes, with one dialect promoted as the official language and one group (here, the Hausa) selected to act as imperial collaborator and enforcer. The Victorians loved the idea of enlisting 'martial races' to police the empire: Sikhs from the Punjab or (the queen's special fancy) kilted Highlanders. Bagpipes and modern rifles were widely distributed. But visiting Lagos, in spite of warnings that he would probably be kidnapped by ransom gangs, Sanghera found an exuberant nation frustrated by corruption, chaos and the omnipresent threat of violence. He visited King's College ('no room for morally bankrupt children', the school rules say); founded by high-minded imperialists, it gave an English public school education to an elite who then used it to wrench their country out of the empire into independence. He traces Nigeria's endemic violence - including the Biafran War and the Islamic risings in the north - back to the colonial past: to the bloodshed that brought this part of West Africa under the Union Jack, and to the earlier wars provoked by Britain's slave-trading. Is that last point fair? Arab slaving empires were devastating the region at the same time. But Sanghera writes that by the early 19th century, Britain alone was selling 394,000 firearms to African warlords every year.
I wish Sanghera had glanced at Leopold II of Belgium's genocidal Congo Free State, but his point is that 'no other empire sowed chaos so far and wide.' He looks beyond jostling Nigeria to Sudan, to partitioned Kashmir, to Burma/Myanmar, to the eternal crisis of Palestine. In all these places, Britain laid down legal frameworks, mostly based on English common law but highly diverse in detail. They were designed to enforce colonial authority and, in their application, white supremacy. Everywhere, the racism implicit in the system meant that the rule of law in the colonial empire would always be qualified.
'In general, British people find it easy to look at former colonies and observe the existence of corruption and injustice,' Sanghera writes. 'They find it harder to connect it to the dysfunction and unfairness that British imperialists baked into colonial legislation.' This relates to another battleground of the culture wars. Many former colonies entered independence as Westminster-style parliamentary democracies, only to veer off into autocracy or semi-permanent states of emergency. Right-wingers argue that such regimes would never have evolved under British rule. Leftish or anti-imperial writers - like Caroline Elkins, quoted by Sanghera - suggest that the new rulers simply adopted brutal and repressive colonial laws that had been used against them before and during the independence struggles: the only legal framework they had ever known.
As a general theory of postcolonialism this is an oversimplification. The batty one-party dictatorship of President Museveni in Uganda is not an inevitable outcome of the colonial unfairness that hit Joe Kiwanuka in that Kampala courtroom long ago. Sanghera resists the temptation to go that far. But one of the engaging things about his books is the way he can suddenly change his mind and tell readers why. In one chapter, he sifts the past of global charities - the Red Cross, Christian Aid, the Rotary Club, Save the Children, Freedom from Hunger and others - for traces of 'white saviour' attitudes and racial bias. He finds plenty. Christian Aid long preserved the paternalism of colonial missionaries; Save the Children hired Ken Loach to make a film about itself but then went to the law to have it suppressed when it 'criticised the charity's neocolonial attitudes and practices'. And yet Sanghera concedes that these charities have made the world a better place. 'For what it's worth, I've not cancelled my standing order to Save the Children. Besides, many of the INGOs I've talked about here (inadvertently) propounded anti-colonialism even as they propounded colonial attitudes.'
In rather the same way, he is ambushed by his own feelings over the Commonwealth. 'What the hell is the Commonwealth about anyway?' he starts off by asking, and agrees with any number of statesmen and historians that it has no 'mission'. Sanghera misses a trick here. The Commonwealth did once discover a mission: to defy Britain. He should have remembered how its secretary-general Sonny Ramphal (from Guyana) and his superb lieutenant, Patsy Pyne (Jamaica), rallied the Commonwealth against a furious Margaret Thatcher and her government on the issue of sanctions against South Africa.
It was with low expectations that Sanghera went to the 2022 Commonwealth Games, in his home metropolis of Birmingham.
The show starts and ... guess what.
      I love it.
      I clap.
      I jump.
      I high-five volunteers (at their suggestion, I'm British after all).
      And I admit I also cry my eyes out.

The opening ceremony included a literary section - and suddenly a costumed boy dancer was performing a tribute to Sanghera's own writings. 'I have to lean back in my seat so my brother doesn't see me weep.' Afterwards,
for this moment at least, the Commonwealth feels like a tangible thing. Which, in turn, inspires an idea: we should revive the Commonwealth as an institution, by establishing it as a forum for post-imperial discussion, a place where we can all face up to the consequences of the British Empire ... There's ... the gap between how the world sees Britain through the prism of its imperial history, and how we fail to see ourselves through the prism of that history.

If Britain ever sets its eye to a clearer prism, Sanghera's two empire books will have done much to polish it. But he is not an academic historian. Instead of original research, he has spent years tunnelling through a Himalaya of secondary sources, mostly books, from which he often reprints long extracts, generally of opinion rather than narrative. It's a method with an ancient feel - the young scribe's respect for older wisdom - and Sanghera is old-fashioned too in his love for long, sometimes distracting but always irresistible footnotes.
Empireworld sets out to show that the global impact of Britain's empire remains unavoidable. Sanghera tots it up on a flight back from India: the airlines, the banks, the Unilever merchandise, the duty-free whisky brands, even the destination boards (76 Kingstowns, 50 Georgetowns, 41 Jamestowns). After all, it was the biggest empire the world has ever seen or, with luck, ever will. This restlessly intelligent and lively book constantly asks new questions about it and debunks old answers. And yet, inevitably, it has omissions. For example, it leaves out the Colonial Office's long, vain battle to stop Britain taking over vast and apparently profitless tracts of Africa merely to placate the missionary and military lobbies. And Sanghera should have looked at something that didn't happen. How did Britain avoid the most dangerous postcolonial trauma: the reflux of bitter, vengeful white settlers, police and soldiers returning to the homeland after being chased out of the newly independent colonies? The pied-noir backlash brought France to the edge of civil war after Algerian independence; returnees shook Portugal and even the Netherlands. But Britain in the 1960s was threatened by nothing worse than sad families trying to keep warm in seaside private hotels. The mass arrival of expelled Kenyan and Ugandan Asians attracted far more concern.
Perhaps the empire had been inoculated against such dangers. In 1948, as the British mandate in Palestine ended, the Palestine Police disbanded and redistributed its officers to every colonial territory where there was active resistance to British rule. As I witnessed myself in Malaya, Kenya and Rhodesia, they brought with them a special ruthlessness from their mandate experience, including the routine use of torture. Initially resenting them, local colonial police forces often adopted their methods. But that was a generation before the tropical empire finally fell apart, and the Palestine sepsis never infected the motherland's domestic politics.
As Ferdinand Mount wrote here recently, 'what seems to become clearer is the ultimate failure of the imperial ideal to take root in the popular imagination' (LRB, 22 February). Myopic and flattering as their take on empire history has been, the Brits never drugged themselves into supposing that the millions out there loved them and longed to be British. 'All English from Stornoway to Singapore?' They left that sort of rubbish to the French. Perhaps this was because 'our empire' was presented as a glowing abstraction, floating above the tangible reality of one's own country, just as the Crown is meant to hover invulnerably above the fallible human who wears it. This is the way Harriet Marshall, a highly patriotic Scottish writer of history for children, ended Scotland's Story in 1906: 'The rest of the story of Scotland' after the Union is 'the story of the Empire ... they fought and laboured, not for themselves but for the Empire, and so Scotland shares in the glory of the Empire and adds to it.'
It hurts, but it's holy: a duty and a destiny. This sanctity propaganda is one reason Sanghera finds the British so sulky when invited to discuss the empire. It props up UK exceptionalism, that other inherited obstacle to understanding. When Henry VIII proclaimed that his English kingdom was an empire, he didn't mean it possessed colonies. To him, empire meant a sovereign realm that took no orders or reproaches from anywhere else. As England expanded, it spread this armoured hostility to criticism across the island and then the globe. Sanghera still feels its force.
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On Donna Stonecipher
Maureen N. McLane

1885 wordsProse poetry,  the bete noire of traditionalists, has existed since at least the 1840s, though as recently as 1979 Mark Strand was denied a Pulitzer Prize because his collection The Monument was made up of prose poems. These days it often appears, in anglophone poetry at least, as one option among many: free verse, formal verse, prose poetry, erasure poetry, whatever - it's all good! (It's not all good.) But Donna Stonecipher is rigorous, historical and formal. Her work - six books of poems and a critical monograph, Prose Poetry and the City (2017) - is an unfolding testament to the possibilities of the prose poem. In Model City (2015) she stacked up three-line prose stanzas in columns of four, like elegant apartment buildings. In Transaction Histories (2018) she deployed small but definite spaces within her prose stanzas to function somewhat like caesuras.
 Stonecipher emerges in her work as a museum-haunter, a collector of linguistic curiosities and a student of urban architecture. She has never belonged to the surreal or defamiliarising wings of prose poetry. 'I trace my own use of the prose poem to a need for structure,' she has written. 'The age of metrical verse [has] definitively passed.' Whether the age of metrical verse has passed is arguable; what's inarguable is that the destabilisations of modernity have long disturbed the writing of poetry. Since Baudelaire's posthumous Le Spleen de Paris (1869) - a crucial early book of prose poetry - the negotiation of these disturbances has been one of the form's raisons d'etre.
 Stonecipher's latest volume, The Ruins of Nostalgia (Wesleyan, PS20), is a collection of 64 prose poems made up of sentences accumulating in left-justified blocks, one poem per page. Stonecipher knows her Baudelaire and Brecht, her Bauhaus and Benjamin, her dioramas and dactyliothecae (I had to look it up too). A child of Seattle, she also knows her Starbucks:
 When we were in Berlin, we stopped and got coffee at Starbucks. When we were in London, we stopped to get coffee at Starbucks. When we were in Beijing, we stopped and got coffee at Starbucks. When we were in New Delhi, we stopped to get coffee at Starbucks. When we were in Seattle, we stopped to get coffee at the original Starbucks in Pike Place Market, but the line wound around the block. So we walked one block east to the next Starbucks, a non-original Starbucks, where there was no line at all, and we stopped and got coffee, then resumed our walk, talking about authenticity, origins, belonging, reproducibility, Melville, the local, the global, frappuccinos, the English language, the Italian language, what kind of world it is where 'tall' can mean 'small', portmanteaus, the white whale, the chaste mermaid, feathers in foam, access, distributed sameness, the history of sugar, and home. 

 The poems in The Ruins of Nostalgia station themselves in two cites: Seattle ('the city that used to be home') and Berlin (where Stonecipher has lived for the past two decades). She arrived in Berlin in 2004, when Ostalgie (nostalgia for East Germany's communist past) was still a powerful social emotion, and has, as she puts it, been running an experiment in living close to 'the ruins of someone else's nostalgia' ever since. She is interested in nostalgia as a historically specific as well as a distinctively modern phenomenon. It was first classified as an illness by the Swiss medical student Johannes Hofer in 1688 and has expanded across the centuries to signify a feeling, an affect, a perversion, a symptom prompted by displacement in time or space.
 The prose poem becomes a space for mediating between, in Benjamin's words, 'the interior of the collective' and what's 'inside the individual': 'We felt in our own infrastructure why every city we knew was a permanent construction site, here demolishing and there restoring, here restoring and there demolishing. For we, too, were a permanent construction site.' In The Ruins of Nostalgia, as in her previous work, Stonecipher toggles between 'the Concept-city' and 'the lived city': the abstractions that underlie and inform urban lives versus individual experiences of loss and change. City planning, gentrification, financialisation, commodification and globalisation are set against 'the chestnut we kept feeling for in our real coat pocket all fall', 'the badly taxidermied lynx we remembered dangling laxly from a branch', signs at a protest proclaiming 'Luxus fur alle!', the realisation that the last 'monumental worker statue' on a wide sidewalk has disappeared.
 Like a city, like a poem, nostalgia is both 'personal yet collective'. Stonecipher often hangs her poems on a donnee that unfolds via incantation, permutation, association and reversal. 'We felt nostalgic for the abandoned dream of the paperless office'; 'We were nostalgic for the time when the pointillist paintings had looked like autumnal birch trees, rather than for the time when the autumnal birch trees had looked like pointillist paintings'; 'As we sat at home clicking on clickbait, we felt nostalgic for newspapers ... We were nostalgic for newspapers we would no longer pay for, as we clicked and clicked on free clickbait.' She invokes a communal 'we', and the plural subjects (grammatical as well as thematic) amplify the reverb between the singular and the collective.
 Stonecipher both diagrams and critiques nostalgia. The hinge is in the grammar: 'the ruins of nostalgia'. Nostalgia's ruins (the ruins nostalgia holds) or nostalgia as ruinous? She is alive to the risk of indulgence. At one point, she likens nostalgia to 'a tiny black-lacquered snuffbox inlaid with golden scenes, beautiful and detrimental'. She goes on to concede that 'in our heart of hearts we were aristocrats ... It turns out only real aristocrats can afford to love ruin. It turns out only those who believe in their own future covet antiques. It turns out only ruined nostalgists can afford the ruins of nostalgia.' This nostalgia is above our pay grade.
 Nostalgia is figured as a kind of transgenerational contagion in the book, inescapable, transferred down the maternal line: 'A woman began to fall prey to bouts of nostalgia for the world of her youth, which was the world her mother had just been entering when she began to fall prey to bouts of nostalgia for the world of her youth, which was the world her mother had just been entering when she began to fall prey to bouts of nostalgia for the world of her youth.' Vertiginous gentrification in Seattle and Berlin creates 'a mise-en-abyme of home'. The mise-en-abyme is Stonecipher's master trope: 'courtyard opened out into courtyard opened out into courtyard'; 'mirrors look into mirrors and consider themselves in infinitely bevelled regress'; 'the present looks back at the pre-arranged past and adores it in a mise-en-abyme of feeling.' These 'incessant recessions' - the ruins of nostalgia - induce a form of mental vertigo, 'littering time pieces along the cognitive shore'.
 Stonecipher's poems are themselves 'time pieces'. They can have the effect of activating your own memories and nostalgias (there is a subliminal note of elegy for her father throughout the book). The collection offers a reliquary for an American Cold War childhood. Stonecipher chronicles the appearance and disappearance of the commodities - and buildings and statues and signs and people - that structure our sensible world and inner life.
 It was after the kids would call 'Car!' when a rare evening gas guzzler was seen about to drive through their kickball game. It was before the gas guzzler was understood as a gas guzzler. It was after tail fins, it was before hatchbacks. 

 The poems co-ordinate multiple time signatures - of objects, technologies, materials, cities, generations, regimes, epochs and species (endangered polar bears, spotted owls and 'specimen boxes of butterflies' haunt these poems).
 We had seen the bracelets made of the beloved's hair, the Kaiserpanorama, the pneumatic tubes, the hourglasses, the shreds, the microphones hidden in the toupees ... the idealised portraits of the powerful, the blurry photographs of the powerless, the shreds, the erasures, the eras, the sureties, the ticking, the pink facades, the upward mobility, the shreds, the plunging fortunes, the downward spirals, the ticking, the ticking, the shreds, the shreds. 

The Ruins of Nostalgia inventories tattered remnants. Amid the consigning of libraries, keepsakes, 'love letters and IOUs and vials of laudanum', of nations, lifeworlds and modes of being to the dustbin of history, Stonecipher sounds a complex note: 'Only a few deluded sensualists still mad for matter were full of misgivings.' This matter piles up 'in all the side rooms inside us in the ruins of nostalgia' and - I must admit - my cold marcescent heart leaped at the declaration: 'Let the museums have the rest of it, repositories of our collective marcescence.'
 Sometimes Stonecipher works in a mode of florid gorgeousness, an aureate Latinity: 'When bells structured time, time was hollow and hieratic, calling the faithful to their regularised hours of adoration in an eternal present of annular unction.' Elsewhere she cracks a plain-style whip: 'What a shitty collagist memory is.'
 There are by definition no line breaks in this book, but Stonecipher occasionally deploys asterisks to signal a kind of pivot or Baudelairean 'leap of consciousness'. (The prose poem, Stonecipher has argued, finds other ways of absorbing or 'performing' the line break.) 'What makes poetry ontologically poetry,' she has written, 'is a kind of breakage. Whether of line, of hypotaxis, of narrative logic - utterance is broken open to create space within it, space for its own sake.' This collection's virtuosically catalogued contents - museological wanderings, childhood memories, gimlet-eyed observations and meditations - are everywhere held together by the ligaments and ligatures of the rhythmic, sensuous sentence.
 Most of the poems in the book end by rounding inexorably towards the same phrase, 'the ruins of nostalgia', which recurs as a kind of choral refrain. This suggests a deep intuition about the 'infinite regress' of nostalgia but also about refrain itself, which has typically functioned, in song and poetry, as both a binding (across the work) and a breaking (within the work). ('Refrain': from the Latin refrenare - to bridle.) This is one way Stonecipher shores her fragments - not against but in their repeatedly refrained ruin.
 Stonecipher's poems aim - while acknowledging the inevitable failure - to preserve the moment in its polytemporal, multidimensional form: 'Stay, thou art so fair.' This phrase, a flickering motif in the book, comes from Goethe's Faust: the hero's doomed and dooming plea to linger a while in the perfect moment. 'We kept walking through the beautiful city in our minds saying, Stay, thou art so fair, but the city did not comply.' The poem acts as a repository for future nostalgia, a kind of battery holding a delectable charge: 'Reading Francis Bacon's essay on gardens, we knew we had to write it into a poem, so that later we could reread the poem and feel nostalgic for the first time we had read the essay and been bowled over by Bartholomew-tide.'
 Stonecipher's work suggests that the old aesthetic categories - the picturesque, the beautiful, the sublime - still live. ('Stay, thou art so fair.') 'Progress' and 'nostalgia' emerged as two sides of modernity. Ecological crisis, tech-bro fantasies, blockbuster movies and drone warfare have returned us to the category of the sublime. The sublime assumes there is a human mind to fail. Stonecipher returns us - critically, ambivalently, sensuously - to the beautiful, in all its deserved distress.
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Like a Club Sandwich
Adam Mars-Jones

5423 wordsCulture shock  seems too mild a phrase to describe the arrival of Europeans in South and Central America. In his 1976 maverick classic, The Origin of Consciousness in the Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind (its category speculative neurohistory, at a guess), Julian Jaynes proposes that, at the time Pizarro and his men reached them, the Inca didn't have full mental autonomy but only 'protosubjectivity'. They functioned largely by a sort of automatism, acting according to unchanging patterns and ritual clues, able to absorb only slight disruptions to their routines, so that this was less a clash of civilisations than of mental structures. It shouldn't be shocking that a hierarchical society can manage without conscious thought, or even language, as the example of an anthill demonstrates. Ants know that one of their fellows is dead through a pheromonic cue, and if a living ant is anointed with that pheromone it will be carried to the place designated for the dead any number of times, however vigorously it struggles to assert its status as a non-corpse, until the chemical signal has worn off. The system works smoothly as long as drops of synthetic pheromone aren't introduced.
This is Jaynes's explanation for a response that seems more like the breakdown of a machine than a reaction to threat. The Inca had no precedents for these 'rough, milk-skinned men with hair drooling from their chins instead of from their scalps so that their heads looked upside down, clothed in metal, with avertive eyes, riding strange llama like creatures with silver hoofs', or for the ships on which they arrived in November 1532.
Not subjectively conscious, unable to deceive or narrativise out the deceptions of others, the Inca and his lords were captured like helpless automatons. And as its people mechanically watched, this shipload of subjective men stripped the gold sheathing from the holy city, melted down its golden images and all the treasures of the Golden Enclosure, its fields of golden corn with stems and leaves all cunningly wrought in gold, murdered its living god and his princes, raped its unprotesting women, and, narrativising their Spanish futures, sailed away with the yellow metal into the subjective value system from which they had come.

The meeting of Cortes and the Aztec emperor Moctezuma was more evenly balanced. The Aztec polity was far more sophisticated than anything the Spaniards had encountered, though one of its foundations, public human sacrifice on a large scale, spattered blood over the interlocking social mechanisms in a way likely to distract from its rigour. The Aztecs even had experience of diplomacy. It was so much simpler, instead of denouncing the idols and regalia of rival religions, to put them on display: 'Welcome them, give them a scare, and then tell them to take their idols to the temple of the conquered gods; say we'll give them a very nice altar there.'
This is the subject of Alvaro Enrigue's adventurous new novel, You Dreamed of Empires, almost all of which is devoted to the first day or so that Cortes and his men spent in Tenochtitlan (now Mexico City). They were guests in the palace, but when the floating city raised its bridges they would, without any drama, become prisoners. Enrigue narrates the story from several points of view, but starts with Jazmin Caldera, one of the funders of Cortes's expedition, and his efforts at a ceremonial banquet to blot out the smell of the priests next to him at the table, so as to be able to drink his soup (made of turkey and flowers) and keep it down. One priest is wearing a blackened and decaying human skin round his shoulders like a cape while the other's hair is crusted with months' worth of sacrificial blood. It should be noted that the recoil is not one-sided. The Spanish party is rank in its own right.
Cortes and his expedition were not so much conquistadors as chancers, pushing their luck with no official backing from the crown. The Aztecs call them the Caxtilteca, providing them with a regional and even tribal identity that wasn't inappropriate. Cortes suffers the additional diminishment of being referred to as El Malinche, as if he belonged to his translator, Malinalli, although the bond of ownership is the other way around, as she knows all too well when he's in a mood to use her sexually. Translation is not a simple business when a chain of languages is involved. Malinalli can move between Nahuatl and Maya, but another step is required for workable communication. Aguilar, an Andalusian priest who has gone native to some extent after being owned by a Maya lord, renders Maya into Castilian and back again. The supposed abdication of Moctezuma, if not pure conquistador invention, can be attributed to a formulaic welcome speech in Nahuatl, along the lines of my-house-is-your-house, losing context as it passes through two sets of filters. Invited to sit on the throne, Cortes should have said that the humblest mat was good enough for him and not 'All right then.' He had to be intercepted by the mayor of the city 'before he could plant the stamp of his buttocks, poorly wiped over months of campaigning' on the quetzal-feathered cushion.
The Spanish party is unnerved by the bareness of the rooms in the palace, lit only by braziers since the Aztecs had no candles. Also disconcerting is the absence of doors, but then 'in Mexico no one had conceived of the hinge.' Aguilar, the translator from Mayan, has his own interpretation. 'It seemed only logical to him that a culture that had created the goose-down quilt would have no conception of the hinge: doors were invented for restless sleepers.' Jaynes, writing about the Incas, also mentions the absence of doors but assimilates it into his theory: 'There were no thieves in Cuzco and no doors: a stick crosswise in front of the open doorway was a sign that the owner was not in and nobody would enter.' It may also be relevant that neither the Inca nor the Aztecs had the use of iron.
With Enrigue's encouragement his translator, Natasha Wimmer, keeps certain words in the original. In a sense the cihuacoatl of Tenochtitlan is the mayor of the city, but mayors are not usually military commanders, and he is also supreme general of the Mexica army. Yes, you could translate calmecac as 'military academy', but though that is approximately the right category, and its graduates have 'all the emotional training of a trout', Sandhurst and West Point are not useful frames of reference. Reviewing Bruce Chatwin's On the Black Hill, John Updike singled out a particular detail as seeming to be 'miraculously recovered' from the past - the pink dimple left in the flesh of a man's neck by the collar stud he has been wearing. Chatwin was reaching back a couple of generations. Enrigue achieves comparable immediacy from a distance of five centuries. Moctezuma remembers just in time to take off his cloak of white goose feathers before appearing in public, since he is ritually required to give away his garments after such occasions and is far too fond of the cloak to let it go. The mayor, who has an appointment with the emperor, makes muffled sounds of distress in his private apartments. It's good manners for him to shed some blood before the meeting, from the calf, earlobe or even penis, using a plant spine, and there may be servants in earshot who can testify to his negligence if he doesn't put on a bit of a show (it turns out there's nobody there).
There's no shortage of bravura in passages like these, confident in their linking of archaic customs with agreed universals of human behaviour such as vanity and the desire to avoid pain without losing face. The gap between a person and their official role is sometimes accompanied by an appropriate linguistic lurch in Wimmer's translation: 'After years operating in a court where anyone could disappear from one day to the next, never to be mentioned again, [the mayor of the city] was able to maintain a perpetual appearance of equanimity even if inside he was about to lose his shit.'
There's likely, however, to be a point at which our understanding stops dead, confronted with so foreign a value system. Enrigue confronts this early in the book, with a scene between Moctezuma and his 'little cousin', the designation for his handmaid. The blood relationship is real but doesn't exempt her from keeping her eyes cast down as she serves food and takes it away, making sure that she never turns her back to the emperor. In the palace an underling meeting the emperor's eye without sanction will lead not to dismissal but to death. And they're all underlings, so it's eyes down for everyone.
During his meal Moctezuma thinks better of a hasty command, but then realises the little cousin didn't pass it on in the first place, her motive being to protect the princess, Moctezuma's sister and consort, who helped to bring her up.
Run and find another Little Cousin to wait on me, he said, and you go to the guards, tell them you are to be executed in private. The girl screwed up her face, holding back tears. What's wrong, Little Cousin? asked the emperor, lifting her chin. He looked her in the eyes ... She replied with more sadness than anger: You don't even know my name; we've lived in the same palace for 23 years, as long as I've been alive; you're my uncle; your father is my grandfather; I've served you every meal for five years; you're sending me to be executed and you don't even know my name; I will rise like fog and no one will remember my passage through this world.

