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A Little of This Honey
Erin Maglaque

3282 wordsIn his book  16 ottobre 1943, Giacomo Debenedetti describes the deportation of Rome's Jews to the death camps. When the soldiers came in the early evening, everyone in the neighbourhood was at home.
The Jews of the Regola quarter were still in the habit of going to sleep early. Shortly after dark they were all in their homes. Perhaps the memory of an ancient curfew is still in their blood; from the time, when at the first fall of shadow, the gates of the ghetto screeched shut with an inviolable monotony that routine had perhaps rendered gentle and familiar to them, a reminder that night was not a time for Jews.

Does Jewish time run in a circle or a line? 'Monotony is the most beautiful or most atrocious thing,' Simone Weil wrote. 'The most beautiful if it is a reflection of eternity - the most atrocious if it is the sign of an unvarying perpetuity.' There is the beautiful eternity of faith. And then there is the unvarying perpetuity of an ancient persecution, which - in Debenedetti's telling - left the Regola's Jews vulnerable to a new atrocity.
It's hard to recognise change when history threatens always to bend in a circle. In Rilke's story 'A Scene from the Venetian Ghetto', the narrator is hazy on chronology. When was the ghetto, when were its people? 'I also cannot tell you when [this story] took place. Perhaps under the Doge Alvise Mocenigo IV, but it could also have been a little earlier or a little later.' The exiles, the diasporas, the ghettos: repeated down the generations, the religious year itself structured by their commemoration. Who's to say if one was a little earlier or a little later?
The Venetian ghetto was founded by Senate decree on 29 March 1516. The doge was Leonardo Loredan. 'No God-fearing subject of our state,' the Senate declared, 'would have wished them, after their arrival, to disperse throughout our city, sharing houses with Christians and going wherever they chose by day and night, perpetrating all those misdemeanours and detestable and abominable acts which are generally known and shameful to describe.' By July, all the Jews of Venice were living in the ghetto, an area of the Cannaregio. The two gates were shut from dusk until dawn, guarded by Christian sentries. Boats patrolled the canals that ringed the ghetto. The Jews paid the wages of their own jailers.
The Venetian ghetto is still visually distinctive. The Jews could not expand outwards, so they built upwards, constructing precarious terraces seven or eight storeys high, using partitions to divide apartments into ever smaller units. Rilke writes: 'And their city, which was not on the sea, thus grew slowly towards the sky, as into another sea.' It's distinctive, too, in providing the illusion of a living history: black-hatted men still stride across the campo of the ghetto, buy pastries at Gam Gam, the kosher restaurant. It's easy to feel you've stepped back a few centuries. But the men are Chabad-Lubavitchers, mostly from the US and Israel, who invite secular and non-Orthodox Jewish tourists to a seder. (One online testimonial from an American tourist: 'Perfect place to go if you want to get in touch with your Neshama! Warm, welcoming and delicious food!')
What was the ghetto, in the fullness of Jewish history? Its historians argue that it was both an open-air prison and a bright spot in the darkness of early modern European antisemitism. Spain and Portugal expelled their Jews, or forced them to convert. In Rome they were subjected to weekly preaching by Catholics seeking to convert them, sometimes at the end of a baton. The Venetian government confined Jews to a ghetto, but did not expel them; they were forced to wear a yellow head-covering, but allowed to worship. The ghetto is both a symbol of persecution and a symbol of tolerance, at least insofar as the attitudes of the time allowed. But as Debenedetti remarked, the ghetto is not only a physical place or a symbol but an archaic memory, of a time when the Jews went to bed early.
Renaissance Venetians were pragmatic, compensating perhaps for the original whimsy of building a city on the sea. They needed credit and the Jews could provide it; Church prohibitions against usury meant that Christians' moneylending activities were restricted and covert. There were a handful of very rich Jewish bankers in Venice, but most moneylending took place in pawnbrokers' shops, catering to ordinary Venetians needing access to ordinary credit. When Venetians wanted cash, they took along a piece of furniture or clothing and pawned it as security on a short-term loan. Venice strictly regulated the rate of interest that Jewish moneylenders and pawnbrokers could charge, and taxed them steeply. Venetians recognised not only that they needed the Jews to keep cash flowing, but that they could charge them for the privilege.