The emperor reaches for a tortilla and dips it in sauce. 'Go now, he said, and tell them to execute you in public.' This offhand cruelty, too casual even to be called sadism, encountered 25 pages into the book, is likely to produce revulsion in the reader. It's hard to imagine that Enrigue, starting from that savage brushstroke, could manage to build up something close to a balanced portrait of Moctezuma, but he does. He also successfully handles a large cast of characters in a modestly proportioned book, and even throws in the hook of thriller intrigue for the benefit of readers addicted to plot: where is the heir to the emperor's throne? Why has no one seen him lately?
At first sight the Aztec polity was a blood-drenched tyranny, but it contained something remarkably like a system of checks and balances. The succession to the throne, for instance, went neither by dynastic inheritance nor by the incumbent's choice. A council chose the heir from a shortlist of proven warriors. Granted, an Aztec nominating committee sounds like the premise for a comedy sketch, but it's worth noting that in this context the duties of someone described as a secretary may include snapping a spine. One residue of a military education is the idea that mediation is best accomplished by killing one of the disputing parties.
The second most powerful man in the empire, the cihuacoatl, is not in the running to replace the emperor, not only because he is in charge of a different set of administrative mechanisms but because there is no overlap in their symbolic function. The emperor represents the sun, a young god, restless, hot-tempered and bloodthirsty; the mayor the moon, an old goddess, comfortable with herself: 'Moctezuma was the guiding force of the kingdom and Tlilpotonqui was the source of his strength, controlling the perfect wealth and fear-producing machine that was Tenochtitlan.' The mayor is over seventy, and to some extent disregarded for that reason, but Moctezuma, at 52, is not exactly young. He has become less decisive. Those who have never known limitations on their power find it hard to cope when their bodies start to let them down. When the emperor takes a nap, it isn't as a concession to middle age but an aspect of his ceremonial duties: 'The silence his nap demanded was imperial. Nothing moved in the palace between the moment he entered his room and the instant he opened his eyes again and rang the royal bell to ask for something from the latest Little Cousin.' When he wakes up he is festooned with strands of drool, thanks to the loss of his molars. Ingesting hallucinogens (a paste of magic mushrooms and honey) is standard preparation for the imperial nap, but it can be taken too far and risk addling the senses rather than sharpening them. The sound of that bell is described as waking a whole world, but Moctezuma himself goes straight back to sleep. He has noticed the odd appearance of the Spaniards, with their rosy skin and hair round their mouths instead of on their heads, but isn't alarmed by it. He seems to regard them as collectables rather than threats ('if we don't take them for ourselves someone else will'), though they're not as interesting as their horses.
In contrast to the emperor, the mayor doesn't enjoy the human sacrifices and has no faith in their ritual significance, but sees that they are too deeply embedded in the mechanisms of society to be dispensable: 'The festivals with their severed heads, dismembered bodies and rivers of blood flowing down temple steps were disgusting, but they also brought feasting, music, dances, intoxication ... They were a break in the succession of days and they boosted pride.' It's as if blood continues to discharge a vital circulatory function even after it leaves the body. In a society based on hierarchy and separation, festivals also permitted mixing. The people were pacified and the priests - always discontented, quick to take offence - were kept 'well fed, drugged and happy'.
There's no suggestion that it's a privilege to be offered up as a religious sacrifice, whether by the emperor himself (theoretically a great honour) or by anyone else. The emperor's consort, Atotoxtli, aware that she too is subject to Moctezuma's whims, contemplates her execution with a fatalistic numbness: 'It was unbearably mortifying to think of her own naked, dismembered corpse tumbling down the steps after her head, but she wouldn't be there to see it happen.' The Aztecs lacked the luxury of unanimity enjoyed by the Incas, with their more primitive mental functioning, as Jaynes presents it: 'When the Inca died, his concubines and personal servants first drank and danced, and then were eagerly strangled to join him on his journey to the sun, just as had previously happened in Egypt, Ur and China.' He posits an equal eagerness in strangler and stranglee to supply their no-longer-living god with company in the afterlife, with no subjective qualm felt on either side of the garrotte.
In Enrigue's Tenochtitlan there's no shortage of subjectivity, and even an awareness of imminent collapse. Moctezuma's paranoia had led him to mistrust the meritocratic administrative system, the very rough equivalent of a civil service, which he replaced with family members who were loyal to him. He withdrew from public life, apparently unconcerned that subjugated tribes were ready to revolt, and resorted more and more to hallucinogens. There's plenty of black comedy in the inadequacy of his retinue's efforts to address the crisis caused by the Spaniards' arrival. Atotoxtli does what she can, though 'hurrying didn't mean cancelling her afternoon bath, of course, just cutting it a little short.' The mayor attends a summit meeting, convened in the traditional manner, with equipals, chairs described as 'uterine', brought along for those attending (the Spaniards find their design strange since there is no way of hanging weapons on them). Before anything can be discussed, the Legend of the Five Suns, the cornerstone of Aztec cosmology, must be sung in full. It seems to take hours. The impression that time has slowed down or stopped is reinforced by the name of the functionary doing the recitation: He Who Looses the Rain of Words and Governs the Songs Lest We Be like the Flowers and Bees That Last but a Few Days. It may be that the mayor is being sent an urgent message in the absence of the emperor, but he can't make it out. Nothing could make it clearer that this is an ancien regime, exquisitely calibrated internally but with no ability to mobilise when a novel danger presents itself.
There are set formulas for the emperor to use when he dismisses officials, and a special one to indicate that the mayor should stay behind. It goes like this: 'My soul does not rest, because the eyes of the dead have no eyelids; stay a moment longer with me so that together we may receive the shower of blood and snot about to be loosed on me by the gods; if your voice joins mine, perhaps we may pacify them.' Aztec civilisation is so remote, at least to Europeans, that this could be a meticulous translation or a wild fantasy. Few readers outside Mexico will know the difference. But when the emperor and the mayor are alone together, how do they speak? There must be a backstage, a realm of speech remote from formalities.
The repetition on every page of words in an ancient language (Nahuatl, surviving but in decline) insists on the otherness of the past, but there is a strong current in the book that moves in the opposite direction, lessening distance by using familiar terms. The continuity suggested by using the word 'flip-flop' rather than 'sandal' at one point, if only to produce a wayward aphorism ('In Mexico, authority has always flowed from the smack of a flip-flop'), is purely rhetorical but at least conveys the fact that these seductively comfortable items, astounding to the conquistadors, were not so remarkable among the Aztecs. No examples survive, but there is plenty of testimony to their existence. Enrigue holds back from characterising the conflict between Cortes's men and Moctezuma's as a matter of cavalry boots stamping on sandals, though it's not far off the mark. He delays until late in the book an incident on the Spanish side symmetrical in horror with Moctezuma's offhand execution order of the little cousin. Cortes polishes his boots, neglected because the expedition's stock of oil must be reserved for cooking, with human tallow, the fat rendered down from the corpses of natives massacred on the way to Tenochtitlan. His mother told him he should pray while he does his chores, and he's an obedient son. 'You who cleanse the sins of this world hear our prayer. When the wood had turned to coals, they stuck an iron bar up the rectum of each torso, nice and straight so it came out the pharynx. You who sit on the right side of the Father have mercy on us.'
There has been  a sustained reaction in historical fiction against the stylised 'my liege' archaism that was once the rule in representing the speech of the past - in fact, the slangy modernity that used to be the province of comedy shows like Blackadder is now close to standard practice on the page. It's hard to argue against this when the original words would have been in another language. Wimmer's choices can seem extreme at times, but they aren't out of line with Enrigue's Spanish. It may be, for instance, that conversations between drug dealers and their clients are always freewheeling, even when the client is an emperor and hallucination is an embedded principle of government. The chamber-shaman's first words are 'Just look at yourself, Mocte.' He goes on: 'I have fliers and slides ... which do you want? Moctezuma rubbed his face: I want a nibble of flier, just for balance, because I have a meeting soon, but that isn't why I called you. You don't say, replied the shaman.' 'Fliers and slides' is presumably as close as Wimmer dares come to uppers and downers without sabotaging tone altogether.
So what happens when the emperor's consort is alone with the mayor and the emperor's son-in-law, second in line to the throne? Apparently, she feels able to scold them: 'Feelings-shaman, boys; a short session once every five days can't hurt.' A glaring wrongness of register like this can make its own point, opening up all over again the gap between the historical record and what the imagination can produce to supplement it. One benefit of this almost audible grinding of gears is that it muffles quieter mismatches, such as the way a universal language of gesture and facial expression is assumed to underlie conversational exchanges. Would Atotoxtli's way of raising one eyebrow and lowering the other really 'have given her ruling powers anywhere'? It seems unlikely that communication in a vanished hierarchical society could map so smoothly onto the conventions of soap opera, for example when an underlying meaning needs to be signalled ('He arched his eyebrows when he said accident') or a shoulder movement conveys an indeterminacy with definite edges ('The general and the princess shrugged, but their manner somehow suggested it wasn't a display of ignorance, but a plea for him to understand something unsaid'). The internet has homogenised our understanding of such byplay, but there are still misunderstandings likely between headshakers seeking to indicate assent and those for whom that movement means refusal. Why would there be any overlap between 16th-century Mesoamerican body language and our own?
These are soft anachronisms, moot points beyond the reach of proof. Hard anachronisms are more serious threats to plausibility, but even here there is a sliding scale in operation, according to the degree of factuality being claimed or implied. A small mistake of fact in Wolf Hall would be more damaging than wall-to-wall solecisms in a piece of work like Ford Madox Ford's Fifth Queen trilogy, where the approach is impressionistic. The same distinction carries over into modernist novels that are no less historical fictions because their authors happened to live through the relevant period. Joyce felt every error in Ulysses keenly, perhaps less as it affected the contract of fidelity with the reader than as a blow to intellectual pride. Proust's historicity was much softer-edged - so what if Fortuny hadn't actually started selling dresses by the time fashionable women are wearing them in the novel? Postmodernist anachronism is a different creature, consciously violating the spurious integrity we seek to confer on a vanished period. Perhaps it's in film that anachronism can give the most effective jolt of energy, though here I'm thinking not of Marie Antoinette or The Favourite, with their clear contemporary agenda, but of the manual typewriter in Jarman's Caravaggio, the harshness taken off the dissonance by its being a retro machine.
There's nothing remotely subtle about Enrigue's use of pop culture anachronism when he deploys it late in the book. At the top of the central temple, Moctezuma contemplates the withered fingers of great warriors sacrificed during the year's festivals, as they sway 'like the branches of a small tree to the beat of some music he couldn't place, though in a possible future he would have recognised it. It was T. Rex's "Monolith".' The lyrics of the song have some relevance of a bonkers sort ('The throne of time/Is a kingly/A kingly thing/From whence you know/We all do begin') but otherwise the only logic here is the overthrow of logic. Postmodernism is itself used postmodernistically, as an effect rather than an organising principle.
In  a charming note to English-language readers in the form of a letter to his translator ('Dearest Natasha') at the beginning of You Dreamed of Empires, Enrigue writes: 'As promised, here's the new novel. This time around it's a little more polished, which I hope will make the translation process less torturous for you. With age comes insecurity and I spend more time revising than writing.' In fact what distinguishes the new book from its predecessor is not polish but discipline. Sudden Death, published in Spanish in 2013 and translated into English by Wimmer three years later, describes an imaginary tennis match in Rome between the Spanish poet Quevedo and the painter Caravaggio, devoting a section to each game of each set, the match being a substitute for the duel that was first proposed. In between those sections are miscellaneous passages about the history of tennis, including the apocryphal notion that Anne Boleyn's hair was claimed by Jean Rombaud, who had been employed by Thomas Cromwell to cut off her head, and sold on to stuff tennis balls. This is a crowded area of historical fiction: quite apart from the many shelves of Boleyniana and the boom in Cromwell studies, Rombaud has been the subject of a novel (C.C. Humphreys's The French Executioner, published in 2001), where the relic is not Boleyn's hair but her severed (six-fingered) hand. It's understandable that Enrigue should import material from wildly different subject areas to help him stand out from the crowd. 'Like all books, Sudden Death comes mostly from other books,' he remarks airily in a bibliographic note at the end. It's only polite, then, for him to acknowledge as indispensable two particular books about Caravaggio (by Andrew Graham-Dixon and Peter Robb) from which he has drawn an enormous amount.
Sudden Death is full of asides: 'As I write, I don't know what this book is about. It's not exactly about a tennis match ... Maybe it's just a book about how to write this book; maybe that's what all books are about. A book with a lot of back and forth, like a game of tennis.' The problems of structure and balance are real, but being unsure about what belongs in your novel and what doesn't isn't something that can be wished away with a rhetorical flourish. In fact you could compile a small anthology of irritating statements made about 'the novel' in Sudden Death. These assertions are individually over the top and collectively preposterous. In one passage it's claimed that novels give no access to anything outside themselves: 'What they produce in a reader's head are private and unique landscapes of objects in motion that have only one thing in common: they don't exist.' In another they are given the power to 'demolish monuments', for the curious reason that 'all novels, even the most chaste, are a tiny bit pornographic.'
Ignore the rhetorical overkill and you're left with a book that operates like a standard bodice-ripper or codpiece-clutcher. The past is made up of encounters between famous people, and everyone has sex with everyone else. Caravaggio's referee at the tennis match (the equivalent of his second in a duel) is Galileo. He boosts Caravaggio's chances of winning, of course, with his ability to calculate trajectories, but he also has a casual sexual investment, believing that 'in terms of texture and pressure there was little difference between the cunt of a sheep and the ass of the greatest artist of all time, so he might as well fuck him in the name of scientific experimentation.' Even the adversaries on the tennis court enjoyed a drunken fumble the night before, with Quevedo sliding his hand under Caravaggio's sash and feeling his 'member against his palm, squeezing it, exploring it, intrigued by its oils'. During the match they experience erections sometimes visible to the spectators. Meanwhile every moment of history is pivotal, determinant of the world we live in. The papacy of Pius IV was 'the amuse-bouche of all the pyres of modernity'. He 'slew one world and founded another'. Naturally, Caravaggio 'set the history of art on fire with the reds of Judith Beheading Holofernes', and his discovery of chiaroscuro 'forever changed the way a canvas can be inhabited'. But it was a glimpse of a piece of iridescent Mexican feather-work that gave birth to his own sense of colour.
To an embarrassing extent Enrigue's thinking about life and literature lags behind his altogether exceptional talent for inhabiting the past: 'I don't know what this book is about. I know that as I wrote it I was angry because the bad guys always win. Maybe all books are written simply because in every game the bad guys have the advantage and that is too much to bear.' Perhaps he really is a shaman, able to conjure but not to interpret. Sudden Death falls apart the way a club sandwich falls apart when there is too much filling stuffed into too many layers. Beyond a certain point no toothpick in the world is up to the job of holding it all together. This is especially frustrating when material of great intrinsic interest but no particular relevance is included, such as the founding by Vasco de Quiroga, first bishop of Michoacan, of hospital towns for the Indigenous population ('he saved a whole world single-handedly'), ideal communities directly inspired by More's Utopia.
In You Dreamed of Empires Enrigue gives himself a second chance to recount the collapse of the Aztec empire, material that was desperately out of place in Sudden Death but is now given proper focus. There's a bizarre auto-revisionism in play, though, with historical figures being presented very differently in the two books, above all Malinalli. In the new novel she is a victim, helplessly plotting revenge against Cortes, who has raped her. In Sudden Death she was an enthusiastic sex partner, possessor of 'the clitoris that changed the world'. In this version Malinalli also has any amount of agency, coming up with 'the idea that changed the world', that the Spaniards with their horses, helped by the Indians' arrows, could liberate the Indians from the yoke of the Aztecs. That's a lot of world-changing for one person. It's odd to have two clashing portraits of a historical figure from the same author - perhaps not as jarring as it would be to portray Anne Boleyn as a scheming minx in one book, tragic victim in the next, but uncomfortable enough. Still, no law has been broken and postmodernism means never having to say you're sorry.
After the moment in You Dreamed of Empires that brings together Moctezuma and Marc Bolan, Enrigue has nowhere to go but into reverse. You can't reinflate a popped balloon, but you can reinstate the fictional consistency you have affected to disrupt. The later parts of the novel may be those that required most of the rewriting he tells his translator he did so much of. He works very effectively to build up an abstract excitement, in passages that recount the actions of different groups of people in different parts of the city in paragraphs with no transitions between them, and then a convergence of the characters in a single panorama - what in the writing of a fugue would be called a stretto. Then he imposes a further compression by having the point of view shift abruptly from sentence to sentence. In all of this he is hampered by the fact that we know how the story ends, though he still has a trick up his sleeve.
Enrigue makes the sensible choice of breaking off before the carnage, which he had tried to describe in Sudden Death:
They came out of their houses in a state vacillating between defiance and apathy: they had sworn to their gods that if there were no City of Mexico - 'the root of the world' - there would be no Mexicas, so they surrendered themselves to the ritual of being sacked, raped, beheaded and devoured by dogs, almost happy to go quickly.

The blank submission to slaughter of the warlike people of Tenochtitlan is as baffling to read as Jaynes's account of the fall of Cuzco, for which he at least offers some sort of explanation. This is a gap that can't be closed, and an aspect of the past that defies resurrection.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n10/adam-mars-jones/like-a-club-sandwich



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



At the Movies
'La Chimera'
Michael Wood

1319 words'Judge ye,' Ezra Pound says of a character in one of his poems, 'Have I dug him up again?' One answer is obviously yes. In 'Sestina: Altaforte', the old troubadour Bertran de Born - with his 'whoreson dogs' and 'hell blot black' - is as alive as any written character can be, and more alive than many of Pound's actual contemporaries. But what about some of the parallel or related questions? When do we dig up the dead, and how? Can they be robbed? What if their deadness is final, and that's all we need to know, or can know?
 The characters in Alice Rohrwacher's La Chimera have considerable investments in these questions but all have very different takes. Some of them recognise superstition when they see it and understand how you can turn its relics into money. Others refuse to believe in natural death. A review of the movie tells me that we hear a passage from Monteverdi's opera Orpheus in the soundtrack. This is not a clue if we don't recognise the music, as I didn't; but even so it's hard to keep Orpheus and Eurydice out of your thoughts as you watch the film. What if he was always going to fail to bring her back from the dead, even if he hadn't turned around?
 The movie opens with a sequence showing an angry man on a train. We don't know why he is angry - or why, when the train stops at a small Italian town, he gets off but doesn't want to talk to the friend who is waiting for him. The friend is very jolly, like a cartoon of amiability, and wants to drive the man to a party. The man reluctantly accepts the lift but ducks out of the celebration, and climbs a very steep hill to his home, a sort of lean-to that looks as if it will fall 0ff the cliff at any moment. Nothing goes right for him: he can't even light a cigarette without lighting the stove. But then he smokes and settles down. And goes to visit a very different friend.
 There are fragments of an explanation in these scenes, and the dialogue in the visit allows us to put them together. The man's name is Arthur, and he has just been released from prison. Home is not home to him anymore, or perhaps never was. He is English, and some people speak a little English when they see him. His Italian sounds good but that doesn't save him from repeated corrections of small mistakes. He has gone to see Flora, an elderly woman in a wheelchair, who turns out to be the mother of his missing girlfriend, Beniamina. The news is that she is still missing.
 The man who so eagerly met Arthur at the station is Pirro (Vincenzo Nemolato). Arthur is played by Josh O'Connor, Flora by Isabella Rossellini. All these performances, and several others in the film, are remarkable, perfectly tuned to a touch of exaggeration, as befits a chimerical world. In this vein a recurring image that Rohrwacher turns to is that of persons suddenly, and for no apparent reason, filmed upside down. When they fall, they fall up. It's interesting to learn that Rohrwacher, writer and director of the work, rewrote her script after she had cast the 33-year-old O'Connor. She said she had shifted away from the topic of a person in 'the sunset of his life'.
 But where to? Why would the younger person specialise in death, so to speak? The place where these people live is not exactly haunted but it is old, full of Etruscan ruins. Pirro and a group of local men are tomb-raiders, digging for treasures to sell. Arthur is very helpful in this venture because he has a special gift: he can divine hollow spaces underground the way others can divine water or gold. The film's Italian phrase for this is 'feeling the void' ('sentire il vuoto'), which sounds quite a bit more metaphysical than commercial. Arthur holds the appropriate forked twig as he walks over the unmarked earth. Then he stops, says this is it, and the men dig away. They come back with pots, plates, figurines, whatever archaeological scraps are there. Minor stuff, mostly - but it will sell, and these are not big-time thieves.
 They are made painfully aware of this in the film's big set-piece. The location is a seaside open-air nightclub. Lots of singing and dancing, everyone joins in. Pirro, Arthur and the gang decide to do a little prospecting while they are there and find a whole elaborate grave, complete with skeletons and murals and a life-size statue of a woman resembling Venus. To Arthur's distress, Pirro lops the head off the statue so that they can take part of the treasure above ground right away. Meanwhile it seems that the police have shown up. The raiders run off (with the head) but the newcomers, it turns out, are not the police but a rival, more sophisticated, better-funded band of robbers. They return another day to load the contents of the grave onto a truck.
 The cut to a tourist ship at sea is surprising, and for a moment we don't know where this story is going. On board, a well-dressed woman (played by Alba Rohrwacher, the director's sister) is holding an auction with a rich-looking audience. Her name is Spartaco, and she has been buying some of the local gang's finds. Now she owns the headless statue and much more. Arthur and the gang are in the room too, and we expect violence. Instead Spartaco asks Arthur to say something about the head, which he holds in his hands. He steps out onto the deck for a little communion with himself and the dead, and suddenly decides to break with the whole project. 'You're not meant for human eyes,' Arthur says to the head, and throws it into the sea. In an extended, improbable shot we watch it floating down through the water and disturbing the sand at the bottom.
 If until this moment Arthur has been looking for the ancient gifts of the dead to the living, without any concern for what the living may do with them, he now moves towards a religious respect for privacy - of the dead or anyone else. This could be because he thinks that he and Flora are the only people who have any right to worry about whether Beniamina is dead or not. It could also be the beginning of his acceptance that she is. Arthur may have been moved in this direction by Italia (Carol Duarte), Flora's servant, who is shocked when she learns of the grave-robbing - not by the theft or the business impulse but by the unconcerned invasion of a sacred place.
 Arthur loses himself at this point. He isn't in prison and he isn't free. Time passes and he wanders from place to place, looking scruffier and scruffier. At last he comes back to the little town and finds that Italia and some other women have set up a commune in a disused railway station - they are adopting the liberation implied by a myth that Etruscan women ruled, and Etruscan men did as they were told. Arthur is invited to stay and almost does. At least he is composed now, and cleaned up, and this would be a good place to end the movie, as Rohrwacher obviously knows. But she is not going to do that. One more tomb awaits Arthur, and you need to see the movie to learn what happens there. Actually, even when you've seen it you won't be quite sure, because several fascinating interpretations of the events are possible. Judge ye. What would Orpheus do in this situation?
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Ladders last a long time
Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite

4550 wordsRaphael Samuel  adopted his notetaking method from Beatrice and Sidney Webb, progenitors of Fabian socialism, who developed it in the late 19th century:
Each thought or reference to a source was written or pasted onto a single side of a loose sheet of paper. It might be the source itself - an advertisement, a jam-jar label or an extract from a Xerox - it mattered only that it was attributed and subheaded under a theme. Then the notes were filed in groups. Scholarly prestidigitation allowed the pages to be constantly reshuffled so that new combinations of ideas appeared, presuppositions might be overturned and surprising connections thereby generated ... All that was needed was reams of rough paper, scissors and a pot of glue, phalanxes of lever-arch files, and a hole-puncher.