Just because Venetians needed Jews didn't mean they liked the proximity. In the late medieval era, the Jews were confined to Mestre, a small town just across the lagoon, until in 1509 much of the Venetian mainland state was lost during the War of the League of Cambrai. Jews came to Venice for shelter, as one student at the Padua yeshiva put it, 'carrying their possessions bundled up in their garments ... in fear of their lives, vulnerable to every blow and mishap'. The patrician diarist and senator Marino Sanudo - the Serenissima's Samuel Pepys - recorded in 1515 that resentment of the Jews had reached fever pitch. Even during Holy Week, 'they do whatever they want,' he complained; the preacher 'thunders against them', concluding that 'it is all right to take everything the Jews have and put it towards the defence of the state, since they are our servants.'
Two weeks later, a proposal to segregate the Jews came before the Senate. The next year, the Senate decreed the foundation of the ghetto in the far northwest of the city, and a few hundred people moved into its cramped quarters, their rent higher by a third than the rate paid by the previous Christian tenants. Every morning, the ghetto gates opened. At the centre of the ghetto was the wide, unpaved campo; ringed around it were pawnshops, butchers, a bakery, a tavern. The community was self-governing, a ghetto republic within the Most Serene Republic: the Jews looked after their own finances, legislation, security, sanitation. Jewish confraternities emerged to feed and clothe the poor, to care for orphans and the sick. The earliest inhabitants of the ghetto were from Italy and Germany, and were called the Tedeschi; they were joined by Levantine Jews from Ottoman lands and by Ponentines, Jews who had been expelled from the Iberian peninsula. Within the ghetto republic, each community negotiated its own charters and obligations to the Venetian state; each maintained its own customs and devotional practices.
Historians have characterised the Venetian ghetto as porous, sharing a name but not a character with the better-known ghettos of 20th-century Europe. Sure, the gates were shut at night, the canalside jetties sealed. When the ghetto tenement towers reached nine storeys high, the Venetians ordered that the windows be boarded up because they didn't like the feeling of being looked at. But people came and went. Jewish doctors were permitted to leave at all hours to treat Christian patients. Jewish musicians and dancers performed across the city and didn't wear yellow caps. It wasn't technically allowed, but Christians enjoyed watching plays in the ghetto and attending Jewish weddings. Giorgio Moretto, a Christian, had an affair with a Jewish woman called Rachel. He wore a yellow cap in the ghetto and even ate matzah at the Passover seder.
What did God think of all this interfaith traffic? The Senate offered Jews only temporary residency charters, so the question came up every few years. In 1519, when the first licence expired, the Senate heard both sides of the argument. Look at Naples: it welcomed the Jews expelled from Spain and its fortunes have precipitously declined. After Portugal expelled its Jewish community, it was rewarded by the discovery of vast riches: a sea route to India and access to the spice trade. But hadn't Portugal's refugee Jews been taken in by the Ottoman Empire, and hadn't it gone on to conquer Syria and Egypt? In the end, questions of divine punishment and favour proved less compelling than cold hard cash. The Venetians wanted to build big expensive ships and they didn't want to levy higher taxes on their own citizens. So they renewed the Jews' charter, on steeper terms.
In its earliest decades, the Venetian ghetto became known as a centre for Hebrew scholarship and printing. Daniel Bomberg wasn't Jewish, but he worked with Felice da Prato, the son of a rabbi, to print the first Hebrew Bible with medieval rabbinic commentaries, and employed Jewish scholars from the ghetto in his print shop. Jews corrected texts, cut type, laid out galleys; Bomberg even convinced the Senate to let pressworkers exchange their yellow caps for black ones. One Jewish scholar, Elia Levita, worked in Bomberg's shop, replacing another Jewish scholar who had converted to Christianity: 'May his soul be bound up in a bag full of holes,' Levita swore. Together, Bomberg and Levita printed an Aramaic-Hebrew dictionary and the Masoret Hamasoret, a compendium of the correct spelling and notation of every word in the Hebrew Bible. Levita also worked as a tutor to Christian humanists who took a scholarly interest in the Torah. He did it for the money, though he recognised it wasn't strictly kosher. He couldn't help picking up some Christian theology along the way. 'If I tasted a little of this honey, should I die?'