The resulting papers and files 'perched precariously on the polished treads of the staircase' and 'lay in drifts' on the floor of Samuel's study, Alison Light wrote in A Radical Romance (2019), her memoir of their marriage. Samuel was one of the most influential historians of his generation, a prodigious teacher, researcher and writer. Hosts of historians, trade unionists and Italian Marxists were forever dropping in on his house in Spitalfields, which Stuart Hall recalled as a 'sort of permanently open unofficial conference centre with some informal seminar always in permanent session in the kitchen'. In 1967, Samuel founded the History Workshop movement to democratise 'the act of historical production, enlarging the constituency of historical writers, and bringing the experience of the present to bear upon the interpretation of the past'; it held huge, radical and ecumenical events, published pamphlets and books, and in 1976 founded its own journal, still running today.
Despite - or perhaps because of - all this activity, Samuel only published one sole-authored book in his lifetime, Theatres of Memory (1994), an account of the popular historical imagination in late 20th-century Britain told via case studies, from Laura Ashley fabrics to the touristification of Ironbridge. Since his death from cancer in 1996, however, Samuel has been prolific. A second volume of Theatres of Memory, titled Island Stories: Unravelling Britain, came out in 1998, followed in 2006 by The Lost World of British Communism, a volume of essays combining research and recollections. Today Samuel is best known for his work on popular memory and for History Workshop. John Merrick's new selection of his essays aims to rectify that: it brings together a sample of Samuel's historical studies, several of which are still thrilling to read, and most of which would have been difficult to get hold of without access to a good university library. All of them focus on the 19th century, which was, as Light puts it, Samuel's 'stamping ground'.
Communism and history were both family affairs for Samuel. His mother, Minna Nerenstein, was one of many relatives who were dedicated Communist Party of Great Britain activists, and his uncle, Chimen Abramsky, was a historian of the First International. Samuel joined the party as soon as he was old enough, but left as part of the mass exodus prompted by Khrushchev's secret speech and the Soviet crushing of the Hungarian uprising in 1956. Still in his early twenties, he threw himself into the creation of a 'New Left'. With Stuart Hall and other friends from his undergraduate days at Oxford, he founded Universities and Left Review (which ultimately merged with the New Reasoner to create the New Left Review), as well as the New Left Clubs and the Partisan Coffee House, an espresso bar in Soho catering to political radicals. In 1962 he joined Ruskin College (in but not of Oxford), a centre for working-class and trade-union education. There, he began increasingly to use primary sources in his teaching: accessing history via secondary literature, he thought, often crushed students' confidence in their own abilities; examining the original documents was far more intellectually stimulating. This was the origin of History Workshop.
The opening essay in Workshop of the World is one of two editorial prefaces Samuel wrote for the proceedings of the December 1979 History Workshop. In it, he set out his stall as a practitioner of 'people's history'. This was a capacious category: it could be liberal, radical, nationalist or socialist; macro or microhistorical. Its defining feature was the attempt to 'broaden the basis of history' - who wrote it, what it was about and what sources it could be based on. An essay on Headington Quarry included by Merrick shows Samuel doing all three. He began the research with a group of Ruskin students in 1969, and one of them, Alun Howkins (later a distinguished scholar of the rural poor), introduced him to his first interviewees, at a time when oral history was regarded with suspicion by many academic historians.
Headington Quarry is now a residential suburb of Oxford but was originally an 'open village' - not built on a great estate but growing up unplanned on wasteland - of claypits, brickworks, narrow alleys and slum housing. It had a reputation for unruliness. In a much longer essay Samuel published on the village in one of History Workshop's early books, he described its economic and social structure, showing how casual most of the waged labour was and the importance of 'informal' and illegal activities such as poaching and pig-keeping - in other words, how tangential to capitalist accumulation much economic activity was. In the shorter essay reprinted here, Samuel observes that it was in studying the social and economic history of poaching that oral sources proved most revelatory. His interviews showed that the relatively small number of poachers who appeared in court records in the late 19th century were not the most prolific but the worst at getting away with it. In the years before the Great War, poaching was organised and knitted into the local economy and seasonal patterns of labour. Gangs of poachers took orders, traded door to door, and sold on to fences who supplied butchers in Oxford's covered market. A retired practitioner, a longtime antagonist of the local gamekeepers, trained lurchers for the gangs. Amateurs, in it perhaps partly for the thrill, were not considered 'real' poachers by the pros.
Marginal groups were one of Samuel's abiding interests, and his study of the mid-19th-century itinerant and semi-itinerant poor put him in pursuit of their 'lairs' and livelihoods. These men (and some women and children) often slept rough when the weather was good or when circumstances required, huddling next to the kilns of brickworks in cold weather, and congregating under the 'Dry Arch' hotels made by bridges or viaducts when it rained. If they had a bit of money, they stayed in common lodging houses, of which there were nearly a thousand in London in 1889. These were often clustered in slum districts, like the area of Merthyr Tydfil that outsiders called 'a sort of Welsh Alsatia'. Sometimes they resorted to the workhouse casual ward, though in the later 19th century that generally meant a day's forced labour to 'earn' their hard resting place and meagre provisions. According to the journalist Henry Mayhew, many wanderers returned to town in the winter 'as regularly as noblemen', and from November free night refuges financed by charitable subscription opened in large cities to accommodate the influx. The Charity Organisation Society (bastion of less eligibility) blamed the refuges for attracting the homeless. In fact, there was often more work in the big cities in winter: in the run-up to Christmas there was a rush of spending, which generated jobs in shops, luxury trades and services; throughout the cold months there was work to be found in gasworks or in occupations like roadsweeping; and when unemployment got bad, vestries often laid on public works. With the coming of spring, many left the cities. Gypsies and performers followed the circuit of wakes and fairs; pedlars sold their wares, and skilled men as well as navvies and labourers of all sorts tramped the country in search of work. Summer brought further migrations, as men, women and children followed harvests around the country. Large numbers left London for a late summer hop-picking jaunt: the common lodging houses were 'almost deserted' as their 'Bohemian inmates' went down to the 'pleasant fields of Kent', and some even departed the workhouses temporarily to join in. Mayhew called these groups 'wandering tribes', but Samuel shows that the wandering was very seldom random or purposeless: his 'comers and goers' had their routes and routines, even if these were obscure to outsiders.
Samuel too traversed the country, in search of the 'fugitive sources' needed to write the history of liminal groups. He invited the reader along to the 'parishes and record offices of northern England' where he began seeking records of the Irish Catholic poor in 1966: the churches that often stood in 'half-deserted urban wastelands' created by slum clearance; the 'lumber-room of the town hall' where he unearthed documents; the dinners he shared with a Wigan priest in a 'tobacco-stained waistcoat' and his Irish-born housekeeper. In the 19th century, Irish migrants were among the poorest of the poor, vastly removed from the old recusant families or the elite Catholic revival that kicked off in 1833. Churches were often in rented rooms - one was thrown up in Camberwell in 1863 on a site comprising 'a ragshop with a pigsty in the rear' - and were subject to anti-Catholic hostility.
Priests lived among their congregations, often in ordinary workmen's cottages, in constant and familiar intercourse, yet also 'remote', enjoying a 'peculiar and esoteric power'. In addition to leading services and hearing confession, which earlier in the century they sometimes did in the rooms where they lived, they spent their days 'child hunting' for their 'Poor Schools', visiting the sick, defusing fistfights and domestic rows, and generally ministering to the secular as well as religious needs of their congregations. The social investigator Charles Booth thought they were 'lenient judges of the frailties that are not sins, and of the disorder that is not crime'. In 1843, the temperance advocate Father Mathew administered the pledge to some penitents who were actually 'in a state of intoxication' and may well have been, as Samuel suggests, experiencing the fleeting regret of the very drunk rather than a lasting desire for reform. In Birmingham in 1863, a priest implored his flock to put in requests for sick calls before 10 a.m., 'except in very urgent cases which seldom happen as those which are called urgent are nearly always nothing of the kind'. The meetings of St Bridget's Confraternity in the early 1880s, led by Father Sheridan, a priest at St Patrick's in Soho, mainly comprised humorous readings, with rosaries the only brief nod to observance. In his register, Sheridan constantly congratulated himself on the uproarious laughter he provoked. Priests had a relationship not only with the devout but also with the lapsed: when one passed 'groups of girls whose looks and attire betrayed their infamous calling' in Drury Lane, they dropped curtseys to him.
The Church treated 'Irish' and 'Catholic' as synonyms, and its infrastructure sustained Irish communities and identities. In Irish homes, religious and patriotic decorations sat side by side: 'a picture of the Saviour on one wall and one of J.L. Sullivan, the bare-knuckle fighter, opposite'. Oral tradition, too, entangled national identity and religion. (Samuel wasn't interested only in oral history as a technique of the professional historian but in oral traditions as live transmitters of political history and collective identity.) One autobiographer, who grew up in Leicester in the 1860s, wrote that his father 'was a Limerick man, and we were often hearing of the hero Patrick Sarsfield [a Jacobite military commander], and the women of Limerick who fought and repelled the English during the siege of that city'; if he found himself accidentally singing a Protestant hymn, he would 'spit out to cleanse my mouth'. As a 'form of inquiry', Samuel wrote in the LRB of 14 June 1990, history is a 'journey into the unknown'. These essays suggest how keenly he felt this to be true.
In  1880 Britain could with some justification be called the 'workshop of the world': it produced more than 20 per cent of global industrial output and about 40 per cent of the world's manufactured exports. In the nearly half-century since Samuel published his essay of that name, historians have done much to undermine the narrative of an 'industrial revolution' bookended by the invention of the spinning jenny in 1764 and the New Poor Law of 1834. Nevertheless, it endures as one of our defining national myths. The 'industrial revolution' is often understood imprecisely and expansively, encompassing anything and everything from mechanisation and the development of the factory system to the division of labour and the shift of employment from agriculture to manufacturing, as well as commercial and financial innovations, the take-off of economic growth and the development of capitalism itself. This conceptual slippage makes the heroic British inventor the protagonist of the story of 19th-century economic accumulation, instead of, for example, the employer of sweated labour or the investor in the transatlantic slave trade. The classic account of industrialisation was David Landes's The Unbound Prometheus (1969), which argued that economic transformation was rooted in three crucial substitutions: of 'machines ... for human skill and effort', of 'inanimate for animate sources of power', and of 'mineral for vegetable or animal substances' as raw materials.
Samuel took issue with all three claims. In Lancashire cotton production, coal power, machinery and the factory system were completely dominant by the mid-19th century - but Lancashire was an outlier. What about the armies of needlewomen still toiling away in their own homes? What about the inhabitants of Headington Quarry, with their arduous work in the brickmaking industry, their market gardens, pigsties and poaching? The spread of capitalism was profoundly uneven, Samuel argued; economic growth was 'rooted in a subsoil of small-scale enterprise' and often driven by hand power - by men, women and children. In the later 19th century 'there were few parts of the economy which steam power and machinery had left untouched', but there were 'fewer still where it ruled unchallenged'.
Employers fantasised about a 'self-acting' mechanism, particularly when faced with the rise of trade unionism, but only specific parts of labour processes were amenable to mechanisation. A machine invented in 1824 was supposed to produce a complete pin, but four decades later the heads were still often being put on by hand. Though biscuits could be mass-produced, breadmaking was, as Marx put it in Capital, still 'pre-Christian'. In 1892 a leatherworker told the Royal Commission on Labour that 'I do not think you will ever get machinery into our trade until you can grow all the animals of one size with just the same blemishes.' Many trades, like building, expanded output through the proliferation of small tradesmen and through tapping the vast reserve army of labour. Sawmills could produce only the crudest products; rather than putting masses of woodworkers out of business, they made raw materials cheaper, allowing what had once been luxury goods to become available to sections of the working class (hence anxieties in the 1870s about miners with pianos).
Steam-powered ventilation and drainage allowed coal mines to expand, but at the coalface the shovel and pick, 'tools of the most primitive description', prevailed. In fact mining remained shockingly primitive in most pits until nationalisation in 1947, when one of the new National Coal Board's main goals was mechanisation. China and crockery were produced in factories as early as the 1760s, but 'the same essential appliances as were used in Egypt four thousand years ago' were still in use in the mid-19th century; new machinery made only slow progress from the 1870s onwards, as workers resisted its encroachment. In some cases, it was employers who resisted mechanisation. Paint manufacturers in Newcastle reacted negatively to the idea of installing hoists to replace the women employees who carried pots of lead weighing between thirty and fifty pounds up 15-foot ladders: machinery 'wants to be put in order', but ladders 'last a long time'. A large amount of human input was often required to make a finished product of sufficiently high quality. In 1914 railwaymen still thought that rivets 'put in by hand are far more trustworthy' than a machine's work. If trade union agitation made employers keener on mechanisation, an excess of cheap labour in the mid-Victorian period, as Marx suggested in Capital, constrained the extension of mechanisation and steam power. In America, where labour was scarcer and wages higher, machinery more frequently represented a good investment: in the US 'navvy' refers to the steam navvy, patented there in 1841; in Britain, the term still evokes the armies of itinerant labourers, often Irish, who were still doing much of the heavy lifting for big infrastructure projects into the 1890s.
Samuel's thesis has obvious relevance for our current debates about AI. In 1750, more than a million women and children were employed in spinning, and their earnings accounted, in many cases, for more than a third of their household income. When new technology put them out of work, these families suffered. But spinning was an extreme case. One study of the linen industry in 1860 suggested that while mechanisation improved productivity in spinning by a factor of 320, it only quadrupled output in weaving and often reduced the quality: the progress of mechanisation in the latter area was therefore much slower. The impact of machine learning will likely be similar: graphic designers or call-centre workers or radiographers or solicitors may turn out to be the spinners of the 21st century, but change will be lumpier and more contradictory than both tech-boosters and tech-doomers assume. ChatGPT is good at answering some questions, but computers still can't even read as well as humans - optical character recognition makes frequent mistakes (digitising 'Workshop of the World' it rendered Wal Hannington, the communist agitator, as 'Hennington'). Who will be our equivalent of those out-workers still putting the heads on machine-made pins in the 1860s?
As well as unpicking neat ideas about orderly 'economic development' under the guidance of the invisible hand of the market and the genius of British invention, Samuel wanted to turn historians' attention away from tables of wages and prices and towards the experience of labour. Factories and machines certainly did not make work lighter: in fact, there was an 'enormous deterioration in working conditions' as workplaces sped up and got hotter, wages and piece rates were held down, and sweating and 'dangerous' trades proliferated.
'Workshop of the World' was supposed to be the first instalment of a trilogy: the second and third parts never appeared, but some of the directions of Samuel's thinking can be traced through the files on 'sweating' in his archive, held at the Bishopsgate Institute. An account from early 19th-century Lancashire describes one 'putter-out' of weaving work who was known as 'Jimmy Squeezum' since he always deducted large sums from his workers' pay for supposed flaws. In 1856 a trade union for Glasgow tailors challenged anyone to find a sewing machine and 'machine-driver' who could beat a pair of tailors in making any garment a 'gentleman' might wear. The Labour MP George Edwards recalled in his autobiography, From Crow-Scaring to Westminster, that in the mid-19th century, he had 'known my mother to be at the loom 16 hours out of the 24, and for these long hours she would not average more than 4s a week, and very often less than that'. James Allen, a shoemaker, took his employer to the Northampton Petty Sessions in 1879 alleging that he had not been paid PS1 12s 7d for work closing uppers. In 1882 London shoemakers went on strike to protest against the practice of docking part of their wages to pay rent and lighting costs for the factories in which they worked. A note in The Hosiery Review from 1888 pointed out that in Leicestershire workers were still being charged frame rent by their employers.
There are blind spots in Samuel's perspective. Empire figures remarkably little in Workshop of the World, despite its title. Britain didn't just expand its share of global trade in the 19th century, it did so as an imperial power: it didn't just replace India as the biggest transoceanic exporter of cotton fabrics, but turned India into the largest market for its own exports. In many regards, however, Samuel's research agendas remain live today and his arguments have only been supported and extended by later writers. Economic historians such as Nick Crafts now emphasise that productivity gains from new technology in the late 18th century (and well into the 19th) were modest. They also point out how long it took to get foundational technologies like steam engines working effectively. Samuel's rejection of the idea of 'mechanisation as a self-generating process' and his suggestion that employers' fears of worker combination helped drive the adoption of some technology finds support in Andreas Malm's Fossil Capital, which holds that factory owners turned definitively from water power to coal after around 1830 not because coal was more abundant or more powerful, but rather because steam-powered machinery made it possible for them to relocate factories, discipline unruly labour and escape from the system of shared reservoirs and streams that required them to collaborate rather than compete with other employers. David Edgerton's global history of technology since 1900, The Shock of the Old, demonstrates how halting the march of scientific progress was. Samuel lamented in 1977 that there were no historians attempting to 'compute the comparative mortality of the trades' or 'reconstitute the aetiology of industrial disease'. Since then there has been an explosion of historical interest in experiences at work. The 'Living with Machines' project, a collaboration between the Turing Institute and the British Library along with several universities, deployed optical character recognition, computer power and machine learning to examine the ways new technology changed everyday life and death in the long 19th century; between 2018 and 2023, it was funded to the tune of PS9 million.
The  1979 History Workshop staged a rehashing of what was already one of the most vituperative disputes on the New Left, between E.P. Thompson and the advocates of 'theory'. Thompson ripped into the other speakers, Stuart Hall and Richard Johnson. The atmosphere, as Sophie Scott-Brown describes in her excellent biography of Samuel from 2017, was already bad. The Ruskin student collective organising the conference wasn't keen on the theoretical preoccupations of many academics in the History Workshop editorial collective; some members had already suggested forming a breakaway workshop to get back to the study of labour history. After Thompson's blow-up, the final plenary session was quietly cancelled. Samuel, who probably took this decision, was essentially a Thompsonian: he defended a focus on 'real life experience' and empirical work, which he suggested could 'do more for our theoretical understanding of ideology and consciousness than any number of further "interpellations" on the theme of "relative autonomy"'. (A dig at Althusserians.) Samuel pointed out that, like 'any other intellectual artefact', theory isn't timeless but 'has its material and ideological conditions of existence'. But he wasn't entirely a sceptic, arguing that good history required a 'theoretically informed' understanding of language, and that socialism required a serious analysis of 'bourgeois ideology'.
Margaret Thatcher's election in 1979 diverted Samuel's intellectual energies down several new courses. First, he turned his attention to the deconstruction of Thatcherite appeals to 'Victorian values' and nationalist myths, organising a History Workshop to examine the 'jingoism' of the Falklands War and editing three resulting volumes on patriotism. Samuel, who had long been interested in J.R. Green's Short History of the English People (1874), a sort of Volksgeschichte for England which he saw as part of the genealogy of 'people's history', had not only a typically leftist scepticism of intolerant nationalism, but also a more unusual openness to the positive attractions of imaginative identification with the nation. In 1984-85 he supported the miners' strike, and convened a group of miners and their wives to write their own history of the dispute. Later in the decade, he weighed in on debates about the new national curriculum, finding himself in unlikely agreement with the arch-conservative Geoffrey Elton, historian of the Tudors, on the value of historical training in inculcating critical and imaginative skills, and on the importance of teaching British history in Britain. Samuel thought the latter made sense pedagogically - students would bring some knowledge and interest to the subject from the outset - and because it would enable them to engage critically with the images of the past they would encounter in the culture at large ('Victorian values' again). All these projects fed into Samuel's main preoccupation in the 1980s and early 1990s: public history and popular memory. But where many on the left viewed the history boom of the 1980s as a retreat from politics into conservative nostalgia, Samuel was excited, seeing popular historical enthusiasm as democratic, pluralist, potentially even radical - another way of doing 'people's history'.
Samuel remained engaged with History Workshop and its journal, but more distantly. The Workshop was still ecumenical and political, but it detached from Ruskin and moved around the country, working increasingly with polytechnics and local heritage and arts organisations. The journal, by contrast, had long been leaning away from activism and towards academia, and in 1990 joined Oxford University Press. Shifts were underway at Ruskin too: during Thatcher's time as prime minister, the college's commitment to educating trade unionists and activists who would return to their workplaces and communities as agitators was under pressure. Nevertheless, Samuel remained there until the last year of his life, when he moved to the University of East London to set up a Centre for East London History. After his death, it was renamed the Raphael Samuel History Centre. The institutions Samuel helped to found are just as significant for his legacy as his published work. They embody not a doctrine but an ethos: socialist and pluralist, oppositional but committed, experimental and enthusiastic.
In 1978, Samuel recommended the Bishopsgate Institute to readers of History Workshop. It is now a popular destination for scholars working on all sorts of radical movements, but was then 'very much off the beaten academic track'. Samuel supplied some of the institute's history: founded in 1894 by the vicar of St Botolph's, a promoter of secular education for the masses, it developed its special collections under the aegis of the librarian Charles William Goss, who set about acquiring specialist tomes on London history and the archival collections of trade unionists and political radicals. In 1910 Goss got his hands on the minutes of the First International, which after 1917 became hot property: alarmed by Soviet requests to see the minutes, the governors of the institute declared that no one would ever be allowed to look at them and locked them in a deed box in the strongroom of the Midland Bank in Bishopsgate. They were only released after the Anglo-Soviet Agreement of 1941, when Churchill himself intervened on behalf of Moscow, and the Soviet ambassador's wife was able to make a complete transcription of the originals. Ever alive to readers' temporal as well as intellectual needs, Samuel also informed prospective researchers that the Bishopsgate had an 'excellent cafeteria' with 'real coffee, freshly scrubbed vegetables and old-fashioned English cooking': 'ham and egg tart, mashed potatoes and carrots, 48p; steamed fish, 62p; jam pudding 12p'.
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At the British Museum
'Life in the Roman Army'
Thomas Jones

2236 wordsAmong  the swords, daggers, scabbards, spearheads, shields, helmets, belts, cuirasses, trumpets, tombstones and portrait busts of emperors that you might expect to find in an exhibition entitled Legion: Life in the Roman Army (at the British Museum until 23 June) are a number of less martial, more everyday objects: louse combs, drinking vessels, tent pegs, manicure sets, games and, perhaps most arresting of all, a single red woollen sock, from about the third century AD. Most of the weapons and armour are in various states of decay, rusty and incomplete, but the sock looks as if it could have been knitted yesterday (despite the hole in the toe), both the wool and the red dye beautifully preserved in the sands of Egypt for hundreds of years. It was made to be worn with a sandal, as there's a split where the thong goes between the big toe and the others, like Japanese tabi. It's 24 cm long - about a UK size 6 - though the material stretches and it would probably have fitted the slightly larger foot that wore the leather and iron hobnailed sandal, or what remains of it, on display nearby, or the hobnailed boot from Vindolanda on Hadrian's Wall. There's a certain pathos to the solitary sock: it's easy to imagine it being overlooked in the hubbub of striking camp and left behind when the legion marched on. But it turns out that's just my ignorant fantasy, since there's a pair of almost identical socks on display at the V&A, where the curators go into a lot more detail about the circumstances of their discovery: 'Excavated in the burial grounds of ancient Oxyrhynchus ... It is unclear whether the socks formed offerings to the dead or were used as foot coverings.'
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Still, even if no Roman legionary ever wore this particular sock, they certainly wore socks, as we know from the letters of Claudius Terentianus, whose military career gives a narrative shape to the exhibition. Terentianus was a Roman citizen born in Egypt towards the end of the first century AD, whose letters home to his family, in both Greek and Latin, were among the papyri excavated at Kom Oshim in the 1920s. They are now part of the University of Michigan's papyrology collection, though kept in Cairo. Terentianus joined up in 110 or 111 as an auxiliary in the marines based at Alexandria after his application to become a legionary was refused - because of bad references, he claimed. The legiones were open only (with rare exceptions) to citizens; non-citizens had to join the less well paid, less prestigious auxilia, and were rewarded on retirement after 25 years' service (assuming they survived that long; half of them didn't) with Roman citizenship, which their sons would inherit. In the book accompanying the exhibition, Richard Abdy, one of the curators, quotes Yann Le Bohec's characterisation of the army as a 'machine for creating Roman citizens', at least until the Emperor Caracalla's edict of 212 which extended citizenship to all free subjects of the empire.
Terentianus was able to transfer to a legion after a few unhappy years as an auxiliary. The exhibition includes recordings of an actor reading extracts from his letters: 'I ask and beg you, father, for I have no one dear to me except you, after the gods, to send to me a battle sword, a pickaxe, a grappling iron, two of the best spears obtainable, a cloak of beaver skin and a girdled tunic, together with my trousers.' In another letter he asks for a pair of felt socks (udones). The only item of uniform, as such, that a Roman soldier had was his belt, made of leather with 'decorative metal plates ... possibly related to rank', with scabbards hanging from it for his dagger and sword. He had to buy and maintain his own armour. 'For all its costume inaccuracies,' Abdy writes, 'the epic film Gladiator (2000) at least recognises the highly variable appearance of Roman soldiers.'
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A row of helmets shows the way their design developed over a hundred years or more. As Abdy puts it, 'the Roman helmet, generally speaking, had the appearance of a metal baseball cap worn backwards,' and the peak got bigger over time, the better to protect the back of the wearer's neck. The earliest of them, a bronze helmet from the first century AD with a short, straight brim, found in London, has been 'tagged by four owners, suggesting up to a hundred years of use', though that must be an optimistic estimate. The latest, from the late second or third century, found on the west bank of the Rhine, has 'the full range of protective features', with a 'deep neck guard and reinforcing strips', and looks as if it could have been worn by Oliver Cromwell, if it were iron instead of bronze. (There were a couple of replicas that visitors could try on, but one of them was too small for me and the other was being hogged by a man taking selfies; the nearby note about the prevalence of head lice in the Roman army was a little off-putting too.) Even more elaborate helmets, with face masks depicting Trojans or Amazons, were worn for parades.
There is, amazingly, only one surviving intact example of a scutum, the curved rectangular shield, like a segment of a cylinder, that's familiar from Asterix books, the opening scenes of Gladiator and countless other swords-and-sandals epics. On loan from Yale, it was found in Syria on the west bank of the Euphrates, and dates from the third century. It has curled up a bit over time, and there's a hole in the middle where its metal boss would once have been, but the red paint is still vibrant, and the paintings of an eagle and a lion - regimental symbols, perhaps - still vivid. Next to it in the display case is a bronze boss that has lost its scutum, dating from the first or second century and recovered from the River Tyne. A complete shield would have weighed up to 10 kg, and there's a wooden replica that visitors are invited to lift: I wouldn't want to march twenty miles carrying it.
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An extraordinary suit of armour made of crocodile skin - found in Egypt and dating from the third or fourth century AD - is as mysterious as it is striking. It could have been an 'underlayer to cushion a metal cuirass' or a 'religious costume'; and the headpiece, made from the crocodile's scalp, 'could be either for protective or ceremonial use' or 'a local adaptation of the tradition of Roman standard-bearers and trumpeters wearing skins of fierce animals over their helmets'. Trumpeters' instruments are represented in the exhibition by a bronze cornu, or 'horn of command', curled like a bass clef and more than a metre in diameter, recovered from Pompeii, which would have been used to transmit orders 'over the din of hobnail footsteps and clanking armour'; and a tiny bronze model of a mouse, barely 5 cm tall, playing a tuba (not a modern tuba but a short, straight trumpet). It was left to the British Museum by Richard Payne Knight in the early 19th century, but they don't know where he picked it up.
Terentianus was asking his father to send all that stuff because he was about to set sail from Alexandria to Syria. Most of the artefacts in the exhibition come from the empire's frontier provinces, where the army would have had its heaviest presence: Germany, Syria, Britain. In Book One of the Aeneid, Jupiter explains to Venus, Aeneas' mother, that he has placed no limits on the Romans, either spatial or temporal, but given them sovereignty without end: 'His ego nec metas rerum nec tempora pono;/imperium sine fine dedi.' It isn't clear that the poem necessarily endorses this view. Jupiter is speaking to reassure Venus after Aeneas and his storm-tossed band of Trojans, the last remnants of a once mighty civilisation, have been beached on the North African sands, obliged to throw themselves on the Carthaginians' mercy. History and legend may be more reliable prognosticators than the promises of a fictional god. Troy fell; Carthage fell; why should Rome be any different?
The Roman Empire reached its greatest extent under Trajan, nearly 150 years after Virgil's death, in the early years of Terentianus' service. But even then it was bounded by the Rhine and Danube to the north, the Sahara to the south and the Syrian desert to the east. Soldiers were recruited from across the empire to enforce those frontiers, often a very long way from home: among the exhibits is the tombstone of a Syrian archer posted to Hadrian's Wall. (The caption refers cheerfully to a 'multicultural and multiethnic' fighting force that used 'locally sourced' equipment.) Visitors are encouraged to spare a thought, it's true, for those on the sharp end of the 'multicultural' army's ruthless aggression: there's a reconstruction of Arrian's victory over the Alani in 135 AD and a sombre acknowledgment of the hideous aftermath of the battle.
Occupation could be as brutal as conquest. Terentianus was wounded while putting down a revolt in Alexandria: 'We are suppressing the uproar and anarchy of the city. We have found the transgressors of the laws.' Although, as a wall text notes, 'most sources are Roman and present their perspective,' it's still possible to hear through the voice of the occupier and begin to imagine the conditions of the occupied. (Tacitus put his famous remark about the Roman army's scorched earth tactics, 'ubi solitudinem faciunt, pacem appellant,' into the mouth of a Caledonian leader, Calgacus: 'they create a wasteland and call it peace.') 'With limited numbers of soldiers policing a vast empire,' another caption says, 'military justice could be summary. Beatings were arbitrary, and criminals and rebels alike were routinely executed to discourage others.' The skeleton of a victim of crucifixion is on display. A papyrus from 166 AD records a 'sale contract between two marines for a seven-year-old Mesopotamian boy, Abbas'. In one of his letters to his father, Terentianus writes: 'another basket was given to me by the soldier, in which I found two large loaves of bread and dates, and from the father of Iulius a small basket (sphyridallion) and my small baskets (talaria) and a sword-sheath. He sent me word about a woman; with my consent he was buying one for me.'
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Most of the other visitors on the morning I was there were either retired or teenagers on school trips. In front of an exhibit detailing the engineering and building works that Roman troops carried out, I overheard one half of an elderly couple say to their companion: 'I know our soldiers do things like that but it's mostly bridges.' Their voices were drowned out by what sounded like a heavy suitcase being wheeled over cobbles, but turned out to be something called the 'wheel of misfortune', a large wooden ratcheted wheel hanging on the wall, divided into twelve sectors, with a different fate written in each one, which you could spin to tell your fortune as if you were a Roman soldier: 'You lost all your money gambling, no treats for you'; 'Caught sleeping on guard duty. Punishment: execution!'; 'Your feet are the smelliest in camp. Punishment: sock-washing duty.' The secondary school students were enjoying it more than you might expect.
The exhibition doesn't deny the downsides - including the high risk of death, from disease as well as battle - and at least gestures to the moral harm that comes of being obliged to maim and kill other people, but overall it presents a positive view of 'life in the Roman army'. I couldn't help wondering, as I watched the teenagers fooling around with the wheel of misfortune, whether the show wasn't, however unintentionally, part of a subliminal recruitment drive ('You belong here,' as the latest British army enlistment ads would have it). The interactive exhibits have their ancient Roman equivalents in the wooden toy swords on display that Roman children once played with, in part to prepare them for joining the army themselves. In January, a week before Legion opened, the head of the British army, General Patrick Sanders, made a widely reported speech at an armoured vehicles conference: 'As the prewar generation we must ... prepare,' he said, 'and that is a whole-of-nation undertaking ... regular armies start wars; citizen armies win them.' On a trip to Warsaw in April, Rishi Sunak said that the UK's defence industry is to be put 'on a war footing'.
You come out of the exhibition, leaving Terentianus to his comfortable retirement and a bucolic recording of chirruping cicadas, into the Egyptian galleries of the British Museum's permanent collection, filled with artefacts acquired thanks to the efforts of other imperial armies, hundreds of years after the Roman occupation of North Africa. The red sock was picked up in Egypt by William Joseph Myers, a British army officer who also fought at the outer limits of the British Empire in Sudan, India and South Africa. He was killed at the age of 41 in 1899, during the Second Anglo-Boer War, leaving his loot of more than 1300 works of ancient Egyptian art to his old school, Eton, though his executors distributed the old socks among London's museums. Imperium sine fine.
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Pimps and Prodigals
Irina Dumitrescu

2949 wordsOf all  the medieval people who sound as though they should be made up, Roland le Pettour, also known as Roland le Fartere, must be near the top of the list. An entertainer who worked for Henry II, Roland is recorded in several medieval registers as holding substantial tracts of land north of Ipswich. His yearly service to the king, at least as it has come down to us, was 'saltum, siflum et pettum': a jump, a whistle and a fart.
Roland fits poorly with the image of medieval minstrels that later took hold. In the 18th and 19th centuries early entertainers were depicted either as quasi-religious bards who plucked their harps at court while intoning the histories of their people, or as romantic wanderers who earned their keep with love songs. In their own time, however, minstrels were viewed less favourably - at best as figures of some social value and at worst as licentious rogues. The bishop and philosopher John of Salisbury argued in the 12th century that when it came to 'actors and mimes, clowns and prostitutes, pimps and similar prodigal men', the ideal prince 'ought rather to exterminate than to encourage' them. In a penitential composed around 1216, the theologian Thomas Chobham complained about contortionists, professional flatterers and musicians who went to drinking establishments and inflamed their listeners with obscene songs. (He was kinder to entertainers who sang of saints and princes and comforted the sad and the sick.) The Franciscan Thomas Docking compared performers of false stories to strippers - those who 'undressed' in shameful shows - and complained about musicians who enticed their listeners into idleness and lewdness. There were pettier charges too. Various writers bemoaned the way performers corrupted the stories of historical events or legendary figures. A commission in 1442 evaluating the priory at Durham Cathedral investigated accusations that the prior paid entertainers too much.
Despite the scorn directed at minstrels, they were indispensable to medieval society. In The House of Fame, Chaucer imagines Fame living in a castle made of beryl. In the niches he sets every imaginable kind of minstrel, performing stories of woe and of delight - that is, 'of all that belongs to fame'. Among them are Orpheus playing his harp, the centaur Chiron and a Welsh bard called Glascurion, as well as hosts of lesser harpers. Thousands of other musicians play bagpipes, flutes, clarions and reeds; German pipers demonstrate dance steps; trumpeters provide a 'bloody' soundtrack to battle. Chaucer was writing primarily about literary fame, but he recognised that, in a world where literacy was still limited to elites, fame depended on oral performers.
Canny men understood this principle well. Edward III knew that it wasn't enough to host a round table linking his reign with the legend of King Arthur, as he did at Windsor in 1358. For maximum effect, he also sent heralds to announce the event abroad. Medieval public relations had to be managed just as carefully as their modern equivalents. Edward II tried to curtail minstrel activity, possibly to quash the dissemination of negative songs about him. In an ordinance from 1315, he sought to impose restrictions on the number of minstrels visiting any given household and the kinds of gift they could demand for their service. By contrast, William de Longchamp, lord chancellor in the late 12th century, tried to improve his public image by writing his own praise poems and paying French musicians to sing them in the streets.
Medieval minstrels left few written traces, and the references that do appear in texts from the period already carry a whiff of nostalgia. But a new book co-authored by Richard Rastall and Andrew Taylor sheds some light on the ways they worked and lived. Rastall and Taylor begin by explaining what minstrels were (no simple task). The word comes from the Anglo-Norman menestral, which could refer to a travelling musician or storyteller, or to an artisan or functionary. It is related to the Latin minister, another person who serves in an office. At the most basic level, a minstrel was someone who provided entertainment involving music, or musical accompaniment for specific events. But as the book shows, the job of a minstrel changed depending on time and circumstance, and involved a number of tasks that would rarely fall to a musician today. The other words used also confuse the matter. In some documents a minstrel is called a histrio or a mimus, terms that in classical Latin refer to actors, though medieval minstrels were not usually stage actors. Elsewhere, they appear as squires (scutiferi) or yeomen (valetti). On the battlefield, the work of a minstrel may have overlapped with that of a herald - issuing proclamations, carrying messages, identifying the dead - and some men seem to have done both jobs.
Minstrels provided art as entertainment, but also, in a time before the mechanical production and reproduction of sound, laboured to make a wide range of noises appropriate for various occasions. There were two basic types of musical accompaniment. Loud or 'haut' minstrelsy was for outdoors or large rooms, and featured instruments such as trumpets, horns and tabors (snare drums). Loud minstrelsy might include fanfares and military signals, heraldic announcements, and the sounds used to drive game and communicate during a hunt. Soft or 'bas' minstrelsy - also known as 'still' minstrelsy - was performed indoors and used quieter instruments such as harps, lutes and fiddles. Indoor musicians worked at feasts, announcing the courses and playing music while guests ate and danced. Those rich enough to be able to afford the services of a professional musician could relax by listening to music in private quarters.
But minstrels did more than merely play songs. Some worked as bearwards, who cared for and trained dancing bears, or waferers, who were employed by large households to bake sweet wafers and distribute them at the end of banquets, possibly with some amusing patter. They were natural messengers, spies, diplomats and propagandists. Minstrels could also moonlight. At Durham Priory, Thomas Harper was equipped with a harp in the 1330s, but he was also paid for carpentry work. Minstrels serving their princes at times of war might pick up weapons when necessary.
In a fascinating section on urban minstrelsy, Rastall (who wrote most of the chapters) draws on records from civic authorities and guilds to describe some of the duties assigned to minstrels employed by towns. They were paid for their work through regular taxation and appeared at both special events and ordinary functions. They accompanied town ceremonies and processions on saints' days, the most festive and expensive of which was Corpus Christi. When a town received a noble or royal visitor, minstrels were essential to the elaborate performance that welcomed and instructed them. In April 1474, the future Edward V was conducted through six stations or 'sights' at Coventry, each presenting an allegorical scene and accompanied by music chosen for its symbolic weight. A display featuring the three Magi had the music of 'small pipes', possibly the bagpipes often used to lead pilgrims on their journeys. A scene in which St George rescued a princess from a dragon - meant to be read as Christ's salvation of souls from Satan - was accompanied by heavenly organ music. Given that Edward was then three years old, the nuances of the arrangement probably escaped him.
Civic musicians took on more humble work too. Horn-blowers (usually an occupation in its own right) announced proclamations and called the townsfolk to assembly. As 'waits', minstrels kept the night watch, calling the hours, warning of windy conditions in port cities and filling the darkness with melody. The better-off locals could even pay musicians to wake them at a particular hour, 'a sort of musical alarm clock'. Medieval illuminations show that minstrels played at bath houses, where sex workers often operated (the financial records here are missing). They also provided 'rough music' to help humiliate criminals on their way to the pillory.
Minstrels and Minstrelsy pays careful attention to the working conditions of medieval entertainers. Rastall has made extensive use of the University of Toronto's Records of Early English Drama project, which aims to document all evidence of drama and entertainment in England, Wales and Scotland until 1642, when Parliament ordered the closure of London theatres. REED's sources are mostly bureaucratic, consisting of cathedral statutes, letters of complaint, minutes of meetings, legal statutes and many, many account books. Rastall draws an almost overwhelming amount of information from this archive, but by tracing individuals across records, he also succeeds in giving a rough outline of a few minstrels' careers.
This is complicated by spotty records and confusing names. There were three minstrels called John Cliff, possibly relatives. The second of them, John Cliff of Coventry, was given a silver scutcheon and two nakers (kettledrums) by John of Gaunt in 1381. Later he accompanied Henry V on one of his French campaigns. Instead of being paid directly for his wartime service, Cliff received securities. These included 'a reading desk of silver, over gilt, the foot of it in the fashion of a tabernacle, standing on four feet; two ewers of silver gilt, one enamelled with the arms of England and France, the other with harts; a table with various relics in it, standing on two lions - weighing together, 26 lb 6 oz'. Nineteen years later, after Cliff and his wife had both died, the items were finally redeemed for wages by executors.
Minstrels' employers - royal households, noble families and religious institutions as well as towns - each had needs particular to their business. The queen would have lutenists play to her and her ladies, but had little use for loud minstrelsy; the king's minstrels, by contrast, worked at the ceremonial events where it was required. Religious houses might have minstrels perform at a saint's feast day, or play music for celebratory dances, such as the one that took place at St Paul's Cathedral to mark the birth in 1312 of the future Edward III. There were other, highly specific functions. Records show that there was a common practice of minstrels performing in front of images of the Virgin in church, sometimes while nobles were giving alms. The king's minstrels would play during meetings with visiting dignitaries, and Rastall suggests that one of their roles was to drown out the sound of private conversations at large events. When the king was travelling, minstrels signalled his location to the rest of the household, rather like a medieval tracking device. And in stressful situations, minstrels sometimes served by soothing their employers. In 1297, a harper called Meliorus was rewarded by Edward I for 'making his minstrelsy before the king for several days at the time of the king's bloodletting at Plumpton'. Another harper was paid in 1337 for spending time with Edward of Woodstock during a childhood illness.
Employers had to provide minstrels with instruments and livery, which meant more than simply uniforms. Livery included carefully calculated quantities of bread and ale (minstrels ate in the hall, but would be supplied with extra rations if illness or their duties kept them from coming to meals). It also included bedding, candles, fuel, and supplies for minstrels' horses. Royal employers provided allowances for shoes, as well as fur and cloth for minstrels to make their own garments. They typically gave out new robes at Christmas, Pentecost and special events such as weddings and coronations, and the king supplied the metal collars that members of his household - not only minstrels, but also knights and lords - might be required to wear. There is evidence of employers arranging a comfortable retirement for minstrels too old to work: a property to provide an elderly musician with an income for life or maintenance in a religious house.
Some minstrels were expected to be on the job at all times; others worked on rotation, performing at major feasts before returning home or earning extra money on the road. Minstrels also moved from one employer to another. This might be an internal promotion, as when a musician moved from the queen's household or that of the prince of Wales to work directly for the king. Since minstrels often performed for guests or in public, they could also be hired - or poached - by those impressed by their skills. A number of minstrels worked in pairs, living, playing instruments and managing their finances together.
Minstrels had to learn to play their instruments, of course, and like much musical education today, this happened through individual instruction. The teacher might be a family member already in the business, or a professional paid for the purpose. In 1482, the Colchester harper John Colet signed an agreement for his son to spend a year learning harping and singing with William Wastell in London, presumably to polish skills the boy had already learned at home. There is, according to Rastall, no evidence that written music was used in minstrels' education: budding musicians would have learned the repertory from more experienced ones. An example of what this teaching might have involved comes from the papers of George Cely, a merchant who worked for the Company of the Staple in Calais in the 1470s. Cely recorded in a small booklet the sums he spent on music and dancing lessons with the harper Thomas Rede. His tuition covered forty dances on the harp or the lute, seven songs, different ways of tuning the harp and 'bills of footing' that seem to have been paper instructions for dance steps. Cely also paid Rede to service his harp and for a class to refresh his knowledge of the songs that accompanied the dances. Cely was an amateur performer, but his papers indicate the kind of training required to build up a repertoire.
Minstrels learned from one another, especially when they travelled. Informal mentorships allowed them to observe the protocols of a noble household. They also furthered their education at minstrel schools. Usually held during Lent in Germany, France and the Low Countries, these were 'high-powered meetings at which very experienced performers could meet, exchange ideas, buy instruments, learn the newest songs, styles and techniques, and test the job market'. The costs were covered by employers: a record from February 1289 refers to a fiddler called Merlin and two bagpipers, Barber and Morlanus, 'given leave to go to the schools of minstrelsy overseas, by gift of the king himself to help with their expenses'.
The picture that emerges in Minstrels and Minstrelsy is of a professionalised and bureaucratised work culture. On the road, minstrels' itineraries were predictable; they followed established routes and targeted lucrative events that took place year after year. Records from the city of York and Durham Priory show regular stays by minstrels, whose pay was pegged to their status. The king's minstrels earned the most; their rank was legible from their livery, but this could easily be abused by impostors. In 1449, Henry VI instructed a group of royal minstrels to inquire into cases of unskilled 'husbandmen and craftsmen' who arrived on festival days pretending to be his musicians. Towns had a budget for visiting minstrels, so the fake minstrels were essentially defrauding real ones of income. Minstrels also undertook their own initiatives to protect their rights. In the 15th century, they founded a number of minstrel fraternities, guilds that provided financial aid to members who had fallen on hard times and restricted the work of entertainers from outside the area by levying fines or seizing instruments.
As the case of George Cely demonstrates, professional minstrels weren't the only people telling stories or making music in this period. Before the invention of the phonograph, the most accessible entertainment was that which you provided for yourself. The statutes for Winchester College in the 1390s allowed scholars to stay in the hall after dinner on winter nights and share poems, songs and histories. Edward IV's household management book shows that squires were expected to entertain themselves and guests in a similar way, by 'talking of chronicles of kings ... or in piping, or harping, singing or other martial acts'. The king's closest attendants were trained for these duties by the Master of the Henchmen (who also taught them manners, dancing, riding and languages), suggesting that musical education was a matter for the whole court.
Not everyone in the Middle Ages appreciated noise at all hours. In 1306, the tailors of Oxford decided to celebrate the Nativity of John the Baptist, according to their custom. They stayed up late in their shops, singing and playing fiddles, harps and any other instruments they had, possibly led by professional musicians. After midnight, they decided to dance in the High Street. A clerk called Gilbert Foxlee objected to the merriment, however, and appeared with an unsheathed sword. Some of the musicians attempted to calm him, but when he threatened to cut off William de Cleydon's hand he was rushed and stabbed by a group of men. He died from his injuries eight weeks later.
In the Middle English romance Sir Cleges, an Arthurian knight squanders his fortune by giving lavish feasts. He is particularly generous to minstrels, who leave his hall with horses, robes and rings. His wealth gone, Cleges is soon forgotten by his friends. At Christmas, he prays to God for help, and finds a bough of miraculously ripe cherries in his garden. He decides to take them to the king's court as a gift. When he arrives, dressed in rags, the servants treat him cruelly. But the royal harper recognises him: 'Sometime men called him Cleges,' he explains to the king, and the knight's fortune and reputation are restored at once. Whatever role minstrels played in medieval society, the poem makes one thing clear: entertainers remembered those who paid them well.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n10/irina-dumitrescu/pimps-and-prodigals



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Higher Ordinariness
Jonathan Meades

6772 wordsIn  1993 the soothsayer John Major advised that fifty years hence Britain 'will still be the country of long shadows on county grounds, warm beer, invincible green suburbs, dog lovers and pools fillers'. Still? That suggests these properties were extant in 1993. And maybe they were, somewhere. The optimist premier equated country with county, with his native patch, Surrey, where the past is never dead but constantly honoured in reproductions of varying degrees of happy bogusness. Surrey comes from a different time. It is, to appropriate Surreyspeak, forever a wholly unconvincing approximation of yore (1450-1600). It comes from a different place, too: so lavishly heathered, gorsed, pined, silver-birched and golf-coursed it might be North Britain. Yet despite this bonfire of the unities it is distinct, a monument to douce fakery, indeed the monument. It's at its best when it is all dressed up, most real when it's at its most sham self.
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The architect and pamphleteer Thomas 'Victorian' Harris fretted about the 19th century's inability to create an architecture peculiar to itself, its age, its engineering, its steam power and its myriad inventions, all the while failing to see that the architecture he craved was being made right in front of him. He couldn't see it for its ubiquity. Here was the distinctive architecture of its time, derived from countless precedents, with cavalier inaccuracy and with unselfconscious abandon: Surrey's domestic architecture. Furzy hills and sandy trails, which had earlier in the century been regarded with distaste by Cobbett ('villainously ugly'), came to be embellished by 'a crop of country houses ... largely on new sites'. This was not, Ian Nairn insisted, 'at all typical of the pattern in the rest of England'. You can, to quote his near double Tony Hancock, say that again, Mush.
Fifty years after Harris and a few years after the heyday of the Arts and Crafts movement, the battle of the styles was being refought, sort of. The protagonists were united in one bias: they loathed everything high-Victorian. The few who didn't - the usual crew of Betjeman, Waugh, Lancaster, a Mitford or two and even Kenneth Clark - were regarded as frivolous self-advertisers playing at perversity. What had been a far from straightforward face-off between propagandists for diverse forms of classicism and, on the other side, god's own warrior-goths, was exhumed as a multipartite squabble between bitching infants of all ages. There existed no stylistic hegemony.
Adherents of the many schools and schisms of modernism each believed their own school to be the one true faith. They weren't alone in disparaging revivalism. The Architecture of the Modern Age would come from the past, but not the fusty old gothic past with its reek of incense. The Architecture of the Modern Age would come from simplifying Georgian precedents. That, apparently, didn't count as revivalism. Nor did an appreciation of those precedents suppress an appetite for demolishing them. England lagged behind Europe and was slow to protect buildings made after 1714. Hence the loss, among many others, of Waterloo Bridge and the Adelphi. The destruction of the Adelphi was deemed 'inevitable' by the William Morris scholar John Drinkwater, as though to oppose it would be derisive of the common mood. Robert Byron, less precious than usual, regretted that 'according to official and ecclesiastical standards ... a bit of the old Roman wall is of more importance than Nash's Regent Street, and one ruined pointed arch than all Wren's churches put together.' Little has changed. Antiquarian prejudice and ecclesiastical philistinism are in good shape, self-righteous as ever.
Gavin Stamp was not of the flock. He was a propagandist, a preservationist, a stern critic and fierce journalist. He was a great historian - evident in his Memorial to the Missing of the Somme (2006) - as well as a great architectural historian. No one else could have written Interwar. Unlike most historians, he has few scores to settle: he was the least small-minded of men. This last, huge, posthumously published work is a deflected portrait of the architecture of two decades when there was peace; unfinished at his death in 2017, it has been seamlessly completed by his widow, Rosemary Hill. In Interwar, Stamp is scrupulously equitable and veers towards a sort of stylistic indifferentism: everything engages him, even junk neo-Georgian buildings that are beyond meretricious. He celebrates variety, eccentricity and figures from oblivion who have seldom before been part of the cast of architectural-historical studies: he discovered, for instance, the fine perspectivist and occasional architect Raymond Myerscough Walker living in a vagabond caravan in a wood near Chichester, his archive stored in his car, a near sunken Rover. Such persons are much more than also-rans. They are the substance of a parallel history of Stamp's creation that abjures inflated reputations, vapid self-promoters and the slimy gibberish of PRs and journalists who pump them up to this day. No names, no pack drill.
Modernism was coloured by collectivism, a thoroughly bourgeois collectivism that swiftly became conventional. The elision of architecture and Surrealism achieved by artists such as Carlo Mollino and Pancho Guedes was as suspect as Quality Street Regency, which wasn't merely favoured by aristocratic fans of Rex Whistler but designed by them too: one of the most appealingly unusual houses mentioned in Interwar is the over-urned Templewood in Norfolk, 'a grand Classical bungalow that was theatrical in character, not to say camp'. Pevsner agreed: 'very pretty'. It was the work of Paul Paget and John Seely, Lord Mottistone. In spirit, if not detail, it is heir to Colen Campbell's Ebberston Hall near Scarborough: sprightly and miles away from Office of Works Georgian, RAF Neo-Georgian, War Office Georgian.
Perhaps the Architecture of the Modern Age had already arrived. It was there for all to see in the Germany of the Weimar republic: glass and streamlining and, in the north, in Pomerania, along the Baltic shore, a mighty sculptural brick architecture derived from the cathedrals and warehouses of the Hansa. It was found in the Netherlands in the compelling futurism of Michel de Klerk. Had de Klerk not died in 1923 at the age of 39, architecture would have taken a different road. In England there were thefts from Viennese social housing in Liverpool and Leeds. There were excitingly sullen churches by Nugent Cachemaille-Day, a de Klerk without the gift for fantasy, who decided that his take on the great medieval cinema called Albi Cathedral needed northern grit and sleet. It was there in the less aggressive churches of F.X. Velarde and in Herbert Rowse's ventilation shafts for the Mersey Tunnel, which could be the outward signs of a nocturnal scouse cult; and on the Isle of Wight, where the French Benedictine Dom Paul Bellot designed Quarr Abbey, rising above the Solent like a displaced Malian mosque; and at Battersea: Giles Gilbert Scott's immense power station, fought over for decades, not least by Stamp, was one of the great tokens of its age. Its twin, downriver at Bankside, was, of course, also saved. The Guinness Brewery at Park Royal was vandalised by Diageo with the sanction of the late Tessa Jowell, a worthy precursor to the oikish Nadine Dorries.
These works were not of the Modern Movement. Yet they were modern and that was quite enough for a fulminating xenophobe with a heavy hand - Reginald Blomfield, destroyer of Regent Street. He railed against 'modernismus ... a vicious movement ... I am prejudiced enough to detest cosmopolitanism.' Blomfield wasn't alone. If there was some enthusiasm for German buildings there was less for the people who designed those buildings and who would seek refuge in Britain. Siegfried Sassoon abhorred the organised social lie of Blomfield's Menin Gate at Ypres:
'Their name liveth for ever' the Gateway claims
Was ever an immolation so belied
As these intolerably nameless names?
Well might the Dead who struggled in the slime
Rise and deride this sepulchre of crime.