By the middle of the 16th century, the reforming zeal of the Catholic Church had made Levita's relaxed attitude unthinkable. In 1553, the Talmud was condemned by the Congregation of the Inquisition, which ordered that every copy be burned. Books were piled up on the Piazza San Marco and set alight. One rabbi wrote later of the 'continual fire which was not extinguished. I fixed these days for myself, each year, to fast, weep, and mourn, for this day was as bitter to me as the burning of the House of our God.' Another day added to a crowded calendar of mourning. In 1568, the Senate's blasphemy censors, the esecutori, began a campaign against all Hebrew books, claiming that 'the perfidy of many Jews is such that they seek with diverse means to subvert our true and holy Christian faith.' The state fined publishers, banished copies of Hebrew texts, burned yet more books on the piazza. With the Talmud banned and burned, what was left? The ghetto became a centre, instead, for the study of the Kabbalah, an esoteric tradition mostly ignored by Catholic censors.
Scholarship and the occult rubbed up against each other in the ghetto: 17th-century Jewish thinkers published major works on interfaith relations; a reconstruction of the trial of Socrates; sermons strewn through with natural philosophy; works of mathematics and music and poetry. There was a musical society, the Accademia degli Impediti (impeded, that is, by the ghetto gates). But the ghetto's association with kabbalistic study made it a magnet for the esoteric. The Venetian Inquisition uncovered all kinds of occult practices, including one - for catching a thief - that involved a bowl of water, candles, a virgin and the appearance of a white angel. Christians came to the ghetto to have their dreams interpreted. Messiahs turned up roughly once a century. In 1523, it was David Reubeni, a traveller who claimed to be David, son of Solomon, and had some success touring his act around Italy: he left Rome in a flutter of glittering streamers, embroidered with the words of the Ten Commandments in gilded thread. In the 17th century, it was Shabbetai Tzvi, who heralded the return of the Jews to their homeland. When Tzvi's prophet, Nathan of Gaza, washed up in the ghetto, the rabbis interrogated him until he became 'so ashamed in their presence that he could hardly speak'. The rabbis concluded that Nathan had been possessed by an evil spirit and sent him on his way.
The decline of Venice's fortunes in the late 17th and 18th centuries inevitably entailed the decline of the ghetto's economic and cultural life. The Venetian Republic's failed war with the Ottomans over Crete created enormous debt; between 1669 and 1700, the ghetto paid something like 800,000 ducats in taxes and loans. When the Senate demanded another 150,000 in 1700, the Jews refused; they didn't have it, and the Senate had to practically detain them in the ghetto to keep them from leaving Venice. In 1773, Salomon Treves, the scion of a Jewish banking family, rented a palazzo outside of the ghetto, a sign that if you were wealthy enough you might transcend the old laws. In 1827, Treves's son Giuseppe bought the home of a formerly glorious Venetian patrician family, but in the meantime Napoleon had conquered Venice; in 1797 the ghetto gates were torn down on his orders.
Harry Freedman  has written varied books about Jewish history and culture: on Leonard Cohen's spiritual sources; the Talmud; the Kabbalah; Britain's Jews. In Shylock's Venice, he has taken a broad brush to the history of Venice's Jews, producing a book of lightly informative anecdotes about various residents of the ghetto, or visitors to the ghetto, or fictional characters who lived in the ghetto. One of the most intriguing is Leon of Modena, a rabbi and cantor, poet, translator, historian and gambling addict, who began a diary aged 47, in 1618, after the death of his adored eldest son, Mordecai. He wrote optimistically of interfaith toleration and sceptically about the fanaticism for the Kabbalah in the ghetto. But his life was hard. 'From the moment I entered the world,' he wrote, 'I had neither tranquillity nor quiet nor rest ... I await death, which does not come.' His perfect eldest son was dead at 26; a ne'er-do-well second son with deep gambling debts absconded to Brazil; a third son was murdered before his eyes, the result of a feud with a Christian gang. Just after Leon reports Zebulun's murder in his diary, he lists his only 'source of comfort': his many works of scholarship and translation. 'My name will never be blotted out among the Jews or in the world at large, as long as the Earth remains.'
Perhaps the best cameo is made by Sara Copia Sullam. A talented poet and musician, Sullam started a literary salon in her home in 1618. She held meetings during the day, when the ghetto gates were open, for the Christian philosophers and intellectuals who wished to come. Almost immediately, the salon attracted trouble. A correspondent wrote her increasingly aggressive letters, accusing her of sleeping with men at the salon. Numidio Paluzzi, a poet and Sullam's tutor, conspired with a friend to steal her jewels and cash - and then blamed the heist on an evil spirit. One of her critics wrote that she was more dangerous than Eve because she didn't believe in the immortality of the soul, and argued that she should convert. Sullam wrote back, in verse:
Lord, with you at my side, I make ready
My defence, since I am abused and harassed
By a warrior who dares to deem faithless
A soul, by Your mercy, with faith made steady.