When war is claimed as a mother of invention (A.J.P. Taylor, Paul Virilio), that invention is hardly intended to signify the memorials that constitute a quintessential building type of the 1920s, albeit not much of one. Although medals were fashioned of different metals according to the status of the award, men were buried alongside each other irrespective of rank and religion, which was something of an achievement in class-pocked Britain. Gerald Wellesley, Duke of Wellington, wrote in 1925: 'It is melancholy to think that any village community should have rated the sacrifice of ardent young lives so low that it was held that their adequate commemoration was achieved by a cross of Cornish design and granite sold in various sizes by large department stores.'
There was no English or imperial tradition of monumental memorials, no exemplars such as von Klenze's Walhalla high above the Danube. There was no Arc de Triomphe, no Lincoln Memorial. Calton Hill possesses a hallucinatory grandeur, but Scotland was not a model for the War Graves Commission; indeed, the Scottish National War Memorial is by Robert Lorimer and stubbornly eschews classicism in favour of a rough, craggy structure that suggests both the ecclesiastical and the bellicose. It might be taken for a folly. The conditions to be fulfilled by a memorial are not clear. How were the slaughtered to be described. The Glorious Dead? As Stamp puts it: 'It was not necessarily glorious to be machine-gunned or bayoneted or blown to pieces or drowned in mud or burned alive or choked to death by poison gas.' And G.K. Chesterton, unusually unimaginative: 'A club, or hospital ward, or anything having its own practical purpose, policy and future, would not really be a war memorial at all; it would not be in practice a memory of the war.' The Arts and Crafts architect William Lethaby disagreed: 'The people asked for houses; we have given them stones.' That, of course, is the way of the world. The Motherland Calls, the mighty sword-wielding figure on Mamayev Kurgan commemorating the heroes of Stalingrad, is magnificent. The surrounding bidonvilles for the unfortunate living and the thickly particulated Lada air they breathe are not. The planner Patrick Abercrombie wrote confidently that 'modernist design sprang into being after the gap of the war.'
This improbable leap - architecture is a slow business - was countered by the sounder opinion of Paul Fussell: 'It is a mistake to think that the Great War marked a caesura between traditional forms of expression and modernism.' There was, rather, a continuum of architecture and sculpture. In 1931 Charles Reilly, sometime head of the Liverpool School of Architecture, published Representative British Architects of the Present Day, which, Stamp notes, 'is representative of the period by being so very unrepresentative'. He ascribes the conspicuous absence of the proto-modernist Charles Holden to professional jealousy and observes that his cemetery at Passchendaele has an austere, military character similar to that of the contemporary South London Underground stations Holden designed for the Northern Line extension to Morden. Holden and Edwin Lutyens, who couldn't be omitted, are the only specimens whose reputations have endured or been successfully exhumed. There was no aesthetic agreement among the other exhibits save a vague taste for forms of stodgy classicism, which, for all their literality, were approximate. Reilly's subjects were uniformly hostile to modernism, while being hardly familiar with it. All that was known was that it was dangerously Bolshevik.
Dotard artists brought with them the tired idioms of long ago. They were Victorians encumbered with all the baggage of that era. They had done their best work before the first war and were no doubt grateful to be granted a further chance. Among them were, as well as Blomfield, H.V. Lanchester and Herbert Baker, remembered, if at all, as the subject of Lutyens's gaunt jest 'I met my Bakerloo.' Despite their insularity and quasi-xenophobia some were adepts of Parisian Beaux-Arts. More usually their idioms were elephantine neo-baroque and 'Wrennaissance': it was in the 1910s and 1920s that the cult of Wren, 'the greatest English architect', now taken for granted, was fledged. The architect Harry Goodhart-Rendel was right: 'Practically all Englishmen and practically no foreigners' believe that Wren was a great architect. As if to prove it, the English dotards and their epigones would, amazingly, still be at it, all red brick and stone quoins, in the years after the second war. 'Retardataire' was a word Pevsner relished.
Reilly's galere left out a number of artists of whose existence he may have been unaware, just as they may have been unaware of each other. Patrick Abercrombie mentioned some of them in the introduction to his Book of the Modern House (1939): 'Mackintosh with his unrestrained fantasy in Glasgow; Edgar Wood with his flat roofs in Lancashire; Baillie Scott with his more determined return to folk art; Voysey with his own special originality - these men were outside the general trend; they were anathema in the Schools; but they set fire to Continental thought.' They were a winterbourne which became a stream which swelled into a river.
Architects of a generation younger than those portrayed by the over-companiable, ultra-clubbable Reilly were responsible for new civic centres at Southampton, Swansea and Newport, Monmouthshire. They vaguely allude to Wren. They belong to the 1930s but give no sign that they were creations of the first aircraft age. Nor that they are public buildings for civvies. Rather they look back to some era of frugal militaristic functionalism that probably never existed. This Wrenish idiom reaches its apogee in the vast, ill-proportioned Royal Hospital School on the Shotley peninsula in Suffolk. Together with Nottingham's Guildhall these works form a distinct group, generically 'stripped classical'. They demonstrate that architecture is politically blind. The same forms are adopted by antithetical regimes.
Architecturally, the Arts Council's eclectic Thirties exhibition at the Hayward in the winter of 1979-80 was a sort of lie, at best unthinkingly misleading. Nine pages of the catalogue are devoted to the Modern Movement, five are devoted to the rest, swept under the carpet and called a 'spectrum of styles'. The atypical is misrepresented as the typical - an architectural-historical norm. The Modern Movement is invariably illustrated by the same few exquisite buildings because that's all there were. There were no other examples. Choice was limited, it was a specialised taste shared by wealthy socialists and penguins and mocked by the gammon, not yet so called.
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Gavin Stamp's reaction was to rectify this silly deceit by editing an issue of Architectural Design that more accurately portrayed the 1930s. That issue contained the germ of Interwar. Stamp was correct: the Modern Movement was a fashion, just as the Greek Revival, neo-vernacular and neo-Georgianism, rogue gothic and all of Osbert Lancaster's jokey taxonomies were fashions. Architecture is as pervious to fashion as hairdos, colours, gastronomy and drugs. The special pleading which claimed that the Modern Movement was more than just another style was spurious, though it didn't appear so until that fashion gave way to the next: when its fairly brief span was unequivocally settled and its 'sociological pretensions' laid bare. It is an almost invariable tic of architects to pretend that their designs are determined by demands such as energy use, sustainability, wetland roofs, 'friendliness', permeability and warmth, when they are of course determined by aesthetic preference and profit. Architects imitate what they see, they are led by their eyes. This is demonstrated by the career of the versatile naturalist Oliver Hill, a devotee of Lutyens whose work was notably varied. Hill would leap onto any passing caravan: Tudorish, streamlined, neo-Georgian, Vogue Regency, 'pseudish' (the last two are Lancaster's whims). His leap was sure. Unlike filmmakers or playwrights, architects are often happy to stick to the same style indefinitely. Hill was unquestionably among the finest architects of the period yet he was treated with disdain by all camps because he neglected to belong to any of them. His clients thought otherwise. This tribalism coloured the writing of the time too. Apostates to modernism such as P. Morton Shand - sometime champion of German cinemas and grandfather of Queen Camilla the First - and J.M. Richards were, so to speak, blackballed by an increasingly polarised architectural press. Decades later Stamp would himself be on the receiving end of the same petty-minded antagonism. The notion of freedom of expression is never quite grasped in architectural circles.
'Today we have got our Modern Architecture and very soon it will be absolutely inescapable,' John Summerson could announce in 1941. 'It has the loyalty of the young; it is established, with different degrees of firmness, in every school of architecture in the country. Soon it will not be Modern Architecture any longer. It will just be Architecture.' For a man of such impeccable, if sometimes biddable, convictions he could not have been more wrong. Had he qualified his assertion with 'in fifty years' he might have been nearer the mark. He was also mistaken when he wrote four years earlier of the 'fading influence' of Stockholm City Hall, the most scrutinised building of the period. Summerson's predictions proved to be no more than wishfulness founded in the conviction that the true source of architecture was Georgian. The 1951 Festival of Britain was to be hugely indebted to Scandinavia and Finland.
Optimism, always rash, could not have been more misplaced. The public proved to be obstinately reluctant. It became a commonplace that houses 'looked like factories'. The avant-garde always has long years of derision and mockery to suffer before it is accepted, and even today, a century after modernism invaded, a dullard politician can still get a round of applause by sneering the words 'modern architecture' or 'concrete monstrosity'. Those sneers are not directed at the popular amalgam born out of a collision between borrowings from Egypt, pre-Colombian America, the Ballets Russes, futurism, the trashier end of Cubism and the 1925 Paris Exposition internationale des arts decoratifs. The coinage 'Art Deco', possibly by the antiques dealer John Jesse (he couldn't remember), wasn't made until the 1960s. It was previously known as the Jazz Style and the Daily Mail style: the newspaper's Ideal Home exhibition introduced the horizontally-banded Crittall window. It was gaudy, brash and carnivalesque and an offence against timid 'good taste', so it affronted both the Modern Movement's propagandists and traditionalists, little Englanders and terminal Englanders (Lancaster again, and Betjeman and Pevsner, whose antipathies were more convergent than is claimed). Dazzling white walls, streamlining, vitrolite, green window frames, green pantiles (often blue in Bournemouth). Among its most satisfying examples - i.e. the gaudiest - were apartment blocks at Pinner, Muswell Hill, Smithfield, Highgate. They are the decor of film noir, of bias-cut dresses, co-respondent shoes, guns in pockets, Tatras and Bugattis and 'fast' lives, though not as fast as in America.
Here, too, piers excepted, was the first British architecture since the Regency to make accommodation with the sea (Brighton, Frinton) and with the pursuit of pleasure, one form of which was the cinema. Gaumont, Odeon, Regal: their names, Ian Jack wrote, 'seemed independent of any history. They may have been intended to suggest luxury, romance, good birth and breeding.' Cinemas and the arterial road factories of Hoover, Coty, Firestone were all facade, big sheds with a decorative face to the world. They were objects of puritanical bien pensant contempt. They were also among the earliest English buildings to show the influence of American billboard brashness, an autochthonous mode far distant from the European derived grandeur and pomposity of America's 19th century and one which would choke the globe despite the proportionate efforts of amenity groups which loutish legislators have not listened to and never will.
Nairn might have amended 'This was not at all typical of the pattern in the rest of England' to include the rest of Europe. With the extension of railways into the wild, excursions in pursuit of the picturesque had become ever more popular. So had Claude glasses, a vital prop for framing a landscape. Stamp is clear that 'neither the Picturesque tradition nor the romantic, nostalgic impulse in British architecture could easily be eradicated.' Clough Williams-Ellis's Portmeirion, which somehow escaped being tarred as kitsch, linked architects and writers of opposing tastes in delighted admiration, provided they didn't look too closely.
As Andrew Saint  has observed, among the first colonisers of the no longer distant Surrey hills were the painters Myles Birket Foster and James Hook. They were in the van of an easeled army. Charles O'Brien, the latest editor of the Surrey volume of The Buildings of England and an admirable successor to Nairn and Bridget Cherry, is on the money when he calls Witley a mini-Barbizon. Their houses, however, belonged to an earlier age. They remained generically high Victorian, mechanical, industrial, aggressive, not too concerned with aesthetic propriety. This idiom, the ultra-gothic or rogue gothic, would have been entirely unrecognisable to a revenant from the Middle Ages - he would be as astonished by the depleted though still sinister Foxwarren Park as we are today. It stole from every form of 'authentic' gothic, irrespective of era or place, and collaged the lot. It relished the consequent collisions of material, scale and idiom. It often aspired to be accretive and ostentatiously patched up - as, for instance, Aachen Cathedral really was. The fashions of the years piled up on each other, a palimpsest in the form of a quarry. It was contemptuous of prettiness let alone beauty. It said 'Sod you' as defiantly as the sculptural concrete of a century later. Birket Foster's house The Hill, at Witley, was almost as scary as Farnborough Hill, an unrestrained anglo-normande monster a few miles away in Hampshire where the Empress Eugenie would spend her long widowhood in penumbral gloom.
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Foster's paintings though were infected by a soft-edged perpetual summer, which would soon manifest in a drowsy dreamy architectural revolution and provide a store of cliches for decades to come, decades during which Surrey's domestic architecture would become celebrated around the world through magazines and books such as Das Englische Haus (1904). The newly suburban lanes often followed ancient cart tracks through rhododendron canyons. Their unplanned haphazard meandering afforded domestic privacy. This was the genesis of that Surrey speciality, the gated High Class Suburb (as Nairn, no ironist, called them): St George's Hill, Wentworth, Camilla Lacey and so on. They would come in time to be valued by persons greedy for plastic columns: white collar criminals, oligarchs' security apes, footballers, light entertainers and seedy golf pros - the improbable successors to the many yeoman farmers with modest acres who inhabited a county where big landlords and big estates were unusually few. Hence the proximity to each other of the new country houses built on plots hardly commensurate with their size. Nairn put it thus: 'No firry hill but has an elephantine pile on or near it ... it may be a specialised pleasure but at its best it is completely delightful.' The conjunction of steep slopes, holloways, indeciduous trees, timber framing and timber mullioned windows, tile hanging and jetties formed an unprecedented amalgam - pseudo-bucolic enchantment.
All that was missing were the smocked children with hoops, the contented chickens, the jolly smiling woodsman with his adze, the beaming washerwoman, the geese gamely honking despite their unpromising future, the dog only too willing to haul his cart. They are scenery, the routine personae of Foster, Helen Allingham, Kate Greenaway and others. Their paintings told a lie, not entirely harmless, for they idealised rustic life at a time when, as John Ruskin had it, 'We have blackened every leaf of English greenwood with ashes and our people die of cold.' Even when they resisted the call of the chocolate box and broached realism, that realism was mitigated by comparison with French realism. Arthur Melville's A Cabbage Garden is slight and ornamental beside Jean-Francois Millet's L'Angelus or Bastien-Lepage's studies of rural poverty and the squalor that accompanies it. John Brett's Stonebreaker, which can't resist including the inevitable cute puppy, is a staged tableau vivant. Courbet's Les Casseurs de Pierres isn't.
The smocked children with hoops sprang from kitsch canvases into a sort of life under the guidance of, inter alia, the Peasant Arts Guild and Peasant Arts Fellowship, whose propagandists, among them the painter and potter Godfrey Blount, railed against the usual targets: cities, mechanised agriculture, 'materialism', mass production. Blount championed folk music of questionable provenance played on 'original' instruments, 'traditional' dance, carving and chamfering handmade wooden toys at the John Ruskin School in Haslemere. He hailed 'the dawning of nobler conceptions of the charm of labour and the unity of life', which actually meant that you couldn't move for looms, spinners and weavers and houses with names like Honeyhanger, Honey Hill, Stoatley Rough, Coneybury, Coneyhurst on the Hill. In south-west Surrey there prospered dozens of related associations bound by false memories of delving Adam and spinning Eve, a fervid enthusiasm for looking backwards and Luddism - which comes easy when you have electricity, gas and a motor home to protect the Napier and the Crossley. A peasant way of life demands a healthy income. Wentworth's successors are not for the indigent: Blankenese in Hamburg, Roucas Blanc in Marseille, Aventino in Rome, Sintra outside Lisbon.
The most resolutely deep plunges into an aggressively quaint yesterday were those of Ernest Trobridge, with what Stamp calls his 'licentiously free Tudor style'. Two of his Surrey houses, all waney wood and delinquent shiplap, have been demolished but his astonishing fortresses and exhilarating essays in rus in urbe remain in the north-west London suburb of Kingsbury. The splendidly monikered Blunden Shadbolt made elevated crazy cottages with the pre-loved remnants of demolished houses. His over-egged masterpiece, Smugglers' Way, at Highcliffe on the edge of the New Forest (more pines, more sand, more fly agaric), was crassly sacrificed for road widening. It had three gables, two of them hipped, an eyebrow dormer like a lewd wink, thick thatch, an absence of straight lines and orthodox geometry, leaded lights and a quite exceptional abundance of ersatz beams and chimneys. Its improbable neighbour was Robert van 't Hoff, a member of De Stijl and author of Lloyd Wright inspired villas near Utrecht, of Augustus John's studio in Mallord Street SW3 and, after he'd eschewed modernism, of a retrophile Arts and Craftsism. Nairn, perhaps second-guessing Pevsner, senior partner in the first edition of Buildings of England: Surrey, omitted Shadbolt and Trobridge. Pevsner had a horror of kitsch and disliked expressionism, brutalism's better-behaved precursor. Had Nairn allowed his own taste to determine that edition's contents, a rather different work would have emerged. He often seemed to forget that he was writing a guidebook in an established series rather than a poetic polemic called Nairn's Surrey.
Stamp revered Nairn just this side of idolatry, but avoided his hyperbole, lachrymose bursts of emotion and undue scorn. Rosemary Hill writes in her foreword to Interwar that 'Gavin found Shadbolt funny, but he didn't sneer at him, seeing in him one of the many ways in which architecture reflected the contrasts of the times.' He also perceived a link between Trobridge's roofs and the Amsterdam School's crimper-thatch, like a perm turned to concrete.
Nairn's efforts to distinguish himself from contemporary writers on architecture such as the embarrassing Reyner Banham were not entirely successful. He was trapped by the doxa of an era in which St Pancras's shed was admired but Scott's great Flemish hotel was under constant threat of demolition. He wrote of the fantastical Horsley Towers and its creator, the Earl of Lovelace: 'It is sad that such an inventive engineering talent thought of architecture in the typical 19th-century way as something that was to be added onto structure, not to grow inevitably out of it.' His qualified appreciation of Surrey's supreme architect, Edwin Lutyens, in the early 1960s was conventional: 'The genius and the charlatan were very close together' - a formula that might be applied to countless artists. He admires the thrilling Tigborne Court but can't resist left-handed faint praise. His characterisation of it as 'feminine but not effeminate' is puzzling going on meaningless. His declaration in Nairn's London that 'you want to give Sir Edwin's precocious bottom a good clout' is not meaningless: it belongs to the very order of silly giggly facetiae that he scorned in Lutyens.
Stamp, almost twenty years younger, wasn't burdened by Nairn's generation's offhand dismissal of much of Lutyens's oeuvre, which in the case of Alison Smithson mutated into stupidly inchoate hatred. Stamp was among those who rescued Lutyens's reputation. Two generations of architect and architectural historian barely knew his name. Their familiarity with the work was restricted to the eye-catching Arts and Crafts houses for randlords and financiers, a new kind of country house that demanded a mere platoon of servants rather than a brigade. The epithet which is often attached to them, 'dream houses', has nothing to do with aspirational property acquisition and everything to do with oneiric retention. They are houses which might have come to him in dreams and which he would actually build - so rendering those dreams prospective. They have the limpid clarity of The History of Mr Polly and Tono-Bungay. (Wells's choice of architect for Spade House at Sandgate was, however, Voysey.)
The fraternities centred on Haslemere were soon to suffer the usual fate of being sundered by minute divergences of ideology and aspiration. They endured till a few years after the First World War. The dissipation of the town's 'vegetarian atmosphere' (Charles O'Brien's noisome but most apt epithet) coincided with the more general dilution of Surrey's architecture. Where Surrey led England followed and it followed a move - not a descent - into a less mannered mass-market Tudorbethan, a democratised Arts and Crafts and a rash of neo-Georgianism. The prolific Arts and Crafts designer F.W. Troup's decision to leave Surrey to build Rampton Hospital was no doubt a sign of some sort of shift. Nonetheless, as Nairn noted sixty years ago, Haslemere remained 'a little arty-and-crafty'. That was hardly an expression of approval. It is not much changed. One needn't be familiar with its history to realise that it is anti-industrialism in built form, a vain protest in handmade brick. It was an exercise in collective Canutism that Nairn reckoned too twee by half.
According to Nairn:
Poor Surrey was doubly unlucky after 1918. Not only did its architecture wither away but the type of house it had made world famous became in a dilute form the ideal of speculative house builders of the 1920s and 1930s ... [and was] visited on the county by the thousand ... by the 1960s [the style] seemed to have made the whole of it into a suburb.

A very particular kind of suburb, nevertheless, where you believe yourself to be in the country, albeit Thelwell country, pony and child bobbing above hedges till you come upon half a dozen triple-garaged paragons of good Queen Bessery or delicious Arts and Crafts fakery hiding, each in its personal thicket. And then bucolicism begins again. The fakery is harmless. It may even not be taken for fakery.
Stamp:
Suburban houses owed much to the designs for small and cheap cottages made decades earlier by Arts and Crafts architects like Baillie Scott, but a new, standard type had evolved from the typical gabled 'Queen Anne' urban terrace. Gone were the projecting back extensions characteristic of the terraced house; instead these houses were compactly planned, usually with the dining room next to the kitchen at the back (perhaps connected by a serving hatch) and three bedrooms upstairs.

The hatch, according to the bookseller Nigel Burwood, was a sign of social ascent to the lower rungs of the middle class.
Interwar raises in various ways - though always implicitly - the question 'What is so invalid about sham?' We admire follies, the ruins of castles that never were, a petrol station dressed up like a pagoda, eye-catchers, temples - so why not the semi? A suburban road (tan aggregate, no doubt) of lavishly bogus beamed houses does not summon up Fotheringhay, leper bells and scurvy. Rather it recalls the brief era, sure to end badly, of treasure hunts, demagogues, Ruth Etting and electric fires in the form of Scottish terriers. Stamp quotes Paul Oliver's Dunroamin, a rare study of the suburban semi published in 1981, which pointed out 'the cleverness of the composition of the standard semi-detached pair, in which elements like the hipped roofs and the two distinct bay windows "emphasised the separateness of the pair of semis", while "other design features developed to display the importance of the individual house within the pair" - like the front doors being placed at the sides.'
Osbert Lancaster lamented 'that so much ingenuity should have been wasted on streets and estates which will inevitably become the slums of the future'. Stamp, usually a fan, was unimpressed by Lancaster's dissembled hope: 'Far from being a slum, the suburban semi continues to perform its role as house and home, but few have acknowledged its success.' John Major's green suburbs may be tainted, the fodder of unfunny comedians and tired sitcoms, but they do remain invincible and decent. Indeed, Stamp asserts that 'not only was Tudor the most popular and ubiquitous style in architecture between the wars, but the neo-Tudor suburban house, in all its many manifestations, constituted the first universal, generally accepted manner of building since the Georgian domestic style of the 18th century.' In advertisements for products from mortgages to junk food it stands for homeliness, security and comfort, with the unambitious sunny perfection of Bayko, Minibrix and even Tudor Minibrix inflated to life-size.
The Georgian comparison is only perverse to a readership set in its old-fashioned Pevsnerian worldview, which is flawed by Pevsner's being a progressive who feared progress: he wanted progress to stop with white orthogonal boxes. Stamp wasn't perverse. He sees what is so obvious it is generally invisible. No one else would have dreamed of making this analogy. No one else would have delighted in such provocation though this was an expression of the observable rather than self-aggrandising epatage: he was not a smug contrarian. No one else would have had the chutzpah, for it implicitly links the hundreds of roads and avenues called Oak or Oakwood or Oakhill (350 in Greater London alone) to the umpteen grand streets and crescents called Brunswick, Montpelier, Coburg, Tivoli. It grants the roast beef aesthetic equivalence with the beau ideal of respectability. While the depth of bays and bows may differentiate, say, Southampton from Brighton, most terraces of the long Georgian age were flat-fronted, uniform and, thanks to mathematical tiles, untrue to materials. The semis of the 1930s strove for individuality. Essentially identical houses would be adorned with coloured glass, bays and timbers of varying patterns, a practice akin to the 'badge engineering' of cars in the 1960s and 1970s. It might further be argued that beyond decor the semi has the advantage in interior planning. The space in Georgian houses is crammed with killing stairs.
The  densest accumulation of decorative beams and oriel windows are found in roadhouses, brewer-built 'family friendly' mega-pubs on trunk roads and in outer suburbs (the Grasshopper at Westerham and the Daylight Inn at Petts Wood are particularly frenetic in their woodwork). The highest concentration of them was in greater Birmingham, where Mitchells & Butlers vied with Ansells to attract customers with ever louder bars. They evidently encouraged drink-driving and are today hung with plastic banners offering gluts of fries. Their scale was palatial. The only domestic architecture which matched them were occasional outbreaks of black and white apartments. Hanger Hill Garden Estate in Ealing was puffed by Nairn: 'A half-timbered square mile, and marvellous nonsense. Go and see!' Stamp is drier, analytical: 'The elements [are] used in such a way as not to pretend that they are ancient manor houses.' He does not subscribe to the patronising barb, common among modernists, that the inhabitants of these buildings must kid themselves they are living in a distant age and write with quills.
As a method of fabricating, Arts and Crafts was worn out by 1914. But as a style it persisted as just another style - and Surrey is liberally sprinkled with it. The tenet of truth to materials - a sort of anthropomorphism which grants sentience to chalk and clunch - might be lost, but it had also been lost by the Modern Movement which, like the Regency, disguised brick with stucco. It crumbled and fell: in the 1950s Cheltenham looked as though it was suffering mange. More Arts and Crafts houses were built in the 1920s and 1930s than had been built in the movement's heyday. Architects such as George Blair Imrie, Thomas Angell and George Crawley, were highly accomplished in moving redundant buildings from one site to another and supplying them with a minstrel gallery and a moat.
What Nairn considered architecture's dissipation was not quite momentous enough to whet his appetite for melancholy. Rather, it fed his irked disappointment: he was tireless in his conviction that he had been let down, more by architects in whom he had invested hope during the postwar years of building restrictions than by planners. He'd doubtless have been browned off that O'Brien has cut the description of the former garrison church at Deepcut: 'Corrugated iron kept in tip-top condition. It used to be painted red and orange, and looked exactly like a toy church.' This was a site of Nairn's Surrey boyhood. You want to shout 'Stet!', for O'Brien has dispensed with a rare expression of unaffected pre-architectural delight. But then he had to because the tin tabernacle has been repainted white.
Most amendments go in the opposite direction. Buildings of England: Surrey is greatly expanded. It seems twice the length of previous editions. The accumulation of detail is impressive. The great set-pieces Horsley Towers (Rhenish), Royal Holloway College (Loireish) and Claremont (Vanbrugh) are of course atypical, works of national importance that make no concession to Surrey: they might be found anywhere. The county's richness has little to do with grandeur. Page after page records the sheer mass of the higher ordinariness, which is what makes Surrey extraordinary.
This distension is largely due to a catholic inclusiveness, to O'Brien's long hours in archives as well as sedulous exploration in the field, which must be a guide writer's nightmare given that so many houses are, like their occupants, in hiding and rather mysterious - an appropriate stage for Freeman Wills Croft (who lived in the pleasantly spooky hamlet of Blackheath) and Francis Durbridge, laureate of rundown boatyards. It would take that sort of Surrey writer to explain why the monument to the first Lord Cobham shows him wearing what appear to be Louboutins.
'Poor Surrey.' The same lament is apt for the six decades since the publication of the first edition. O'Brien observes that the domestic works of Patrick Gwynne, Erno Goldfinger and Michael Manser 'are the absolute exceptions to the general tenor of housing'. He might have added Laurie Abbott and Richard Gilbert Scott. That tenor is relentlessly depressing. Today's volume builders, patently less accomplished than those of the 1920s and 1930s, hoard and 'land-bank' plots. They take possession, spraying their demesnes like colonising feral cats. Their behaviour is sanctioned by the Tory Party, which they wholly own, and by timid, somnolent Labour. Then, when the moment is deemed propitious, they dump repetitive boxes on their territory. These boxes are intermittently relieved by junk 'mansions' for persons of immense wealth and risible taste: Updown Court in Windlesham really has to be seen - 'luxury to the point of parody', O'Brien writes. It belongs to the world of Hello! rather than the Architectural Review. But in its showy excess if not its style it is closer than might be acknowledged to the gargantuan minimalism of Norman Foster for McLaren and James Stirling's unresolved shambles for Olivetti.
'This generation of ostensibly flexible buildings,' O'Brien writes, 'achieved redundancy surprisingly quickly.' Renzo Piano and Richard Rogers's fragrance factory at Tadworth lasted barely forty years: but that, today, is longevity. So much for 'sustainability', a mendacious nostrum so routinely spouted by the entire construction industry that it is meaningless. The demolition community enjoys an intimate relationship with the volume building community. It works so assiduously that no guide can keep up with it.
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His Galactic Centrifuge
Edmund Gordon

3234 wordsBy the time  H.G. Wells died, in August 1946, the genre he'd done more than anyone to establish was headquartered on the other side of the Atlantic. John Wyndham and Arthur C. Clarke, the most important British science fiction writers to emerge after the war, published in the pages of American magazines. Attempts to revive the domestic scene failed to gather momentum until 1954, when New Worlds - a former fanzine which the editor, John Carnell, had managed to keep sporadically in print - was purchased by the trade publishing firm Maclaren's and began coming out monthly. Its sister publication, Science Fantasy (also edited by Carnell), established a bimonthly schedule the following year. At last there was a platform in Britain for quality science fiction; what it now needed was a distinctively British approach.
James Graham Ballard hadn't read much science fiction during his boyhood in Shanghai's International Settlement (he had just turned eleven when the Japanese invaded in December 1941), or his topsy-turvy adolescence (split between a Japanese internment camp and an English boarding school), or either of his unfinished degree courses (medicine at Cambridge, English literature at Queen Mary College). His first real exposure to the genre came when, as a 23-year-old RAF pilot stationed in Saskatchewan, he discovered a rack of American magazines in the local bus depot. They struck him, he recalled in his autobiography, Miracles of Life (2008), as having 'huge vitality'. But he also felt that science fiction was 'ripe for change, if not outright takeover'. Already a devotee of Freud and the Surrealists, he had been looking for a way 'to translate the visually surreal into prose'. It was clear to him that he'd stumbled across it. Returning to London in 1955, he married Mary Matthews, a secretary at the Daily Express (the first of their three children was born the following year), and began sending his work to Carnell, who not only accepted it for publication but obligingly found him a day job as an assistant editor at British Baker, another Maclaren's magazine.
Ballard's first published stories, 'Prima Belladonna' (set in a futuristic holiday resort and narrated by the owner of a shop selling musical plants) and 'Escapement' (about a man forced to relive, over and over, the same gradually tightening loop of time), both appeared in December 1956, in Science Fantasy and New Worlds respectively. 'Escapement' was accompanied by a contributor note emphasising the influence of the Surrealists, 'whose dreamscapes, manic fantasies and feedback from the Id are as near to the future, and the present, as any intrepid spaceman rocketing around the galactic centrifuge'.
Ballard developed this argument in his celebrated manifesto 'Which Way to Inner Space?', which appeared in the May 1962 issue of New Worlds, and over the next few years in various other essays and reviews, the best of which are brought together in Mark Blacklock's new edition of the journalism. Ballard's view was that science fiction should get over its 'juvenile' fixation on outer space and concentrate instead on 'inner space' - an imaginative zone where 'the inner world of the mind and the outer world of reality meet and fuse,' analogous to 'the Surrealists' "landscape of the soul"'. Such work could renounce the 'explicit social and moral preoccupations' of traditional science fiction and devote itself to 'ontological objectives - the understanding of time, landscape and identity'. Moreover, since the whole object was to 'return to one's innermost being', the writer who explored inner space would discover a 'redemptive and therapeutic power'. Whether the reader could expect to receive comparable benefits Ballard didn't say.
Writing in The Woman Journalist in 1963, he took as a case study his second novel, The Drowned World (1962), in which a team of research scientists in a globally warmed future see their minds and personalities start to disintegrate as they travel deeper into the tropical lagoon that has risen over London. 'The image of an immense half-submerged city overgrown by tropical vegetation,' Ballard explained, 'is in some way a fusion of my childhood memories of Shanghai and those of my last ten years in London.' This synthesis of past and present experiences - 'of such disparate elements as the modern office buildings of Central London and an alligator in a Chinese zoo' - resembled 'the mechanisms by which dreams are constructed'. The novel's imagery could only be interpreted, therefore, as 'the private vocabulary of symbols drawn by the narrative from the writer's mind'. The Drowned World became one of the foundational texts of 'new wave' science fiction, a quasi-modernist movement centred on New Worlds and figures such as Michael Moorcock, who took over from Carnell as the magazine's editor in 1964, and M. John Harrison, who became its literary editor in 1968.
Ballard's own fiction was by then moving into its second major phase. This followed a second life-defining trauma. In the summer of 1964, during a family holiday to Spain, Mary contracted an infection, which turned into pneumonia. She died three days later. After burying her in the Protestant cemetery in Alicante, Ballard returned to England with the children and tried to adapt to life as a single parent. 'I was terribly wounded by my wife's death,' he later said. 'I felt that a crime had been committed by nature ... and I was searching desperately for an explanation, something that would justify this awful event.' The work he produced over the next decade - notably the linked stories of The Atrocity Exhibition (1970) and the novel Crash (1973), both of which propose an equation between celebrity, technology, violence and sex - was more combative in subject matter and more experimental in method than anything he'd previously attempted. He still referred to it as science fiction (by the end of the following decade he had come to regret that), but the statements he made on its behalf had little in common with his earlier pronouncements about inner space. In an essay in 1971 for Books and Bookmen, he argued that the genre's true subject matter was 'everyday life':
The gleam on refrigerator cabinets, the contours of a wife's or husband's thighs passing the newsreel images on a colour TV set, the conjunction of musculature and chromium artefact within an automobile interior, the unique postures of passengers on an airport escalator - all in all, close to the world of the Pop painters and sculptors.

Closer to them than to the Surrealists? 'I don't see myself working in a Surrealist tradition at all,' Ballard told Eduardo Paolozzi later that year. 'I certainly don't use the basic techniques of Surrealism.' Artists like Dali and Ernst 'accepted the distinction between the inner world of the mind and the outer world of reality' - but in a landscape saturated with the heightened imagery of advertising and celebrity culture, that distinction no longer made sense. 'It's the external world which is now the realm, the paramount realm of fantasy ... You can't overlay your own fiction on top of that.' The job of the artist had become that of 'analysing external fictions', not clarifying internal ones.
It's hard to know how useful any of this is as a guide to what Ballard was writing in the early 1970s. Here he is in Crash, taking to heart the idea that fast cars are sexy:
I felt the warm vinyl of the seat beside me, and then stroked the damp aisle of Helen's perineum. Her hand pressed against my right testicle. The plastic laminates around me, the colour of washed anthracite, were the same tones as her pubic hairs parted at the vestibule of her vulva. The passenger compartment enclosed us like a machine generating from our sexual act an homunculus of blood, semen and engine coolant.

There's no denying the transgressive power and chilly stylishness of all this (nor how close it often sails to self-parody). But it seems at least as much a 'private vocabulary of symbols drawn ... from the writer's mind' as it is a case of 'analysing external fictions'. What isn't immediately clear is whether those two ways of thinking about the novel can be reconciled with one another.
Introducing Crash to French readers in 1973, Ballard seemed pretty sure that they could. On the one hand, he embraced an artistic credo derived straight from Breton's first Manifesto of Surrealism: the writer, he declared, 'knows nothing any longer. He has no moral stance. He offers the reader the contents of his own head.' On the other hand, he described the novel as essentially didactic: 'a warning against that brutal, erotic realm that beckons more and more persuasively to us from the margins of technological landscapes'. A warning from someone who knows nothing and has no moral stance: exactly how much weight was that supposed to carry? Ballard ended up changing his mind about the didactic element. 'Crash is not a cautionary tale,' he said in 1995. 'Crash is what it appears to be. It is a psychopathic hymn.' The following year, however, at the height of the moral panic surrounding David Cronenberg's adaptation of the novel ('BAN THIS CAR CRASH SEX FILM,' the Daily Mail suggested), he changed his mind again. 'It has to be a cautionary tale,' he said during a discussion with Cronenberg at the BFI. 'If not, it's a psychopathic statement.' He continued: 'Looking back ... it seems to me that the book is a cautionary tale where the writer or the filmmaker plays devil's advocate and adopts what seems to be an insane or perverse logic in order to make a larger point. Swift did it in A Modest Proposal.' So much for the writer having no moral stance.
As his shifting explanations of Crash attest, the course of Ballard's intellectual development isn't a straightforward journey from one perspective (or one set of influences) to another. Still, he was consistent in saying that his imagery came from deep within himself - until it crossed a certain threshold of weirdness, at which point he began to argue (at least some of the time) that it reflected something outside himself instead.
By the time he wrote Empire of the Sun (1984), which draws on his childhood experiences in Shanghai and at Lunghua camp, Ballard was leaning into a more obviously outward-looking approach. The novel has often been described as the best work of English fiction about the Second World War, but it's also a send-up of the idea that the English stiff upper lip played any sort of role in the conflict's outcome. Deprived of their cushy expat lifestyles, their inane rounds of fancy dress parties and amateur dramatics, the British internees at Lunghua spend all day lying in their bunks, 'examining their hands for hours or staring at the walls'. They whimsically name the 'sewage-stained paths between the rotting huts' after major London thoroughfares - Piccadilly, Knightsbridge, Petticoat Lane - and are determined to maintain rigid class distinctions. At one point, a character who comes across 'like a school prefect and head of rugby' decides to boost morale by organising an actual rugby match. It's an unmitigated fiasco. The starving players stagger around the makeshift pitch, 'too exhausted to pass the ball and jeered at by a crowd of fellow prisoners excluded from the game because they had never learned the rules'. All this cuts much deeper for being delivered in Ballard's clipped, laconic, unmistakably English prose.
Malcolm Bradbury claimed that with Empire of the Sun 'Ballard became an important mainstream novelist,' and went on to compare him to Ian McEwan and Iain Banks - intending that as praise. Ballard hadn't really switched to writing conventional fiction resembling either of Bradbury's examples, but it's true that in 1984 the mainstream suddenly discovered him. Empire of the Sun was shortlisted for the Booker Prize - making Martin Amis feel 'as if the street drug-pusher had been made chairman of DuPont pharmaceuticals' - and sold more than all Ballard's previous books put together, even before it was turned into an Oscar-nominated film by Tom Stoppard and Steven Spielberg. His later career was punctuated by international book tours and lavish TV profiles, and towards the end of his life he had the pleasure of turning down a CBE ('I might have been tempted had I been entitled to call myself Commander Ballard - it has a certain ring').
The distance  he'd covered can be measured in terms of his bylines as a journalist. After Empire of the Sun, he was less likely to be found issuing manifestos in the pages of underground magazines than selecting his Summer Reading in the Guardian and his Christmas Books in the Sunday Times, reviewing biographies of Walt Disney or Woody Allen for the Daily Telegraph, or knocking off a piece about the French Riviera for the Mail on Sunday. He didn't exactly sell out in these performances - one of the most striking qualities of his Selected Non-Fiction is the consistency of his journalistic style and enthusiasms over almost half a century - but he did save up his more esoteric questions ('does the body still exist at all, in any but the most mundane sense?') and his saltier aphorisms ('on the autopsy table science and pornography meet and fuse') for his rare appearances in more specialised outlets, such as a volume commissioned by Zone Books - Incorporations (1992) - exploring 'the ongoing convergence of what were once the distinct worlds of the machine and the organism'.
Ballard's main journalistic activity - throughout his career, but especially post-Empire - was book reviewing. He was a lively and muscular critic, though the range of his insights was somewhat hampered by the narrowness of his tastes. Reflecting in 1999 on which novels 'written in my own lifetime' would survive the next hundred years, he didn't mention anything published after Catch-22 (1961), or anything composed in a language other than English, or by anyone who wasn't a white man. He had as little time for science fiction that didn't follow his own strict prescriptions as he did for 'so-called mainstream fiction' - a category that he seems to have defined in contrast to science fiction, on the one hand, and the work of William Burroughs, on the other. There are several (scornful) references in this volume to the likes of Kingsley Amis and C.P. Snow, but only a single passing mention of Beckett (who had his own concept of inner space), and nothing at all about contemporaries such as Harold Pinter, Christine Brooke-Rose or B.S. Johnson. (Johnson does make a brief appearance in Miracles of Life, where he's described as 'a thoroughly unpleasant figure who treated his sweet wife abominably [and] was forever telephoning me and buttonholing me at literary parties.') It's hard not to conclude that Britain's most significant avant-garde writer of the postwar period was largely indifferent to the postwar avant-garde.
The visual arts were a different matter. Ballard wrote enthusiastically about a range of artists of his own generation - from Paolozzi and Ed Ruscha to Robert Smithson and Ikko Narahara - as well as about younger figures including Tacita Dean and the Chapman brothers. His perspective was wildly idiosyncratic (he regretted that 'no one ever ... has an erection' in the presence of a Damien Hirst) and his judgments were sometimes bizarre ('I firmly believe that since the death of Francis Bacon in 1992, Helmut Newton has been our greatest visual artist'), but he could also be refreshingly tough-minded. On Hockney's photomontage period: 'The human eye is not faceted, and the only people who see like this are suffering from brain damage.' His writing on cinema is also well represented in Blacklock's selection, which includes appreciations of David Lynch (Blue Velvet was 'the best film of the 1980s - surreal, voyeuristic, subversive and even a little corrupt in its manipulation of the audience') and Cronenberg (whose films 'are concerned with two questions: who are we, and what is the real nature of consciousness?'). Ballard described the film adaptation of Crash as 'a love story that ... enlists technology in an attempt to escape even death itself'. Nobody - least of all its author - ever described the novel in those terms.
In 1991, the year Jean Baudrillard's early essay on Crash was translated into English, a final ingredient was added to Ballard's sensibility. Although he claimed that he never 'wanted to understand' the Crash essay (an ambiguous formulation if ever there was one), he took to describing Baudrillard's America (1986) as 'probably the most sharply clever piece of writing since Swift'. His enthusiasm for 'the impish philosopher' quickly made itself felt in his journalism. 'Was there a Gulf War?' he asked in the Guardian on 14 March 1991, a fortnight after the conclusion of Operation Desert Storm, and less than two months after Baudrillard had posed a similar question in the same paper. By 2001, Ballard was training a Baudrillardian gaze on the hostilities between Tony Blair and William Hague: 'Is the election actually taking place?' This might be impish behaviour, but it's impishness of a decidedly egg-headed sort, and it's no surprise that in the latter stages of his career Ballard emerged as a pin-up of the conference circuit. He didn't return the affection. One of the more amusing things Blacklock has unearthed is Ballard's intemperate response to the editors of Science Fiction Studies, a journal published by DePauw University in Indiana, when asked for his thoughts on Baudrillard's essay:
SF was ALWAYS modern, but now it is 'postmodern' - bourgeoisification in the form of an over-professionalised academia with nowhere to take its girlfriend for a bottle of wine and a dance is now rolling its jaws over innocent and naive fiction that desperately needs to be left alone. You [are] killing us! Stay your hand! Leave us be! Turn your 'intelligence' to the iconography of filling stations, cash machines, or whatever nonsense your entertainment culture deems to be the flavour of the day. We have enough intellectuals in Europe as it is.

It's strange that Ballard - who rarely passed up an opportunity to comment on his own fiction - didn't write an introduction to A User's Guide to the Millennium (1996), a collection of ninety of his articles and reviews. The book's appearance marked a subtle change in his attitude towards journalism. In the final decade of his career, he used it less as a vehicle for exploring the attitudes and obsessions behind his fiction, and more as a space in which to do his thinking in the first place. His last four novels are bulky, thrillerish expressions of ideas he'd introduced in capsule form in the pages of the Guardian and the New Statesman. Here he is in a 2001 diary piece for the Statesman, giving voice to a diverting corner-of-the-eye perspective: 'The middle class is the new proletariat, forced out of inner London and clinging to antiquated notions such as the belief that education matters.' That same thought takes him more than three hundred pages to animate in Millennium People (2003), a novel about the middle-class residents of a gated community who engage in violent revolution. Some reviewers found the premise thin and the feature-length elaboration a drag, and it's hard not to wonder whether Ballard's heart was really in it. 'If I had my time again,' he remarked soon after the novel was published, 'I'd be a journalist.'
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I am only interested in women who struggle
Jeremy Harding writes about the work of Sarah Maldoror

6884 wordsAwoman waits  in a bare room for a meeting with her lover, who has been detained as an anti-colonial agitator. He is escorted from the cells by a Portuguese plain-clothes officer. This is Angola, sometime in the 1960s. The couple embrace; he asks for news of their children. Waiting outside, the security man overhears the woman promise to bring the prisoner a 'full suit' on her next visit. He reports this to his superior, sealing the prisoner's fate. Monangambeee (1969) was Sarah Maldoror's first film, based on a short story by the Angolan novelist Jose Luandino Vieira. It turns on a misunderstanding about what has been said. The security guard takes the words 'full suit' - fato completo in Vieira's Portuguese - to suggest that the detainee has hopes of appearing, respectably dressed, before a tribunal to plead his case: he is separated from the other prisoners, beaten and starved. At the point of death, he receives the gift he was promised - a pot of fish, bean and plantain stew, known by Angolans as a fato completo.
At eighteen minutes, Monangambeee is a miniature of the anti-colonial struggle in Portugal's African colonies. The misunderstanding of the colloquialism, which represents the coloniser's ignorance of the lives and idioms of the colonised, will take the struggle to a claustrophobic pitch in the detention centre. The script, which includes a short monologue about hunger delivered by the prisoner to a lizard in his cell, is pared back. Two scenes are carefully choreographed: in the opening moments of the film the reunited couple have the finesse and economy of dancers; near the end, the pain of the prisoner under torture is performed as a mime without a torturer and scored - like the rest of the film - by the Art Ensemble of Chicago.
[image: Sarah Maldoror in the 1980s]Sarah Maldoror in the 1980s.




Much of Maldoror's approach over her long career is set out in Monangambeee. 'I am black,' she told Marguerite Duras in 1958, 'I need to think of myself as black.' She was also a committed anti-colonialist: monangambeee is an elongation of the Kimbundu word for 'contract labourer'; it was one of the rallying cries of the Angolan liberation movement. Maldoror honoured independence struggles in Africa and other parts of the world throughout her life. But she wouldn't set aside her values as a filmmaker in the name of a cause: ways of seeing had to be learned and owned, or there was no seeing at all. Working on The Battle of Algiers (1966) with Gillo Pontecorvo, she was assigned to the casbah in Algiers, to win the trust of Algerian women, many of whom agreed to take part in the film. Yet her sense of how to handle a harrowing scene in detention is quite unlike Pontecorvo's neo-realism. 'I have no time to make didactic political films,' she said after the release of Sambizanga (1972), her full-length film set during the anti-colonial struggle in Angola.
She went on to make dozens of films: dramas, documentaries and an impressive array of shorts for French TV. Some were notes and drafts in cinematic form, no longer than ten minutes. The list of poets, intellectuals and artists whose work she presented or adapted for the screen includes Aime Cesaire and Leon-Gontran Damas, founders of the negritude movement, and their fellow Caribbean poet Rene Depestre; the Cuban artist Wifredo Lam; the French poet Louis Aragon; the French photographer Robert Doisneau; the Russian-Mexican painter Vlady Rusakov and his father, Victor Serge, hero of the anti-Stalinist left. Several of her works are lost, including The Commune, Louise Michel and Us, a film she worked on in the early 1970s and 'Guns for Banta', a feature she shot in 1970 in Guinea-Bissau during the liberation war against the Portuguese.
Maldoror moved on from her successes as briskly as she did from projects that never came good. She was generous with her own material. In Chris Marker's peripatetic essay Sans Soleil (1983), the documentary footage of liberation fighters in Guinea-Bissau was shot by Maldoror; she gave it to Marker with no strings attached. She was collegiate to a fault as long as your project made sense to her. Her own consuming interest during the 1960s and 1970s was the second wave of African liberation, above all in Guinea-Bissau and Angola.
Because Maldoror raised most of her funding in Europe, Paris became her base. She was fascinated by its intellectual tribes and also by its mixite. She was an aficionada of poetry and jazz: she heard both as calls to liberation, involving risk, experiment and the courage to fail. In the early 1970s she set up camp in Saint-Denis at the margins of the capital and the banlieues, at ease in a departement that had been run by the Communist Party since Liberation in 1944. She had plans to document the neighbourhood, with its mainly working-class residents - many of African descent - but the only piece she completed is the lost The Commune, Louise Michel and Us.
A short film on the basilica of Saint-Denis, which she could see at the end of the street whenever she left her apartment, has survived. The centrepiece of Abbaye Royale de Saint-Denis (c.1977) is a study of the royal necropolis in the cathedral, where the remains of kings and queens are entombed beneath effigies and elaborate pavilions. With its placid close-ups and simple pans, her exploration of mortuary grandeur resembles a set of drawings in a sketchbook. They speak to her powers of concentration rather than her political position, even though we know that she was a republican and a revolutionary, and that many of the tombs were desecrated in 1793. The camera lingers on a 13th-century bas relief of demons taunting the soul of King Dagobert, a drama in stone whose protagonist she dignifies, like the prisoner under duress in Monangambeee. In the voiceover, we hear the words of the Abbe Suger, the first abbot of Saint-Denis, and funeral orations by Jacques-Benigne Bossuet; the score consists of plainsong and passages from Couperin. Maldoror's ears were as sharp as her eyes: she liked her work to look good and chose her music carefully. None of this struck her as a bourgeois distraction from politics, even in films that deal directly with life and death struggles in colonial Africa.
Marguerite Sarah Ducados was born in 1929 in the Gers, in south-west France, where her mother worked as a maid. Her father was a black Frenchman from Guadeloupe, who died when she was young. She was one of four children in a single-parent family and spent periods in an orphanage. By the 1950s she was in Paris, where she found work as a PE instructor and enrolled at the school of dramatic arts in the rue Blanche. She was one of a group of students, all of them black, who put together a small theatre company. Les Griots described themselves as an African performing arts company. They staged readings from Cesaire and had their first success with a production of Huis Clos. Skin colour was no obstacle to casting Sartre's piece or their subsequent productions (among them Pushkin's The Stone Guest and Synge's In the Shadow of the Glen): to identify as black was a badge of defiance, both culturally and politically, as the call for African independence reached Paris and France's undeclared war in Algeria intensified.
Ducados took her pseudonym from Les Chants de Maldoror, a transgressive prose piece in six cantos composed in the 1860s by the Comte de Lautreamont and 'rediscovered' by the Surrealists between the wars. 'Lautreamont', too, was a pseudonym, adopted by the French-Uruguayan Isidore Ducasse (1846-70): it was an uncomplicated step from Ducados via Ducasse to Maldoror, with a nudge from the writings of Cesaire, for whom Lautreamont was a revolutionary inspiration. Maldoror had a growing number of influential admirers in Paris. She met the publisher Francois Maspero at his bookshop La Joie de lire when she asked if she could put up a poster for a show; they forged a close friendship.
The exiled Angolan anti-colonial activist and poet Mario Pinto de Andrade became her partner for life. Like many intellectuals from Portugal's colonies who went to study in Lisbon, Andrade had fallen foul of the regime's security forces in the early 1950s (we glimpse them at work in Monangambeee). In Paris he was offered an editorial post at Presence Africaine, a journal whose star was in the ascendant. The first issue had appeared in 1947; its energetic young editor, Alioune Diop (another of Maldoror's contacts), started a book-publishing imprint shortly afterwards. Andrade and Diop drew a community of black intellectuals, including African Americans like Langston Hughes and Richard Wright, to the offices of Presence Africaine. Andrade was working with Cesaire on a new edition of his long poem Cahier d'un retour au pays natal and compiling an anthology of African poetry. In 1956 Diop organised the first Congress of Black Writers and Artists at the Sorbonne, where Maldoror is said to have met Andrade and begun her lifelong alliance with Cesaire.
Les Negres, Jean Genet's subversive masque - or 'clownerie', as he called it - was published in 1958. In it, a racialised murder is re-enacted by 'black' culprits as a performance within a performance, which pits a panel of decadent white dignitaries (played by black actors) against the accused (also played by black actors). Intrigued by the piece, Maldoror convinced Genet to let Les Griots stage it and enlisted Roger Blin to direct. The production was sure to draw attention: Genet was already notorious for his lyrical novels about crime, prisons and homosexual love; Blin was a familiar face on French cinema screens and a theatre director with the first production of En attendant Godot (1953) to his credit. That Genet should give the first performance rights for the play to an outspoken young black woman was both titillating and scandalous. Maldoror's spiky interview with Marguerite Duras in France Observateur was published shortly after the news got about.
Duras: Why do you want to play Les Negres in front of white people and not in front of blacks?
Maldoror: Because we don't know one another ... because we are not on an equal footing with whites ... we have only one way to overcome our past, as determined by you. And that is to play on this past: to make fun of the blacks as they're seen by whites.
Duras: For your amusement and that of whites?
Maldoror: No. For our amusement and your education.
Duras: Our education matters to you?
Maldoror: Absolutely ... We will never be free for as long as you see us the way you see us. For us to become free blacks, we have to rid you of the idea you have of us. We need you ... to forget what you were taught at school about blacks. Because here you are, interviewing me and thinking you know about the problem for blacks, but you don't know!