The only unaccountable presence in the book is the titular Shylock. Freedman attempts a half-hearted argument for a 'real-life' Shylock in 16th-century Venice: Anselmo del Banco, a prominent banker known in the ghetto as Asher Meshullam. In The Merchant of Venice, Shylock's daughter, Jessica, steals jewels from her father and elopes with a Christian; Anselmo's son Jacob also stole jewels and converted to Christianity. Coincidence? OK, there's no smoking gun, but Freedman argues that 'the possibility exists' that Anselmo was Shakespeare's model. Is it too cynical to think that Shylock is here only to lend his name to the title, to make Italian Jewish history legible to British readers?
Freedman has strung together these character sketches without much sense of what their collected lives might mean. (That's not to say they aren't interesting: the false messiahs alone could sustain a book.) But he approaches something like an idea when he discusses the cultural efflorescence of the ghetto. He suggests that its overcrowded conditions led to a kind of concentration of Jewish culture. 'Had the Jews of the Serenissima not been corralled into a ghetto,' he writes, 'the stirrings of the Jewish Enlightenment in Venice would never have occurred.' This aligns with the relatively positive view of the ghetto in contemporary scholarship. It was permeable. Its very existence was a formal recognition of Jews' place in Venetian society. In the words of one of its foremost historians, Benjamin Ravid, ghettoisation led 'in certain cases to an intensification of [Jewish] cultural life'. This is probably true, but it's also true that when Napoleon's army arrived in May 1797, there was an explosion of music, dancing, celebration; the gates were smashed to splinters by residents who chanted in the synagogue: 'Long live brotherhood, democracy and the Italian nation.'
Freedman concludes with the deportation of 243 of the ghetto's Jewish community by the Nazis, but wants a more cheerful last word. The ghetto today 'is not a place of sadness', he writes. 'It is a vibrant destination, a must-see for tourists': a pairing that remaining Venetians, battling against the ecological crisis of mass tourism, might see as a contradiction in terms. The Venetian ghetto is 'perhaps the only group of streets anywhere in the world outside Israel which still retains half a millennium of unbroken Jewish history'. What does it mean for history to be unbroken? Is it that Jews have lived on those streets for five centuries? Jews have lived pretty much everywhere for five centuries. The Venetian ghetto is braided into the history not of Jewish territoriality but of diaspora: of the German, Spanish, Ottoman, Portuguese Jews who passed through, or settled down; who became, eventually, Venetian.
I started writing this review during Passover. 'You have made it to the seder,' the Jewish Voice for Peace Haggadah opens, 'to this consecrated place where we tell and tell again stories of liberation.' Is Jewish history a circle or a line? This Passover, more than any other, has been a time to question what the history of Jewish persecution and diaspora has meant, and what it means today. I can't read the words 'open-air prison' and not think of Gaza before the genocide. I can't read about the flourishing of Jewish intellectual life in the ghetto and not think about the Palestinian universities, archives, printing presses that have been bombed, about the university students and faculty around the world facing state repression for their acts of protest and witness. I can't read Freedman's suggestion that 'when religious fundamentalism is in the ascendant, Jews serve as the whipping boy against whom all can unite,' and not think of the way Israel's fundamentalist government has wielded that sweeping theory of history as a brutal weapon. When I was a child, my sister and I hunted during the Passover seder for the afikomen: the customary piece of broken matzah, always hidden by my grandmother (one year, in the liquor cabinet). Once it is found, the broken pieces are reunited. We learn that oppression cannot be undone, that there is no such thing as an unbroken history. Only the possibility - this year, next year, every year - of repair.
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What are galleries for?
  Julian Barnes remarks on the use of cameras in art galleries to take snapshots of the works, as aides-memoires for the visitor (LRB, 9 May). In the age  of the smartphone this may well be by far the most common use of cameras at exhibitions, but allowing photography in galleries also underscores that they are places where art is made and not only  shown. I am always delighted to see people sitting in galleries drawing in their sketchbooks; and, since I believe that photography is an art form, I maintain an informal boycott of exhibitions -  exhibitions of photography in particular - that forbid visitors from using cameras. Some galleries seem to be run by people who believe that visitors would only take pictures for the purpose of  copyright infringement - an example of the prejudice against and suspicion of photography in public spaces, which often hinders the making of the very kinds of work these galleries hang on their  walls.


Daphne Preston-Kendal

				Berlin
			

  Julian Barnes's disappointment on viewing a painting by Odilon Redon, when he was expecting a smaller portrait, brings to mind a story about Sergei Rachmaninov. In 1907 he was seeking inspiration  for a tone poem, and in Paris saw a monochrome reproduction of Arnold Bocklin's Isle of the Dead. His tone poem of that title followed in 1909. Some time later, he saw the actual painting  and was disappointed. He was quoted as saying: 'If I had first seen the original, I probably would not have written my Isle of the Dead. I like it in black and white.'


Mark Flinn

				Chester, Cheshire
			

  Julian Barnes describes Antonello da Messina's Virgin Annunciate in Palermo as 'staring towards us'. In fact she's looking slightly down and to the left of the observer, as can be seen in  the reproduction accompanying the piece. This doesn't stop admirers - I have seen them - shuffling around and squinting at the picture from different angles, trying to find the right one to meet  her unmeetable eye.


Killian O'Donnell

				Cashel, Galway
			


Breaking Point
  In his discussion of the US constitution, Martin Loughlin omits mention of one of its crucial counter-majoritarian provisions, perhaps because the danger it poses has until recently remained  latent: the right of state legislatures to determine the way electors to the Electoral College are selected (LRB, 25 April). It is customary practice  that legislatures base the selection of electors on the outcome of the popular vote. But there is no formal legal requirement that this standard must always prevail. In seeking to overthrow the  results of the popular vote in such crucial swing states as Michigan in 2020, Donald Trump sought to convince Republican-controlled legislatures to substitute Trump electors for the Biden electors  chosen by the voters. On that occasion, he did not succeed.
  Should Trump regain the presidency this year, there is reason to be concerned that such a 'reform' would go into effect in states his party controls, effectively disenfranchising the electorate.  The change would be justified on the 'originalist' ground, which may find favour among the conservative Supreme Court justices, that the states were merely reverting to a constitutional right.


Albion Urdank

				Los Angeles
			


Women in Philosophy
  Sophie Smith speculates that the gender imbalance in undergraduate philosophy may be owed in part to the timing of course choices: 'In Britain, you choose a degree subject while still at school'  (LRB, 25 April). This doesn't quite apply in Scotland, where the traditional four-year bachelor's degree postpones this commitment for at least a year  longer than elsewhere in the UK, and facilitates changes of mind pre-honours. Is there a difference in the proportion of undergraduate women philosophers in Scotland? The application process and  undergraduate experience would be comparable to those in England and Wales, suggesting there might be a crisp signal here, but the only relevant publication I can find (a paper by Helen Beebee and  Jennifer Saul, 'Women in Philosophy in the UK', published by the British Philosophical Association in 2021) doesn't disaggregate its statistics in a way that would speak to Smith's hypothesis  (which seems plausible to me). That data does show the standard 'leaky pipeline' of steadily falling participation as we go from undergraduates (where there is near gender parity) to senior  academics (a 1:3 split).
  The statistics I do have to hand are for STEM subjects, where data of this sort is gathered fairly compulsively. I see that astronomy is modestly but consistently closer to gender parity than  physics, even though there is very substantial overlap in the students' backgrounds and course choices. It's hard to be confident about the reason for this, but astronomy seems to evade a gendered  public presentation more successfully than physics. That isn't easy to back up statistically. The idea that people are put off participating in subjects where they don't see 'people like them'  represented seems a little too obvious to be interesting. But it matches each of these patterns of under-representation.