The play opened at the Theatre de Lutece in October 1959. Le Monde called it one of the most exciting pieces of the season. But Maldoror, who had done so much to bring it about (and probably rehearsed for the role of the queen), was no longer involved. She had made common cause with Andrade: Africa was the new theatre of struggle and she threw herself into it. A few years later, Les Griots was reinvented with the help of Med Hondo, the Mauritanian-French film director who sealed his cinematic reputation with Soleil O (1967). A little younger than Maldoror, trained like her in drama school and raised on Chekhov and Moliere, he was her obvious successor.
By the end  of 1959 Andrade and Maldoror were in Guinea-Conakry, at the invitation of the new head of state, Sekou Toure, a radical who had led the country to full independence from France in 1958 and opened up Conakry as a talking shop for African liberation movements. Andrade was one of the founders of the Movimento Popular de Libertacao de Angola. In 1960, Agostinho Neto, a senior MPLA colleague - and another poet - was jailed by the Portuguese. Andrade was appointed head of the MPLA and given an office in Conakry.
Maldoror had long been intrigued by the messy entanglement between the Surrealists and the French Communist Party: she was a keen reader of Surrealist verse - and later a friend of Louis Aragon - as well as a staunch supporter of the party (and perhaps a member). In Conakry she was awarded a bursary to study at the Gerasimov Institute of Cinematography in Moscow, where she met Ousmane Sembene, a central figure in modernist African cinema. Her first child, Annouchka, was born in Moscow in 1962.
Mother and daughter left the Soviet Union the following year. 'I'm not sure where we went,' Annouchka told me when we met recently in Paris. Perhaps they returned to Guinea-Conakry. If so, it would have been a brief stay, before a move to Morocco, where Maldoror spent a year or more and where Annouchka's sister, Henda, was born. For much of this time Andrade was with the family. Morocco, like Guinea-Conakry, was a haven for anti-colonial activists, although the young Hassan II would soon distance Morocco from African liberation movements. In March 1962, Andrade (and Nelson Mandela) received military training from a detachment of Algerian Front de Liberation Nationale (FLN) fighters posted across the border on Moroccan soil. A few months after Mandela's visit, the French withdrew from Algeria. In 1964, as Andrade plied the African liberation networks, Maldoror and the children joined him in Algiers, the new anti-imperialist metropole of the Third World. Two years earlier Neto had escaped from prison in Lisbon and taken over the leadership of the MPLA; Andrade had bowed out gracefully. Now he was taking stock of his situation. Maldoror was scouting for commissions.
Algiers was humming with revolutionary resolve. Maldoror arrived as cinema was about to lift off there. Elles, a short documentary by Ahmed Lallem released in 1966, took its cue from Chronique d'un ete, inviting Algerian girls, most of them teenagers, to speak to camera about their hopes for the future as women in a socially conservative country. Lallem brought Maldoror on board as assistant director. Elles and The Battle of Algiers marked the beginning of her career in film (her payslips from the Pontecorvo shoot became family souvenirs). In both cases she was an intermediary between male directors and the women they wanted to film. In 1968 she began working on Monangambeee.
Pan-Africanism had faltered as a political programme, but it was about to be reinvented as a spectacular cultural project, hosted by the regime in Algeria. The legendary Pan-African Festival in 1969 - recorded in the documentary by William Klein, with Maldoror working in the second camera crew - drew hundreds of artists and performers to the city, among them Nina Simone, Miriam Makeba, Manu Dibango and the jazz saxophonist Archie Shepp.* Shepp and Maldoror became friends, and he appeared in her last short film in 2003. The African Cinema Week was one of the festival's attractions (Sembene was in attendance) and movies seemed to be on everyone's minds, including Algeria's ruling party. Pontecorvo had pioneered a path for Costa-Gavras, who went to Algeria to shoot many of the scenes in Z (1969), his thriller about the turmoil in Greece, where a military junta had recently seized power. The FLN agreed a co-production deal. It had also put up money for Klein's documentary and for Monangambeee, which was approved for release a few months after the festival. 'Having screened the film,' the official report went, 'the Department of Orientation and Information can find no impediment, on political grounds, to its distribution.' This was high praise from a regime that was already on the alert for ideological error.
Maldoror and Andrade savoured the postwar mood in Algiers and entertained many visitors and expat revolutionaries at their home in Saint-Eugene, a few miles along the coast from the city. Annouchka remembers a flurry of delegates from Cuba, among them Che Guevara. Amilcar Cabral, the leader of the African Party for the Independence of Guinea and Cape Verde (PAIGC), was a regular guest and Andrade's closest friend - they had met in Lisbon in 1948. All African liberation movements were entitled to military training in Algeria, but their members generally turned up unarmed in Saint-Eugene, although Annouchka recalls that more than once her mother had to remind Eldridge Cleaver to leave his guns by the door.
Weapons - or rather, armed struggle - would be the subject of Maldoror's first feature-length film. The FLN's military wing, by now firmly in charge of Algeria, was willing to fund her project, which was shot in Guinea-Bissau, where anti-colonial guerrillas were making headway against the Portuguese. With Cabral's assistance, Maldoror was received by the fighters in the bush and found a way to dramatise her documentary footage, devising characters based on militants and villagers she met. She returned to Algiers in 1970 or early 1971 with enough footage for a feature. Its title, 'Guns for Banta', referred to a village in guerrilla-held territory.
'I was thrown out of Algeria,' Maldoror said in an interview on Radio France Internationale in 2019, the year before she died. 'But I wasn't the only one. And so what?' Her Algerian funders weren't happy with her cut. Awa, the central character, was a woman; this was inappropriate, the FLN felt, even though many Algerian women had risked their lives in the fight against France. And she had opted for a jazz soundtrack, which went against the grain of the FLN's nationalist renaissance. She was furious with the army staffer who gave her the news. It was her film, she told him, not his; as far as she was concerned, he was a fuck-all subaltern, a 'capitaine de merde'. He was a senior officer, he corrected her, and would have killed her if she hadn't been a guest of the FLN. She was given two days to leave the country.
Cabral was in Algiers when the row erupted and, according to Annouchka, he and Andrade escorted Maldoror to the airport, fearful for her safety; at the terminal in Paris, where she might still be in danger, she was met by members of the PAIGC. Before long, with help from Marker and Madeleine Alleins - the lawyer of the deposed Algerian president Ahmed Ben Bella - she set up home in Saint-Denis where the children joined her. She was soon back at work on the now missing film about Louise Michel, feminist, anarchist, educationalist and 'la petroleuse' of the Paris Commune, which was commissioned by the city of Saint-Denis, and shot and edited in 1971.
At the insistence of the Portuguese government, Andrade was on an Interpol list of subversives, but he had several passports issued by newly independent African states in several different names, and managed to visit the family from time to time, flying to Brussels and travelling by car to Paris. The independence of the Portuguese colonies had become the focus of Maldoror's life as well as his. Andrade was now president of a co-ordinating body for the four anti-Portuguese movements in Africa. But national priorities were already more pressing; he was close to Cabral and impressed by the success of the movement in Guinea-Bissau, but deeply preoccupied by Angola, where the MPLA was under pressure, not least from internal dissent and the existence of rival movements.
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Maldoror's next film was a drama about Angola, set not in the turmoil of the present but in 1960 as the anti-colonial movement prepared to take up arms. Sambizanga is in many ways the precocious sibling of Monangambeee, which was shot in 16 mm black and white film and based on a short story. Sambizanga was shot on 35 mm stock, in colour - running time 98 minutes - and based on a novella, again by Luandino Vieira. In both films, the arrest of an activist sets off a series of events that ends with a death in detention. But in Sambizanga the partner of the detainee (played by Elisa Andrade in both films) is the central character: Maria isn't a fighter - this isn't 'Guns for Banta' - so much as a lowly Penelope who abandons her loom and sets out in search of her missing nobody, Domingos Xavier, a tractor driver in a stone quarry and a member of an anti-colonialist cell. The police have seized Domingos in the quarry workers' compound near Dondo, an inland provincial city, but when Maria learns that he has been transferred to Luanda, she sets off with their infant on her back. Her final destination is the sprawling musseque of Sambizanga on the edge of the city. She goes from one police station to another for news and finally locates Domingos in a centre for political prisoners, but not in time to see him alive.
The spine of the film is a road movie. Maria's journey to Luanda is among the most memorable sequences in Maldoror's work. Benign, semi-mountainous landscapes of woodland and misted valleys, which Maria observes from the window of a bus, evoke a prelapsarian past, or perhaps a future beyond violence, in any case a world without colonial rule. She trudges for what might be hours on tracks surrounded by lush vegetation. Yet for much of the time our attention is on the inclination of her head, her gaze shifting from the window or the edge of the road to her own thoughts, as the reaction shot becomes the main event. Conjuring an inner world that takes the measure of real contradictions for millions of Angolans - between their disempowerment and their obstinate wish for something better - is a tall order. Success or failure hangs on the inflection of Maria's eyes.
Maldoror liked  to set herself problems. How do you film an interrogation? What attitude on the part of your actors most accurately depicts grief in a world where people are called on to die for a cause? Is it possible to shoot a drama about politics and avoid laying it on thick? In a short scene set in the provinces we're introduced to Mussunda, a tailor who's part of the anti-colonial movement, as he chalks up a length of fabric (an echo of the 'fato completo' in Monangambeee). He is lecturing his apprentices about the struggle: it's not a conflict between blacks, whites and mulattos, he argues, so much as a class war between rich and poor. When a junior tailor protests that the rich provide work for the poor, Mussunda disagrees. Maldoror's challenge, we sense, is to ensure that the monologue that follows - in which Mussunda's position is close to her own - doesn't seem glib or doctrinaire. In a view along the length of the shop we see the cutting tables and sewing machines; at the far end, net curtains billow at a window; to the right a bright plastic fly-curtain shifts in the same breeze. We feel the circulation of free discourse, like the air in the room, while the whirr of the sewing machines grounds the argument in the domain of work - an argument that could land these skilled labourers in detention.
How to handle Domingos's death was another challenge, solved by cutting from the interrogation to a pair of guards dumping his near lifeless body in an overcrowded cell. The prisoners dab tentatively at his face as he dies, adjust his arms by his side and sing a low, ragged lament. This typically understated approach gives Maldoror space to let Maria/Andrade off the leash in extravagant performances of rage and despair, before the film returns to its matter-of-fact tone. Maldoror's only concession to grandiloquence is to have Domingos's death announced at an open-air dance attended by militants. The old Domingos is dead, a senior figure in the movement tells the guests, but his 'real life' - as in the title of Luandino Vieira's novel - has just begun. He is now immortal, a martyr for the cause; no tears should be shed; the band must play on. The country is on the verge of an uprising that will mark the start of its armed struggle against the Portuguese.
Maldoror filmed Sambizanga in independent, francophone Congo-Brazzaville: shooting in Angola in the early 1970s was out of the question. The landscapes are plausibly Angolan; the colonial lingua franca, which accounts for most of the dialogue, is Portuguese, not French. At the time, many independence activists from Portugal's colonies were in Brazzaville, including Elisa Andrade and Domingos de Oliveira, an MPLA member, who plays Domingos; small parts were also taken by Angolans, none with previous acting experience. Sambizanga picked up a prize at the Carthage Film Festival in 1972, and in 1974, following the overthrow of the Estado Novo regime in Lisbon, it was watched by sizeable audiences in Portugal.
All the same, it wasn't to everyone's taste. Why wasn't the anti-colonialist message hammered home? Where were the helicopters raking the forest with bullets and the intrepid liberation fighters returning fire? Why was the film so technically accomplished: wasn't this the wrong aesthetic for a rousing tribute to the struggle? In the tenor of these criticisms Maldoror may have heard an echo of her 'capitaine de merde'. She responded in an interview for the journal Women and Film in 1974. Her film was set in 1960, she explained, and the helicopters only arrived later, after the Portuguese became alarmed by the rise of a new 'consciousness' among Angolans. And besides, she had no interest in 'political rhetoric'. On the question of quality: 'Technology belongs to everyone. "A talented black": you can relegate that concept to my French past.' She went further: 'The colour of a person's skin is of no interest to me ... I'm not a subscriber to the concept of the Third World. I make films so that people - no matter what race or colour - can understand them.' This was elementary Marxist internationalism in its 1970s iteration, even if her position was more nuanced than she was willing to admit. When the same criticisms resurfaced in the 1990s, there was an additional reproach: her actors were too good-looking. 'The main actors, the man and the woman are beautiful,' she agreed. 'And so? There are beautiful black people [des beaux negres]. What do you want to hear? If I get to choose between beautiful and less beautiful actors, I choose the beautiful ones.'
Sambizanga took Maldoror on tour, mapping out new ideas as she attended screenings. Andrade remained an itinerant diplomat for African liberation. She often called on him for help. She had long been a voracious reader, pillaging copies of new titles from Maspero, Presence Africaine and Seuil as they came off the presses, but she was a reluctant writer and drew the line at drafting scripts. A letter to Andrade, sent while Sambizanga was in pre-production, explains that she can't get started unless he lends a hand with the writing. His name duly appears in the credits.
The couple were in intermittent contact over the next few years. In 1973 Cabral was murdered while visiting Guinea-Conakry. Maldoror made an unauthorised trip to Guinea-Bissau, crossing on foot from Senegal to join the PAIGC maquisards and shoot material for a documentary which was never finished. She and her cinematographer were hosted by PAIGC fighters, including Luis Cabral, who had replaced his half-brother as leader of the party: this was the footage that came to light many years later in Marker's Sans Soleil. In April 1974, the coup in Lisbon did away with the Portuguese regimes in Africa: Guinea-Bissau was granted formal independence six months later. For Angola, it came the following year. Andrade - who didn't see eye to eye with Neto - had already distanced himself from the MPLA. He was invited to Guinea-Bissau by the PAIGC government and ran its ministry of culture for several years. At Maldoror's suggestion, he invited Marker to train the country's novice filmmakers.
Sambizanga had rewarded Maldoror with work. A number of films followed, among them a documentary with Cesaire in Martinique; Un Dessert pour Constance, a sharp comedy about two Senegalese street cleaners in Paris; and a dozen short items, mostly for a French TV magazine slot. This prodigious output enabled her to support Andrade, who asked no favours from the PAIGC, and to raise their children, despite periodic crises. 'I'm unemployed,' she wrote to a government minister in Guinea-Bissau in 1982, urging him to track down the master of 'Guns for Banta' in Algiers. 'I've got problems.' But within months she had won a commission from French TV for a drama based on a story by Victor Serge.
L'Hopital de Leningrad (1982) is one of Maldoror's great achievements. Like Serge's piece, her film is set in a rundown psychiatric hospital, whose deputy director welcomes Victor Lvovich - that's to say Serge, played by Rudiger Vogler - and shows him round. Serge's wife is suffering from a mental disorder: he is checking out the hospital, which doubles as a facility for counter-revolutionaries and other offenders. We know from the date on a manuscript in one scene that we're in the early 1930s. We can also guess from the buildings, the barred windows, the new arrivals being bundled out of a truck in the yard by soldiers, that the overarching mood in Stalinist Russia is fear. Serge's piece asks whether there is any escape, and if so, at what price? A new confinement in a world of delusion possibly? And a return to the prison system that the fugitive has ceased to be afraid of? Maldoror sticks closely to Serge's questions.
Touring the hospital, he encounters a young woman who served two stints in Siberia, ran away and was recaptured, and a new detainee, who has just been arrested with her fellow workers in a shoe factory: she asks Serge to remember her name and address. In a well-appointed cell, the doctor introduces him to Nestor Petrovich Yuriev, a 'lover of literature' (played by Blin). They are soon talking frankly. 'Are you afraid?' Nestor asks. 'Yes, sometimes, like everybody else.' 'If you're afraid, forgive me, you're an invalid who cultivates his illness ... Fear is an infectious neurosis ... I used to have it, but I'm better.' Nestor, it turns out, woke up one day to discover he was cured. He dashed off an 'appeal to the people' on forty identical handwritten fliers and posted them around Leningrad, adding his address at the bottom. 'Citizens, why are you trembling? Why are the members of our great Communist Party trembling? Why does the government uncover plots that don't exist? ... Look loyally at each other without fear and this nightmare will crumble.' The following morning he was waiting with a packed suitcase for OGPU agents to take him away.
Under duress, he speaks frankly about the 'infectious neurosis' to his interrogators and adds in quiet, messianic tones that they'll never forget what he's told them. Some are already at risk of recognising their own symptoms. Serge's narrative ends at this point, but Maldoror adds a scene in which he returns home to his distraught wife, Liuba Rusakova (played by Anne Wiazemsky). Convinced that he's been followed by the secret police she confesses her 'fear': she'll have to get used to the idea of living alone. Serge reprimands her: 'Never use that word again.' You think at first he means 'alone'. He goes to his desk. Liuba picks up a book and reads aloud: 'I know the force of words/the alarm they sound ... so often unpublished, unprinted' - lines by Mayakovsky that turned up after his suicide. Why won't Serge acknowledge that his writing is a suicidal mission? Without a party card, he's unpublishable, unprintable, fatally exposed as an oppositionist. She throws the volume of poems at him. In the closing scene, as he leaves the apartment building, agents are waiting for him, just as they were for Nestor. Maldoror's women know more than her men. Not that they always have the last word, as Liuba does, but we should imagine Maldoror's bereaved characters as active contributors to the cause, protracting it beyond the point of personal crisis. This is easier when we think of her characters in Monangambeee and Sambizanga than for Liuba, though she outlived Serge by nearly forty years. 'I am only interested in women who struggle,' Maldoror said in her interview for Women and Film.
At the end of the 1980s, Maldoror took advantage of a visit to Atlanta to head for Mexico City and show her film about Serge to his son, Vladimir Rusakov. She had heard that Vlady, who had arrived in Mexico with his father in 1941, was a painter. A chamber in the oratory of San Felipe Neri had been converted into a library and he had been commissioned to paint a set of murals for it. Maldoror found this vast project irresistible. Vlady, Peintre (1989) is both an interview with Rusakov, then in his late sixties, and a visual record of his epic set of allegories, Las Revoluciones y los elementos. Her camera sweeps along the walls as he talks her through his idiosyncratic vista of revolutions, including Christianity, the English, American and French revolutions, the Bolshevik revolution, the revolutions in Latin America, even the psychoanalytic revolution.
The paintings teem with rising demons, plummeting angels and lost souls. Cromwell's head sprouts from the tail of a grotesque serpent; English despotism, in royalist mode, is portrayed by two Englishmen - Ronnie and Reggie Kray - imprisoned in the Tower of London, as they were for a few days in the 1950s. The ascending demon of Bolshevism is depicted as a fiery archangel with winged feet, wielding axes that seem to grow from its hands. Bolshevism, Rusakov explains in voiceover, was part of 'our barbarity': 'The struggle for justice is as cruel as justice itself.' Fidel Castro appears astride an enormous dinosaur. Votive portraits peep through the fury: Fidel's young French protege, Regis Debray; Oscar Romero, archbishop of San Salvador, murdered by a right-wing death squad in 1980. A panel depicts the death of Trotsky in 1940, his desk overturned in his study: Rusakov tells Maldoror he remembers his father crying after visiting Trotsky's house in Coyoacan. One tableau shows Serge's body, as his son glimpsed it, at the back of a police station in Mexico. The holes in the soles of his shoes are the stigmata of the exemplary, defeated revolutionary.
Maldoror's views by now were close to Serge's. She might not have agreed with Rusakov that revolutionary politics seeded its own failure - a realist in practice, she remained an optimist by temperament - but Revoluciones y los elementos, which seemed to have spooled from Rusakov's imagination and become a sequence of majestic stills projected onto the library walls, was fearless and not entirely without hope. Cinema for Maldoror was as much a sister art to painting as painting was to poetry. On the eve of a production she sometimes gathered her cinematographer and crew, and sat them in front of a painting, to give them a sense of the way she would like the film to look.
When Andrade died in 1990, Maldoror was in her late sixties and went on to finish another eight films. In 1994 she made a documentary about Damas, a poet and co-founder of the negritude movement, in his native French Guyana. She decided to shoot in black and white and the French TV commissioners refused to broadcast it. It was the last of her serious run-ins with the networks. Scala Milan AC (2003) is a short comedy about a group of schoolchildren from a working-class area of Paris who win a trip to Milan. After the loss of Andrade, Maldoror was on her own with the screenplay. Like Monangambeee, Scala Milan AC is based on a misunderstanding. Maldoror's group of teenagers in the 20th arrondissement enter a competition for the best description of their neighbourhood. In Pere Lachaise cemetery they come across Archie Shepp, riffing sweetly among the tombstones. When he lifts his mouth from his instrument to introduce himself - 'I'm Archie Shepp' - it's as though a grand mystery had been cleared up: a Wizard of Oz moment without the bathos. Shepp gives some sound advice to the children, who win the competition and set out for Italy in high hopes of a visit to the San Siro stadium, even a glimpse of AC Milan in action, only to discover that they're headed for La Scala. In the event, they're not disappointed. For Maldoror 'high' culture was a free-for-all in theory if not in fact. The Fifa anthem 'Nessun dorma' had opened up this possibility. The credits roll with special thanks to Agnes Varda, Maldoror's sponsor on this occasion.
In  2009, Maldoror finished a documentary tribute to Cesaire, who had died the previous year. There were no more films before her own death in 2020, after being diagnosed with Covid. Her career ends with an acknowledgment of negritude and an homage to a founding member of the movement. But, like Cesaire's, her view of politics took her well beyond an essentialist celebration of black identity. Cesaire had already come to a revisionist view of negritude as an occasion for Africa and the diaspora to live their own 'history within history' in the broader sense proposed by Marxism. Maldoror would have concurred. Many 'races', after all, were caught up in the liberation struggles of her day, from Indochina to Latin America. 'From Negritude to Guerrilla War', a typescript treatment for a series that she never made, begins with a schematic explanation of negritude. Some, she writes, regard it as an Africanist 'humanism for the 20th century', others as a 'dangerous mystification'. (Her schema hints at a closing film about Frantz Fanon, who took the latter view.) One of the 'dangers', it seems, lay in dissociating African liberation from other causes. A few years earlier at the Carthage Film Festival, she had fought tooth and nail with her fellow jury members, insisting that a Palestinian film should be rewarded on principle, irrespective of its merits.
Yet Maldoror was reluctant to shrug off negritude as the racialised framework in which her internationalist convictions had developed. Sartre had argued at the end of the 1940s that this was the way the movement should play out, but for Maldoror, as for Cesaire, negritude was not an open-and-shut case. The literature remained eminently readable; its exponents had opened a key cultural front in the anti-colonial struggle and the dust had yet to settle. Perhaps, too, she had seen the tactical necessity of championing an essentialist-lite version of blackness. If the imperial powers had invoked a Eurocentric universalism as a cover for their own ambitions in Africa, then negritude - and pan-Africanism - were entitled to even up the score.
It may be too simple to say that Maldoror's argument about race with Duras in 1959 and her remarks about the irrelevance of skin colour fifteen years later represent a shift in her beliefs. Surely it was possible to hold the two sets of thoughts in animated tension - to regard race as paramount at one moment and lose patience with it the next. Often it depended on the conversation she was having and the person in front of her. The same holds for her repudiation of Third Worldism. So many of her films dealt with Africa and the Caribbean that she was, for much of her life, a working tiers-mondiste, or at least a fellow-traveller. But there was no suggestion in her own mind that this should keep her away from 'white' subject matter (cathedrals, European poets and painters, the crimes of Stalinism) any more than her feminism would have disqualified her from making films about men.
In Le Masque des mots (1987), another of her films about Cesaire, he remarks: 'I appear to myself, when I'm writing a poem, as a person wearing a mask.' Maldoror understood the value of masks from her days with Les Griots. Far from being banal deceptions, they are invitations to consider what is real and what isn't, as Genet had done in Les Negres. Often masks that fit disclose more than they conceal. Masks that slip, as they do with her novice actors in Sambizanga, allow us a glimpse of someone (or something) else, in this case colonial subjects, barely disguised as versions of themselves, enacting a constructive dismissal of colonialism. Masks, as she knew, have the power to reorder the realm of appearance - in carnival, ritual and above all in the political cinema at which she excelled. The idea that seeing is believing didn't work for her. Maldoror was happier to start out with a set of beliefs and put them to the test.
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Captain Corelli's Machine-Gun
John Foot

1677 wordsIn  the dreadful 2001 film version of Louis de Bernieres's novel Captain Corelli's Mandolin, a miscast Nicolas Cage plays the soldier hero. The opening scene depicts the (second) Italian invasion of Greece in 1941. Mussolini's first invasion, in 1940, had been a political and military disaster, the first sign that Italian fascism's ambitious war aims were unlikely to succeed. The Italian army had been repelled by Greek forces, and Hitler had to send in troops, with the Italians following on their coat-tails. In the film, Cage lands on a Greek island at the head of a smiling army. Not a shot is fired. Then, the pay-off: Cage-Corelli isn't carrying a gun on his back, but a mandolin. The story is based on the unmistakable - and powerful - stereotype of the 'good Italian', which permeates the perception of Italian behaviour in the 20th century, especially in wartime, both within and outside Italy. The assumption is that Italians are peace-loving, generous, non-violent. A series of associated stereotypes holds that they are cowards, bad at war, chaotic and ungovernable.
Any events that seem to disprove this thesis are ignored, such as the Italian army's massacre in February 1943 of more than 150 Greek men in the village of Domeniko in Thessaly in revenge for an attack by partisans that led to nine Italian casualties. General Benelli of the Pinerolo division, who was in charge of the operation, described it as a 'salutary lesson'. In Domeniko there is now a monument to the massacre, but it is almost completely unknown in Italy.
Filippo Focardi's study, published in Italian in 2013 and now translated into English by Paul Barnaby, unpacks these silences and assumptions. Crucial to his analysis are the linked, binary stereotypes of the 'good Italian' and the 'bad German' which, he argues, have helped to define the way people have understood the Italian experience in the Second World War, and the way it has been written about, remembered and forgotten.
The American journalist Herbert Matthews wrote in 1943 that 'the Italian is a human being before he is a fascist or even an Italian. The German is a machine. The Italian baulks when he faces a situation that will bring death or torture to women, children, elderly people or indeed anybody. The German carries out orders with cold and mechanical brutality.' Try telling that to the people of Domeniko, or those who experienced the fascist killings in Addis Ababa in 1937.
It suited almost everyone after Mussolini's fall from power in 1943 to blame him personally for the disasters of the war, and to argue that most Italians had always been anti-fascist. The 'bad Germans' had forced the 'good Italians' into the war. They had been responsible for the massacres of civilians, not the Italians. They had persecuted and killed Jews, while the Italians had tried to save them. Italians were seen, in Focardi's words, as 'averse to war, unwilling to commit acts of violence or abuse, and ready to fraternise with and assist unarmed populations'. Sometimes these things were true - but they certainly weren't true of all Italians, or of Italy's fascist invading armies.
These bromides involved a lot of forgetting: the popular early support for the war in Italy was not to be mentioned; the areas of Italian society that supported fascism, or at least did not oppose it, were largely ignored; the lack of opposition to Italy's antisemitic laws (and the gusto with which Jews were registered and rounded up) was not to be discussed. Italian war crimes in Africa, Yugoslavia and Greece were covered up - which also suited the Allies, especially as the Cold War took hold. Italian collaboration in the massacres of civilians inside the country wasn't highlighted. Focardi quotes Ernest Renan: 'the essence of a nation is that all individuals have many things in common and also that they have forgotten many things.'
Focardi argues that Italy was in some ways unique in the way it looked back at the Second World War, but similar claims were made in Poland, Austria and even Germany, where the idea of the 'good soldier' who was merely 'following Nazi orders' took hold. Counterfactuals are often brought into discussions about Italy's so-called 'missing Nuremberg'. What if Mussolini had been arrested and put on trial instead of shot and hung upside down at a petrol station in Milan in April 1945? What if proper trials had been held for ex-fascists and senior military figures after the war, instead of the amnesty drawn up by the Communist Party leader and justice minister, Palmiro Togliatti, in 1946?
Togliatti's rationale was that he wanted to bring the country together after the lacerations of civil war and fascism, but his amnesty led to hundreds if not thousands of ex-fascists being let off with very short sentences, or without punishment at all. Leading figures from the regime - such as the magistrate Gaetano Azzariti, who was among the authors of the antisemitic race laws of the late 1930s and presided over the tribunale della razza ('race court'), which decided if people were Jewish or not - continued to play a role in public life. After the war, Azzariti was appointed president of the Constitutional Court.
One of the issues Focardi raises is the gap between historical research and popular opinion. Most of the myths and stereotypes have been comprehensively refuted by historical research carried out over the last three decades. Yet they remain the key ways of seeing the past for most people in Italy and beyond, just as claims about the UK's role in defeating the Nazis have allowed other truths about the British - about colonialism and slavery, for example - to go under the radar, or even to be celebrated. In Italy, these compromises and stereotypes had consequences. Leading soldiers in Mussolini's army successfully defended their wartime actions by arguing that they had 'served the fatherland' rather than the regime. This was one of the excuses used by Rodolfo Graziani, responsible for massacres and genocidal policies in Libya, Ethiopia and Somalia, as well as a ferocious figure in the repression of anti-fascist partisans in Italy after 1943. Graziani claimed that he had helped mitigate the worst aspects of Nazi repression. He was sentenced to nineteen years in prison in 1950 at a trial for 'collaboration' with the Nazis but served only four months before being released. He never stood trial for his crimes in Africa.
Italy's current prime minister has direct links with the neo-fascists who continued to operate in Italy after the war, and who traced their political legacy back to Mussolini. Giorgia Meloni and her followers have always been strong supporters of the good Italian/bad German narrative, but with some twists. They would argue that 'bad Italians' existed, but most of them were communists (and therefore, somehow, not Italians at all); Italians were largely victims of the violence carried out by others, such as Tito's Yugoslav partisans. Meloni chooses her dates carefully. Italy's invasions of the USSR, Yugoslavia and Greece are rarely mentioned, but the reprisals that followed these invasions, and the fate of the estimated 84,000 Italian soldiers killed or taken prisoner in the USSR, are continually highlighted. Italy's retreat from Russia is memorialised, but not the reason Italian soldiers were there in the first place. Meloni likes to frame the Second World War as an event in which all Italians, including fascists, were victims. Her party has spent years comparing the reprisals against fascists and others in north-east Italy in 1943-45 as equivalent to the Shoah.
Last year, 'commemorating' those killed in the Fosse Ardeatine massacre in Rome in March 1944, when 335 men were shot by the Nazis, Meloni claimed that they died because they were Italian. In fact, nine of the dead weren't Italian, many were chosen because they were Jewish, and a number of others were partisans who were being held in prison in Rome. But Meloni wants to frame the war as a universal tragedy with 'good and bad people on both sides', to ignore the role of her political ancestors in causing the disaster, and to frame the real division as between good Italians, on one side, and bad Germans plus communists on the other. She has to be careful when she discusses the country's 'liberation' from fascism and Nazism on 25 April 1945. She doesn't refer to fascist crimes, other than by making generic statements about the 'death of democracy' and condemning the 1938 antisemitic laws, which she has called 'the lowest point in Italian history' and a 'mark of shame'. It is a clever strategy, backed by media obfuscation and outright falsification (her party is now in almost full control of the state media) as well as subtle propaganda. This includes the cheering - but probably false - story of the cyclist Gino Bartali, who supposedly saved thousands of Jews by riding around with false documents hidden in his bicycle frame. Although there were many cases of Italians helping Jews in various places and at various times, before and during the war, there were also numerous examples of participation in antisemitic violence.
One of the great merits of Focardi's account is that he never lets the left off the hook, showing that many anti-fascists were involved in promoting these self-absolving tropes. Communists often claimed that the Italian people had been almost entirely anti-fascist, and that most of the blame for the disasters of the war lay with individuals - above all, Mussolini - and, of course, the bad Germans. Italy's peculiar war history, with its rapid and complicated changing of sides in 1943 after Mussolini's fall from power, also allowed many to claim that Italy had been on the winning side.
'There were no trials, no hearings, no findings,' Focardi writes, and no justice for the victims of Italian atrocities in Yugoslavia, Greece or Ethiopia. He describes Italian 'national memory' as 'self-centred, self-pitying and self-celebratory'. 'When shall we see an official Italian visit to Domeniko?' he asks in his closing pages. With Meloni in charge, such a trip is impossible.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n10/john-foot/captain-corelli-s-machine-gun



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



On Jan Lievens
John-Paul Stonard

1075 wordsTronies  were character studies, popular among 17th-century Dutch and Flemish painters: useful images, painted from life and often recycled in larger works. They weren't portrait commissions, and as tools for artists they were less bound by convention and the need for flattery. The tronie face might be laughing, crying, whistling, shouting, grinning, gurning. But they were sometimes more than caricatures. Jan Lievens's Man with a Turban (1629), on display at Turning Heads at the National Gallery of Ireland (until 26 May), is contemplative rather than active.
Lievens was not one for wild expression or extreme physiognomy; his tronies summon a striking human presence. He could render human heads as unforgettable apparitions. In a self-portrait of c.1635, his features are reduced to a wedge-shaped smudge of light emerging from darkness. The Man with a Turban is similarly undone. His green-blue cloak wraps around his body, isolating his swathed head like a rock about to tumble down a steep hill.
[image: ]

Lievens used tricks of scale, luminosity and outline to make his sitters loom large within their frames. He took his cue from the Dutch followers of Caravaggio - the so-called Utrecht Caravaggisti, such as Gerrit van Honthorst and Dirck van Baburen - who lent presence to their figures through dramatic use of light and shade. The turbaned man's features are painted with great confidence in ochre and lead white and umber, with a tiny streak of cerulean for the vein on his temple - all of it laid down, one imagines, in a single session. By 1629, Lievens had been doing this for some time. Since 1619, when, at the age of twelve, he set up a studio in his family home, he had been celebrated for his great facility with faces. In Man with a Turban, however, it's the glowing, celestial form of the turban that hits the highest note. Thick strokes of lead pigment conceal almost imperceptible traces of a mauve floral patterning; skeins of light blue, eau de nil and Naples yellow hide in their folds darker greys and browns. The whole is a tightly knotted compound of tonality and luminosity. The strokes of pigment seem themselves to bind the turban tight: they are painted with such confidence that it would be pointless ever to try to paint a turban again. With a final flourish, Lievens appears to spin the brush in his fingers and leave a set of perfectly judged lines in the wet paint of the old man's beard, like sparks dropping from the pulsating mass above.
Turkish costume, feathered turbans and robes had become popular features of Dutch painting following the Capitulation of 1634 and the opening of new trade routes between Europe and the Ottoman Empire. For a period the 'Turkse tronie' was its own specialism. All this must have been exciting to the young Lievens, but the real spur to his ambition was closer to home. Rembrandt was just one year his senior; they had both grown up in Leiden, and in the second half of the 1620s worked so closely (although not necessarily in the same studio, as has sometimes been suggested) that their paintings were for many years considered indistinguishable. What this meant, in practice, was that 'Lievens' was subsumed into 'Rembrandt', and by the 19th century was almost entirely forgotten. According to the diplomat Constantijn Huygens, who knew them both in Leiden, they were so precocious that even as 'beardless boys', to compare them to the best artists of the previous generation would be 'to underestimate the merits of the two'. In Huygens's eyes, Lievens was the more remarkable prodigy. 'Seeing the maker beside his paintings, it is scarcely credible that such a meagre sapling can put forth so much fruit. In painting the human countenance he wreaks miracles.'
Only after the publication in 1897 of Huygens's autobiography, which includes his short memoir of the two artists, did Lievens start to emerge from Rembrandt's shadow. German scholars began the work of connoisseurial and philological scrutiny that led to Hans Schneider's still definitive 1932 monograph, Jan Lievens: Sein Leben und seine Werke. Huygens described in detail Lievens's overweening ambition and self-confidence; Rembrandt seems, by contrast, a quieter figure. His Bust of an Old Man Wearing a Fur Cap (1630), which hangs close to Man with a Turban in the National Gallery, has the same power but is around a tenth of the size. Rembrandt commands greater psychological depth, drawing forth every bit of humanity from his subjects, and perhaps this owed something to competition with the flashier, pushier Lievens. A portrait of Rembrandt painted by Lievens in c.1628 shows him bright-eyed, diligent. In a self-portrait from the same year, Lievens paints himself wild-haired and wind-blown - an image that might have been painted by Gericault some two hundred years later.
The self-portrait shows the influence of Rubens's gregarious Flemish manner, but also that of Van Dyck, whom Lievens would have encountered when he went to England around 1632 to work for the court (probably again on the advice of Huygens). The Flemish turn in Lievens's work during the 1630s has been described as a cooling of his talent, and it's true that he never quite recaptured the freedom and brilliance of his Leiden years. He achieved the fame he sought, completing commissions for a number of wealthy patrons, not all of them to his credit.
And yet in those few years in Leiden, Lievens equalled - if not surpassed - Rembrandt's strange greatness. His Portrait of a Young Girl from 1631, painted shortly before he left for England, repeats the side view of the sitter in Man with a Turban. The young girl is lost in thought, her face illuminated by a delicate light, her hair flowing like filaments of white gold, held in place by a diamond-studded red band. Lievens is at his best when concerned with the particular, subtle detail that transforms a work. Here, it is the curling dark mark showing the hole of the girl's perfectly painted ear, an echo of the small dark arc of her pupil. Just as with Man with a Turban, the painting is less a study of character than an evocation of human presence, not only in the strange light of the hair and the translucency of skin but also, and almost invisibly, the suggestion of her breath through a lightening of pigment around her mouth, exhaled from a warm body in the cold of Lievens's studio.
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Put on your clown suit
Deborah Friedell

2536 wordsIn  1867, Mark Twain went to Europe aboard the Quaker City, the 'first luxury cruise in American history'. He was underwhelmed by the Titians in the Doge's Palace - 'there is nothing tangible about these imaginary portraits, nothing that I can grasp and take a living interest in' - but awestruck by his tour guide. The man appeared to be - was it possible? - a 'cultivated Negro'. He even knew the definition of 'Renaissance'.
He was born in South Carolina, of slave parents. They came to Venice while he was an infant. He has grown up here. He is well educated. He reads, writes and speaks English, Italian, Spanish and French, with perfect facility; is a worshipper of art and thoroughly conversant with it; knows the history of Venice by heart and never tires of talking of her illustrious career. He dresses better than any of us, I think, and is daintily polite. Negroes are deemed as good as white people, in Venice, and so this man feels no desire to go back to his native land. His judgment is correct.