Norman Gray

				University of Glasgow
			


Eggcorn
  Laleh Khalili quotes Paul Fussell: 'Sail is still far superior to power, partly because you can't do it simply by turning an ignition key and steering - you have to be sort of to the manner  [sic] born' (LRB, 9 May). The sic is wrong, Fussell falsely accused. 'To the manner born' is from Hamlet: 'though I am native  here/And to the manner born, it is a custom/More honoured in the breach than the observance.' The eggcorn 'to the manor born' is, although sometimes seen, less correct except when referring to the  title of a late 1970s BBC sitcom.


Benjamin Letzler

				Modling, Austria
			


Purely Superficial
  Sheila Fitzpatrick asks 'why Gulag hospitals needed psychiatrists' (LRB, 9 May). The 'officially acceptable rationale', she writes, 'was to discover  malingerers'. My great-grandmother Eva Rabinovich, who was imprisoned in the Gulag between 1937 and 1941 as a 'family member of a traitor', recalled that the camp doctor dismissed any ailment short  of acute infection or loss of a limb with the remark 'This is purely nervous, purely superficial' ('Chisto nervnoe, chisto napusknoe'), a phrase that is still part of the family repertoire more  than eighty years later.


Georgy Kantor

				St John's College, Oxford
			


Italians, Good and Bad
  John Foot begins his piece about the 'good Italian' war myth by excoriating 'the dreadful 2001 film version of ... Captain Corelli's Mandolin' (LRB,  23 May). However dreadful it may be as a film, its message is faithful to Louis de Bernieres's novel, on which it is based. Foot remarks that the likes of Giorgia Meloni maintain a 'good  Italian/bad German' narrative for the Mussolini period; there may have been 'bad Italians', but 'most of them were communists.' This is precisely de Bernieres's take on 'bad Greeks'. The novel  belongs firmly with the Cold War fiction that seeks to begrime the communist resistance and absolve the fascist occupiers.


Benny Ross

				Newcastle upon Tyne
			


Levitating Nuns
  Malcolm Gaskill mentions that in the Cambridgeshire village where he used to live, belief in magic persisted into the 1920s (LRB, 9 May). This reminded  me of a small silver bottle donated in 1926 by a Miss M.A. Murray to the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford, where it remains on display. The vessel had been acquired around 1915 from an old lady living  near Hove, who reportedly declared: 'They do say there be a witch in it and you let un out there it be a peck o' trouble.' The bottle's stopper is still firmly in place.


Ian Ellison

				Wadham College, Oxford
			


Ambushed
  Maureen N. McLane or Donna Stonecipher, or both, are mistaken if they think that when Goethe's Faust speaks the words 'Stay, thou art so fair' ('Verweile doch! du bist so schon!') he is voicing a  nostalgic 'plea to linger awhile in the perfect moment' (LRB, 23 May). On the contrary, he is expressing his conviction that he, unlike the rest of  humanity, is not one to be duped by life's deceptive pleasures ('Gaukelwerk') and thus will never be found uttering these words. In the play, life ambushes him regardless, and rescues him from his  own destructive and self-destructive pride.
  For nostalgia we must look to a moment in the very first scene of the play. Determined to kill himself, with the fatal beaker already raised to his lips, he hears the Easter service being held in  the church across the way, and is overpowered by the memory of his own youthful piety. He desists.


Kevin Hilliard

				St Peter's College, Oxford
			


Better without Humans
  Rebecca Solnit writes about the spread of driverless cars in San Francisco (LRB, 8 February). As she points out, one of the rationales for the  introduction of these vehicles - that they allow 'people with disabilities to get about without having to rely on other human beings' - hardly conceals the profit motive. In fact, much 'autonomous'  technology is actively ableist, since it is geared at an imagined, non-disabled consumer. In a driverless car, who is going to fasten the straps that secure the wheelchair? Disability is always  part of a social situation, and is partly the creation of social arrangements. The fantasy of purely technological solutions is bound up with the desire to eliminate political and social  responsibility for human vulnerability.


Jan Grue

				Oslo, Norway
			


Where Culture Comes From
  Hayden Pelliccia writes that between San Diego and Sydney 'it's all ocean' (Letters, 9 May). Not if you go in the other direction.


Nick Totton

				Sheffield
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Don't pee in the lift
Stefan Collini

3654 wordsHave Britain 
's leading intellectuals all been related to one another? While the answer to the question in that bald form is clearly no, a suspicion persists that in the past 150 years a higher proportion of intellectual figures of note in this country have been interconnected by ties of blood and marriage than has been the case elsewhere. It is not easy to turn this suspicion into a precisely formulated hypothesis that might generate fruitful comparative inquiry, and anyway many people seem determined to hang on to their existing conviction about the peculiarity of the British in this matter, despite an accumulation of doubt-inducing counter-evidence. Some see the claim as further proof of the stultifying grip of a long-established class formation on so many areas of national life, while others delight in the easily comprehensible fretwork of family trees in a Downton Abbey version of intellectual history.
Perhaps the most influential elaboration of the allegedly distinctive kinship pattern was Noel Annan's 1955 essay 'The Intellectual Aristocracy'. Annan itemised the numerous family links among successive generations of Arnolds, Butlers, Darwins, Keyneses, Trevelyans, Wedgwoods and so on, suggesting that they came close to forming a separate caste by means of 'persistent endogamy'. He went on to claim, unpersuasively, that this revealed 'the paradox of an intelligentsia which appears to conform rather than rebel against the rest of society', and then, still less persuasively, that this pattern somehow contributed to a wider political stability in Britain. This was a large consequence indeed to attribute to what was little more than a tendency among some well-educated men to marry a college friend's sister, while the implied contrast with an imagined 'real' intelligentsia has a long history in British self-definition. But even if any relatively distinctive pattern could be established here (scholarship on intellectuals in other European countries suggests no great distinctiveness is involved), there is no way to 'read off' political or other convictions from this feature of family background. A familiar form of lazy sociologism lurks beneath all amateur attempts to use class stereotypes to account for individual intellectual convictions. In any case, large numbers of leading intellectuals, from, say, Herbert Spencer through H.G. Wells and on to Richard Hoggart and beyond, exhibited no such consanguinity.
However, even if many of the more sweeping generalisations about the social homogeneity of intellectuals in Britain prove on closer inspection to be false, it remains true that some families do appear to have contributed more than their share to the ranks of those who have achieved some form of cultural or intellectual distinction. Polly Toynbee, well known as a journalist and columnist for the Observer, the BBC and the Guardian, is a representative of one such clan, and in An Uneasy Inheritance she melds entertaining accounts of her most notable recent ancestors into 'a particular history of a liberal heritage', one foregrounding what she sees as a distinctively British tradition of 'social reformers, concerned philanthropists, good internationalists, communists, socialists, liberals and social democrats'. Her father, Philip Toynbee, novelist, poet and one-time communist, was for many years chief book reviewer for the Observer. His father was the historian Arnold J. Toynbee, author of the twelve-volume A Study of History; his mother, Rosalind, was the daughter of the classical scholar and all-round good egg Gilbert Murray and Lady Mary, daughter of the earl and countess of Carlisle, owners of Castle Howard and much else. Arnold J. Toynbee's uncle, also called Arnold, had died young in 1883 after a promising beginning as a social reformer and radical economic historian (he is credited with giving currency to the term 'the Industrial Revolution'); Toynbee Hall in London's East End is named after him. This skeletal family tree omits all the spouses and siblings who did not make such a mark on history, but, even so, there is enough to suggest that the Toynbee-Murray connection might merit a minor place in any revised version of Annan's honour roll.