Twain had grown up around Black people in Missouri, a slave state, and thought he had their measure. His father was a lawyer who bought and sold slaves, and could usually afford to keep at least one of his own. His uncle ('I have not come across a better man than he was') had a farm with 'fifteen or twenty Negroes'. In his autobiography, Twain would claim that 'all the Negroes were friends of ours,' and that they were nearly all the same: pliant, cheerful, superstitious, deeply religious, with hearts that were 'honest and simple and knew no guile'. At least until young adulthood, he had 'no aversion to slavery'. No one had ever told him that there was anything wrong with it, and 'if the slaves themselves had an aversion to slavery, they were wise and said nothing.' On Sundays, 'the local pulpit taught us that God approved it, that it was a holy thing.'
When the Civil War started, Twain was 25 years old, a riverboat pilot. He volunteered for a Confederate militia, but lasted only two weeks before hightailing it to the Nevada Territory. In Mark Twain: Social Critic the historian Philip Foner suggested that he deserted because of 'a boil, a sprained ankle, and heavy rains', not because of any change of heart about secession. Long after the war was over, Twain befriended Ulysses S. Grant, and helped him to publish his memoirs. But Twain's biographers haven't been able to work out what he thought about the war while it was happening. His letters from the period are high-spirited, obsessed with money, seemingly unconcerned about what might be happening back east. When he began writing pieces for small newspapers, he stuck to local news. One feint - he always claimed that he had written it drunk, and that no one should have taken him seriously - was an article he wrote in 1864 for the Territorial Enterprise of Virginia City, Nevada, alleging that fundraisers for sick and wounded Union soldiers were actually supporting a 'miscegenation society'. Readers complained, but Twain wouldn't apologise in print, telling his brother's wife that he couldn't 'submit to the humiliation of publishing myself as a liar'.
Within months he had moved to San Francisco, where he still dabbled in fake news but also tried to do some real reporting. He wrote about Chinese immigrants being 'abused and maltreated in all the mean, cowardly ways possible to the invention of a degraded nature', and was angry when no one would publish his account of white 'hoodlums' stoning a Chinese laundryman while a policeman watched 'with an amused interest - nothing more'. By the end of the century, he would claim to be colour-blind. 'I am quite sure that (bar one) I have no race prejudices, and I think I have no colour prejudices nor caste prejudices nor creed prejudices ... All that I care to know is that a man is a human being - that is enough for me; he can't be any worse.' The exception referred to Native Americans, who were 'base and treacherous, and hateful in every way ... a good, fair, desirable subject for extermination if ever there was one'.
When Twain wrote Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884), slavery in America had been abolished for almost twenty years. He had made a life in Connecticut, and written critically of the 'sham grandeurs' of the South, but remembering antebellum Missouri always made him feel 'like some banished Adam, who is revisiting his half-forgotten Paradise'. Huck is a version of a 'juvenile pariah' Twain had known growing up, the 'son of the town drunkard'. He is 'always the first boy that went barefoot in the spring and the last to resume leather in the fall; he never had to wash, nor put on clean clothes.' No one forces him to go to school or to church. He swears 'wonderfully', but - when first introduced in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer - doesn't know how to write his own initials. The other children are 'under strict orders not to play with him'. In his memoirs, Frederick Douglass half-claimed to pity white boys who grew up without the 'freedom' of the young Black slave, which is almost the life Twain gives Huck:
The slave-boy escapes many troubles which befall and vex his white brother. He seldom has to listen to lectures on propriety of behaviour, or on anything else. He is never chided for handling his little knife and fork improperly or awkwardly, for he uses none. He is never reprimanded for soiling the tablecloth, for he takes his meals on the clay floor. He never has the misfortune, in his games or sports, of soiling or tearing his clothes, for he almost has none to soil or tear ... Thus, freed from all restraint, the slave-boy can be, in his life and conduct, a genuine boy, doing whatever his boyish nature suggests.

After Huck's 'persecuting father' comes close to killing him, he escapes to a 'long, narrow, wooded island' in the Mississippi River. He's comfortable enough, smoking and gathering strawberries, 'but by-and-by it got sort of lonesome'. The narrative transforms into American pastoral only after Huck joins forces with 'Miss Watson's big nigger, called Jim', who is trying to escape to the North. 'I warn't lonesome, now.' When Huck is with Jim, the days 'slid along so quiet and smooth and lovely'. They swim and fish, and 'afterwards we would watch the lonesomeness of the river, and kind of lazy along, and by-and-by lazy off to sleep.'
We had the sky up there, all speckled with stars, and we used to lay on our backs and look up at them, and discuss about whether they was made, or only just happened - Jim he allowed they was made, but I allowed they happened; I judged it would have took too long to make so many. Jim said the moon could a laid them; well, that looked kind of reasonable, so I didn't say nothing against it, because I've seen a frog lay most as many, so of course it could be done. We used to watch the stars that fell, too, and see them streak down.

When Ralph Ellison read the novel, he could 'imagine myself as Huck Finn (I so nicknamed my brother), but not, though I racially identified with him, as Nigger Jim, who struck me as a white man's inadequate portrait of a slave'. Ellison argued that Twain couldn't free himself of 'the white dictum that Negro males must be treated either as boys or "uncles" - never as men'. Jim is old enough to be Huck's father, and has children, but 'Jim's friendship for Huck comes across as that of a boy for another boy rather than the friendship of an adult for a junior.' To Toni Morrison, Jim seemed a 'buffoon', wearing an 'ill-made clown suit'.
In Percival Everett's  retelling of Huckleberry Finn from Jim's perspective, the clown suit has been deliberately put on. James begins, as Twain's novel does, with Huck and Tom contemplating tying Jim to a tree while he sleeps, settling for hanging his hat on a high branch.
Those white boys, Huck and Tom, watched me. They were always playing some kind of pretending game where I was either a villain or prey, but certainly their toy. They hopped about out there with the chiggers, mosquitoes and other biting bugs, but never made any progress towards me. It always pays to give white folks what they want, so I stepped into the yard and called out into the night:
'Who dat dere in da dark lak dat?'

Twain thought of himself as an expert in 'Missouri Negro dialect': he conducted interviews to try to get it right, and complained to William Dean Howells that he 'had difficulty with this Negro talk because a Negro sometimes (rarely) says "goin'" and sometimes "gwyne" ... and when you come to reproduce them on paper they look as if the variation resulted from the writer's carelessness.' Ellison gave credit where it was due and argued that for all of Twain's limitations, he'd managed to absorb 'the spoken idiom of Negro Americans, its flexibility, its musicality, its rhythms, freewheeling diction and metaphors'. In James, Black people deploy what Jim calls 'correct incorrect grammar' only when white people are within earshot - 'white folks expect us to sound a certain way and it can only help if we don't disappoint them.' They code-switch between Standard English and minstrelese, and give children lessons in how to do it:
'"Gets some" is hard to say.' This from Glory, the oldest child. 'The s's.'
'That's true,' I said. 'And it's okay to trip over it. In fact, it's good. You wan fo me to ge-gets s-s-some s-sand, Missum Holiday?'
'What if they don't understand?' Lizzie asked.
'That's okay. Let them work to understand you. Mumble sometimes so they can have the satisfaction of telling you not to mumble. They enjoy the correction and thinking you're stupid.'

As for the supposed spirituality of Black people that Twain so admired, Jim knows that 'religion is just a controlling tool', but wants his children to pretend to be Christians:
'The more you talk about God and Jesus and heaven and hell, the better they feel.'
The children said together: 'And the better they feel, the safer we are.'
'February, translate that.'
'Da mo' betta dey feels, da mo' safer we be.'
'Nice.'

Jim also pretends to be illiterate, even though he has 'spent many afternoons' secretly working through Judge Thatcher's library. He knows 'what a hypotenuse was, what irony meant, how retribution was spelled', and has imaginary conversations with Voltaire about the differences between natural liberties and civil liberties. When Huck asks him to imagine a wish-granting genie,
The question I played with, but certainly couldn't share with Huck, was what would Kierkegaard wish for. 'I dunno, Huck. I reckon I'd be scared to wish fer anything.'
'Think about it.'
'I reckon the genie be white. I ain't got no need to wish fo' sumptin' dat ain't gone happen. Good story or no.'
Huck let that sink in, then he looked at the sky.

No enslaved person in America ever spent their afternoons in the library reading Kierkegaard, who in any case wasn't translated into English until the early 20th century, but then Everett isn't writing straightforwardly realistic historical fiction. After sampling his previous novels (he's written more than twenty), with pleasure, I wonder if he's actually not very interested in exploring the consciousness of anyone who hasn't read Kierkegaard. Even the narrator of Glyph (1999) is deeply read in Continental philosophy, and he's supposed to be a baby, albeit one with an IQ of 475. Everett - I think - is trying to imagine what it would be like for a person, seemingly with a mind very much resembling his own, to be stuck in a Twainian universe. What would he notice? What would he find hilarious? Everett's Jim - who decides by the end of the novel that he would prefer to be known as James - is more mordant and infinitely more worldly than Twain's Jim, or indeed than almost anyone. Huckleberry Finn is set during Twain's childhood in the 1840s. Everett moves the action to 1861, though seemingly only so that James can register his indifference to the outcome of the Civil War. 'One side is the same as the other to me,' he says. 'Whatever the cause of their war, freeing slaves was an incidental premise and would be an incidental result.' He intends to purchase or 'steal' his family, and go to Canada.
When James finds Huck on Jackson's Island, he accidentally talks to him in Standard English - 'the first time I had ever had a language slip'. He's gentle with Huck - who seems much younger and more vulnerable now that he's no longer the narrator-hero - and reveals a self-interested reason for trying to keep him alive for the rest of the book: 'Huck was supposedly murdered and I'd just run away. Who did I think they would suspect of the heinous crime?' In Twain's novel, Huck and Jim separate when their raft is hit by a steamship, and before they meet again Huck has his interlude with the feuding Grangerfords and Shepherdsons. This is an opening for Everett to give James his own adventures, and he imagines him coming across a travelling minstrel show: 'the new thing is white folks painting themselves and making fun of us to entertain each other.' They're down a tenor so they force James into their troupe, leading to an extended riff on the 'double irony' of being a Black man pretending to be white pretending to be Black. 'Never had a situation felt so absurd, surreal and ridiculous. And I had spent my life as a slave.' For the first time, James can be around white people who don't know he's Black: 'They were open to me, but what I saw, looking into them, was hardly impressive.' A white woman flirts with him, and her father compliments James's costume: 'Nice show, son. But none of ya'll had me goin'. You kin black up all you like, but you cain't fool me. I kin smell me a darkie from fifty country yards away. Cain't fool me.' More unsettling is James's sojourn in a sawmill - the tools are dull, and the slaves keep losing fingers. In Twain's novels, slaves are freed out of Christian charity - someone remembers them in a will. Everett's plots are more likely to hinge on the use of firearms. By the end of James, we're in the land of wish-fulfilment, reminiscent of Django Unchained. What would we in the 21st century like to say to a slaver? And what would we do to his house? It's almost as improbable, fantastical and cockamamie as a novel by Mark Twain.
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Story
I Wish for That Way of Life
Diane Williams

358 wordsI think of her - this other woman I have never seen again - one arm flung out ahead while she spoke her emotions, her dress pressed back against her body by the wind, and for several moments she was my all, because I have been separated from my wife.
 This woman on the village green told me she was very worried about the whales.
 Of course, I spot women everywhere diving head-first into action to get straight to the point.
 I'd say the public square in our house is the kitchen, which is where Celia - my wife - and I should have had our exchange, except I did not choose to speak.
 The last time she addressed me there, she said, 'I cannot wait all day to hear what you think -' and she positioned herself near the door, while commenting on how to behave in marriage and in society in general, on how best to divide a man from his wife and a woman from her husband.
 When my wife loved me, and when I thought so many people loved me because they said they did - oh, I wish for that way of life!
 But that time is past. My friend Stitch - he even made clothes for me!
 All I'd have to say is - 'Can you make me a bathrobe, Stitch?'
 *
Today I went alone to Kip's Deli and I asked for the soup. It was sour and Kip shouted at the hostess, 'He doesn't even know how it's supposed to taste!'
 They tussled for position at the cash register as I left - while the hostess shouted, 'Give him his money back, Kip!'
 At the kerb, not at all far off - I saw Celia and her preferred companion.
 She kept bunching her hair with both hands, then letting go of it. She also lifted it, squeezed it, threw it around, rummaged. She didn't notice me.
 A mountain we live near tilts upwards as it must. This is a bright outdoor scene. There are empty spaces. Trees also spring up. Their purpose, if I say so - they give me pleasure.
 Sexually I have my feelings.
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Diary
Rushdie, Khomeini and Me
Amir Ahmadi Arian

3270 wordsIn  his new memoir, Knife, Salman Rushdie composes an imaginary dialogue with the man who attacked him on 12 August 2022 as he was about to give a talk in the town of Chautauqua in New York State.* He tries to prove to Hadi Matar that the Rushdie he thought he knew has nothing to do with the real writer, at one point borrowing a metaphor from 'The Shadow', a short story by Hans Christian Andersen. In the story, a man's shadow separates from his body and takes on a life of its own, travelling around and meeting people. It occasionally comes back to visit, each time more assertive, more sophisticated, eventually becoming more real than the man. Like all writers, Rushdie had a shadow self, and had to deal with people confusing him with his creations, but the shadow remained a function of the self. The fatwa severed the shadow from the man. It travelled all over the world, terrorised people and entrenched itself as more real, more compelling, than its human source.
Few people felt the weight of this shadow as did my generation in Iran, born around 1979. Fifteen years ago, after taking part in a panel discussion at the University of Tehran, I was standing outside the humanities building, leaning against the pedestal of the Ferdowsi statue, smoking and chatting to students. I had just published my second book and was basking in the unaccustomed attention. I answered questions, made jokes and doled out unsolicited advice. 'Which writer has influenced you the most?' one student asked. 'Salman Rushdie,' I replied right away.
[image: ] Protests against 'The Satanic Verses' in London in 1989.




Her eyes widened in surprise. The fatwa was twenty years behind us, and ten years earlier the Khatami government had promised the West that Iran was no longer pursuing it, but Rushdie's name was still taboo. I am far from courageous when it comes to standing against the government (which is one reason I live in the US and write in English), so my response wasn't the result of defiance. It made no sense in literary terms either. I had read a few of Rushdie's books. I thought Midnight's Children was a masterpiece and enjoyed Shame, but I couldn't get through Fury or The Ground Beneath Her Feet. The respect I had for him as a public intellectual had dissipated after he lent his unequivocal support to the invasion of Iraq. His work wasn't the kind of literature I wanted to write or in a style I wished to imitate. I had never thought of him as an influence. I didn't know where my answer had come from.
Coverage of the fatwa was relentless in the early years. Every time you turned on the radio you heard about Rushdie. Every time you passed a newspaper kiosk you saw his face plastered across the front covers. It made things more complicated that Rushdie looked like one of us, or one of our dads, the type who worked round the clock to make ends meet, beard unkempt, hair thinning, eyes glazed. Even his name sounded Persian. My most vivid memory is of footage I seemed to see hundreds of times. Rushdie walks into a room. Cameras are flashing all around him. He is wearing a slightly oversized suit, a sly smile. He approaches a table stacked with his books, picks up a copy and holds it up to the cameras. The image freezes. Iranian state TV's graphic designers, equipped with the crude technology of the 1980s, paint drops of blood on his beard, make his eyes bloodshot, put two crooked horns on his head. Then a stern voice says that this man has insulted our holy book and holy prophet and deserves to die.
I was nine years old at the time and following the saga from Ahvaz, my war-torn hometown in the south-west of Iran. As a child I was a devout Muslim and the idea of someone so brazenly insulting what I deemed sacred horrified me. I passionately believed that Imam Khomeini uttered nothing but God's truth and that if he wanted a man killed, he must have good reason. But I had also just started visiting the local library and books were beginning to exercise their spell. I spent the hot, humid summer holidays reading novels and developed a great respect for people who could create worlds and characters out of ink and paper. My horror at Rushdie was laced with admiration. In their campaign to demonise and dehumanise him, the state media inadvertently gave him awesome, godlike powers.
A week before The Satanic Verses was published in September 1988, Khushwant Singh, editorial adviser to Penguin India, told an interviewer that it contained 'derogatory' references to Islam and might incite 'communal violence'. At the time, no one paid much attention. 'I expected a few mullahs would be offended, call me names and then I could defend myself in public,' Rushdie later told the Independent. But the Penguin offices were soon inundated with angry letters and phone calls. The first major protests in the West were in Bolton and Bradford, where thousands of Muslims took to the streets and staged public burnings of the novel. These were followed by further protests in the UK and then in Pakistan.
It is tempting to draw a straight line between the protests and the fatwa. But what happens in Pakistan often has little or no bearing on Iran or Syria or elsewhere in the Muslim world. During those months there were no public protests against The Satanic Verses in Iran. No government official took a public position on the book. The news of the protests was barely covered. The only reference I have found in Ettela'at, the country's main newspaper, is a one-paragraph story from 4 December 1988, headlined 'British Muslims Protest against the Selling of an Anti-Muslim Book'. The book's author isn't named. The only review of The Satanic Verses appeared in Kayhan Farhangi, a magazine published by the Kayhan Institute, Iran's most conservative news organisation. The reviewer accused Rushdie of 'moral degradation' and lamented his 'false interpretation of Islam', but didn't call for violence against him. At the end of the piece, he acknowledged that Rushdie's book was 'nothing more than a work of imagination which tries to investigate the birth of a major religion from the point of view of a secular individual', and therefore shouldn't be seen as a historical account. Many liberals and academics in the West, accusing Rushdie of recklessness and deliberately causing offence, were far harsher on the book.
Midnight's Children and Shame were already available in Persian and had been widely praised, though both contain passages a devout Muslim might find derogatory. In Midnight's Children, for example, Rushdie writes: 'When Muhammad prophesied, people wrote down what he said on palm leaves, which were kept any old how in a box. After he died, Abubakr and the others tried to remember the correct sequence, but they didn't have very good memories.' This undermines the sanctity of the Quran and questions the notion that God sent it down complete to the prophet during Laylat al-Qadr. This passage alone is as provocative as anything in The Satanic Verses. And yet, in a country where books are heavily monitored and censored, this passage and others circulated unaltered in Persian translation. In 1985, Midnight's Children won Iran's Book of the Year translation award, handed to its translator by Ali Khamenei, then the president and now supreme leader of Iran.
To ordinary people in Iran, the fatwa came out of nowhere. The country had just emerged from the Iran-Iraq War and was undergoing a series of economic crises. The 86-year-old Ayatollah Khomeini was close to death and the question of his successor was the main focus of those in power. No one had the time or energy to worry about a novel. Then, on 13 February 1989, two British Muslim activists, Kalim Siddiqui and Ghayasuddin Siddiqui, ran into Mohammad Khatami, Iran's minister of culture and Islamic guidance, at Mehrabad Airport in Tehran. Khatami claims that he pulled Kalim aside and asked him about The Satanic Verses. 'I told him what I knew about it,' Kalim said, 'that something drastic has to happen.' Khatami said he was on his way to meet Ayatollah Khomeini and would talk to him about the book. The fatwa was issued the next day. Kalim always remained proud of his role in provoking such a strong reaction from men 'who hadn't even read the book'.
Khatami has never responded to these claims, but the chief of staff during his presidency, Mohammad-Ali Abtahi, took to Instagram after the Chautauqua attack to deny the meeting had ever taken place. Someone else, he said, had talked to Khomeini. Whether or not Khatami was involved, it's clear that Khomeini had taken very little interest in The Satanic Verses controversy until a day before the fatwa was announced. He was told about it that evening and spotted an opportunity.
When V.S. Naipaul visited Tehran in August 1979, six months after the Islamic Revolution, he found himself on the set of a dystopian movie. Billboards advertised non-existent commodities, fancy restaurants didn't have a single customer, cranes hung idle beside unfinished towers. Everywhere you looked you saw the face of Ayatollah Khomeini, 'as hard-eyed and sensual and unreliable and roguish-looking as any enemy might have portrayed him'.
Khomeini was alert to the value of PR. 'The blade of propaganda,' he said in a speech, 'is far sharper than any blade the enemies might use on the battlefield.' He set up institutes to churn out propaganda and kept a tight leash on the media. The system he put in place promoted a stereotype the West came to believe in: Khomeini as a despot who sprang from the netherworld, a turbaned medieval tyrant visiting the 20th century. The Orientalism of the West benefited him politically and he did everything he could to feed it.
As Ervand Abrahamian argues in Khomeinism (1993), Khomeini was no fundamentalist, despite his public posturing. '"Populism" is a more apt term for describing Khomeini, his ideas, and his movement,' Abrahamian writes. From his emergence in the 1960s, Khomeini had one goal in mind: seizing state power. Shia political theology offered him little help, so he concocted a hodgepodge of dissident Shiism and Marxism-Leninism. He was a savvy politician who understood socio-political crises as opportunities for consolidating power.
The closest precedent to the fatwa affair was the hostage crisis of 1980, when the US embassy in Tehran was seized by a gang of students drunk on anti-imperialist rhetoric. They brought signs and a couple of megaphones, but no food or sleeping mats since they planned to stay only for a day or two. To most observers, this looked like callow adventurism. Everybody in Mehdi Bazargan's interim government distanced themselves from the students or called on them to go home. The only powerful supporter of the occupation was Khomeini. Through his son, he told the students: 'You are in the right place. Stay put.' He gave a fiery speech in support of them. The students then found themselves at the centre of a global drama, which Khomeini managed to prolong for 444 days.
Khomeini's primary target wasn't America, but Bazargan, a moderate who wanted Iran to maintain its relationships with the West. The battle over the new constitution, which would effectively place Khomeini above the law and criminalise any relationship with the US, was raging. He realised that a crisis of international magnitude would create the conditions necessary for him to get the upper hand and fanned the flames until he got what he wanted. The interim government resigned.
The Rushdie affair took place under very similar circumstances. Khomeini had done everything in his power to prolong the Iran-Iraq War because it guaranteed his monopoly over the political system. He called it a 'daily gift' and was deeply distressed when he had to accept peace, which he likened to drinking from a 'poisoned chalice'. He knew that the end of the war would usher in a new political order. 'He kept hitting himself with his fist,' his son Ahmad remembered. 'After accepting the ceasefire, he could no longer walk. He kept saying "My Lord, I submit to your will." He never spoke in public again.'
After the war, the so-called Islamic left, which Khomeini implicitly supported in the 1980s, began to weaken. Its agenda of economic self-sufficiency and aggressive anti-Western rhetoric no longer appealed. The moderate right, led by Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, came to the fore, advocating rapprochement with the West and opening up to foreign investors. All of this was anathema to Khomeini. Then, just as with the hostage crisis, an opportunity fell into his lap.
A few days after issuing his decree, which had captured headlines around the world, Khomeini wrote a 'message to the clergy':
God decided that the publication of The Satanic Verses happened at this particular moment so that the arrogant and the colonisers and the barbarians show their true colours in their hostility towards Islam. It was God's plan that we stop simplifying things and attributing all our issues to mismanagement. Not everything is our fault. The imperial powers are determined to destroy Islam and the Muslims.

The confusion the fatwa produced in government officials is clear from Rafsanjani's diary. In public, he called Rushdie's writing 'worse than an actual declaration of war' and delivered back-to-back speeches about it, warning the Muslim world against laxness or forgetting what Khomeini had called on them to do. But his posthumously published diary takes a different line. After Khomeini rejects Rushdie's apology on 18 February, Rafsanjani doesn't conceal his annoyance: 'This will jeopardise our attempts at a resolution and significantly damage our relationship with the West.' In another entry, he mentions that he has been reading Islamic jurisprudence on insults to the Prophet Mohammad and implies that Khomeini's fatwa was out of line. He wrote his diary with the intention of publication, so what he put down probably reflects only a fraction of his irritation.
In response to the fatwa, Western countries recalled their ambassadors. It was a decade before Iran took the first steps towards normalisation, orchestrated by President Mohammad Khatami, the man who apparently brought the novel to Khomeini's attention in the first place. Rushdie saw through Khomeini. More than twenty years later, in his memoir Joseph Anton (the pseudonym he used while in hiding), he summarised the reason for the fatwa. After the Iran-Iraq War, 'the dead cried out against the imam and his revolution became unpopular. He needed a way to rally the faithful and he found it in the form of a book and its author. The book was the devil's work and the author was the devil and that gave him the enemy he needed.'
The best-known book in Iran about the fatwa is A Critique of the Satanic Verses Conspiracy by Ataollah Mohajerani. After the fatwa was announced, Mohajerani, an ambitious politician and aspiring writer, spent two insomniac months on a 300-page book explaining why Khomeini was right. He describes the Islamic Revolution of 1979 as a 'slumber-ending clarion call', which awoke Muslims the world over. The West couldn't defeat Iran militarily or diplomatically, so instead attempted to undermine the spiritual foundation of Islam. A white man with a Western name wouldn't be able to get the job done - better to use an Indian Muslim to pit Muslims against one another. According to Mohajerani, Rushdie received a handsome advance and in return was tasked with showing that the Prophet Mohammad was vulnerable to Satan, that his holy book was untrustworthy and some of it might have been dictated by the devil. Why did MI6 choose Rushdie? Because, Mohajerani writes, they had read his first two novels.
Consider Saleem Sinai in Midnight's Children. The bastard son of William Methwold, blue-eyed and light-skinned, he is doomed to be a puppet of the British. Or Omar Khayyam, the protagonist of Shame: born to an unidentified British officer and an Indian mother, a deracinated, pathetic man compromised by his insatiable sex drive. According to Mohajerani, Rushdie, like Sinai, is 'a man without an identity, without a culture ... a body without joints and tendons', an immigrant with empty suitcases, which the British could fill with whatever they wanted. This was all nonsense, of course, but I thought of it again when reading about Rushdie's attacker.
Hadi Matar was born in California to Lebanese immigrant parents, almost a decade after the fatwa was issued. When his parents divorced, Matar moved with his mother and two sisters to the New Jersey suburbs, while his father returned to Yaroun in southern Lebanon. He struggled at school and had a low-level job at Marshalls department store. By all accounts, he was a lonely young man, quiet and reserved. 'One time he argued with me,' his mother reported, 'asking why I encouraged him to get an education instead of focusing on religion.' She blamed this new attitude on a recent trip to Lebanon to visit his father, who lived in an area controlled by Hizbullah. After he returned, Matar holed up in the basement and refused to talk to his family for months. It appears that in Lebanon he had embraced militant Shiism, but no one detected in him the potential for violence.
He arrived in Chautauqua, a quiet town in upstate New York, on the evening of 11 August 2022, with a bag that contained several knives and a fake ID. He spent the evening wandering round and slept on the lawn outside the venue where Rushdie was due to speak the next day. Shortly after Rushdie stepped onto the stage, Matar lunged at him and stabbed him repeatedly. He later told the New York Post that he had 'read, like, two pages' of The Satanic Verses and decided to attack Rushdie because 'I don't think he's a very good person. I don't like him. I don't like him very much.' Rushdie writes in Knife that as he fell to the ground he thought, 'Why now, after all these years?' It seemed anachronistic: 'The world had moved on, and the subject was closed. Yet here, approaching fast, was a sort of time traveller, a murderous ghost from the past.'
In 1989, the fatwa had gone viral. You didn't have to have read Rushdie's book or know anything about Islam to have a reaction to it. People like Mustafa Mahmoud Mazeh (who died priming a book bomb in a London hotel in 1989) and Matar were willing to take Rushdie's life at the cost of their own to punish him for a crime they could barely define. This virus, originating from Khomeini, also affected people like me, a young nobody in the middle of nowhere and made me question my feelings about the man who had issued the fatwa. This is the reason why, when asked about my greatest literary influence, I blurted out Rushdie's name.
After I moved to Tehran I learned that other writers of my generation shared my childhood feelings about Rushdie. Many of them, especially those who had grown up in religious families, experienced the same mixture of repulsion and admiration that I did. As literature became more important to them, and their religious feelings diminished, they increasingly found themselves on Rushdie's side, some almost worshipping him because he made the clergy so angry. The virus inoculated many against its source.
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