It is noticeable that Toynbee has more to say about her male than her female ancestors, an emphasis that may simply reflect the realities of educational advantage and career opportunities over the past century and a half. Her mother, Anne Powell, came from a decidedly unintellectual background: Anne's father, George Powell, was a lieutenant colonel in the Grenadier Guards and briefly a Tory MP, while his wife was the daughter of a brewing family; Anne was a debutante and presented at court in the traditional upper-class way. But then she married the dashing, unreliable Philip Toynbee, and after divorcing him married the philosopher Richard Wollheim, thus doing her bit to keep up the intellectual quota. Though she writes warmly of her mother, Toynbee is unremittingly hostile to 'my obnoxious grandmother, Rosalind'. It's clear that, as the granddaughter of an earl, Rosalind had notions of her social due that were not met by her life with an obsessively productive and socially awkward scholar, but after reading William McNeill's biography of Arnold Toynbee one begins to develop a little sympathy for this imperious, passionate, frustrated woman. Having divorced Toynbee, she initially took up with a man fifteen years younger than herself in what was assumed, at least by her rather innocent ex-husband, to be a platonic mother-son relationship. He was shocked to learn after her death about the 'wild and ecstatic sex' between them, the scenes of naked bathing together in a lake (he must have been easily shocked) and more. These revelations may suggest to us something she had found lacking in her relationship with her desk-bound husband, but Polly Toynbee is evidently not disposed to make any allowances for the needs of the flesh in this case: 'A red mist of indignation may distort my portrait of my distant and hostile grandmother, but I can find no balancing qualities to soften into forgiveness.'
Her portrait of her great-grandmother Lady Mary, wife of Gilbert Murray, is much more nuanced, though Mary's sometimes stiff-backed high-mindedness can sound intimidating. Mary's mother, the 'Radical Countess' of Carlisle, had been a fanatical temperance campaigner, and Mary herself pursued teetotalism with a religious zeal, even dismissing the novels of P.G. Wodehouse on grounds of their promotion of 'drinking'. (Gilbert, a more tolerant teetotaller, loved them.) On her death, the Radical Countess left Castle Howard to Mary, but the daughter proved herself a deeper hue of red than her mother, or perhaps just unwilling to assume the responsibilities of a chatelaine, immediately giving the estate away to her brother.
The story is also told here (with due scepticism, as it is told of other radical grandees elsewhere) that when Lady Mary's son Stephen demanded that the household take the Daily Worker, she agreed only 'as long as the servants don't see it'. The unremarked ubiquity of servants in the lives of these earlier generations would make an interesting supplementary study alongside the doings of the quality. McNeill tells us that when in 1914 the newly-wed Arnold and Rosalind settled into 'a modest little house' in Oxford, they enjoyed the services of a 'cook, parlourmaid, gardener (Mondays), plus Mrs Harris for mending and extra cleaning, and Mrs Massey, laundress'. Rosalind's parents, the Murrays, lived on a grander scale until social change drastically reduced the numbers in domestic service in the 1940s and 1950s. The Murrays took in refugees at the beginning of the Second World War, despite the fact that, as Gilbert complained (according to Duncan Wilson's biography), 'now we are without housemaid or parlourmaid.' When belt-tightening briefly threatened, Murray responded by proposing that he might do without the services of a secretary and that the long-serving gardener 'could be asked to accept a reduced wage'. Even as late as 1953, the Murrays still had a 'nice parlourmaid', her good qualities extending to her appreciation of radio broadcasts of Murray's translations of Greek tragedies.
The three men who dominate An Uneasy Inheritance are Gilbert Murray, Arnold J. Toynbee and Philip Toynbee. Even in such a cast, Murray stands out as an attractive as well as impressive figure, remembered by Polly Toynbee as 'a warm, affectionate old man'. Born in Australia in 1866, he moved to England with his widowed mother when he was eleven, winning scholarships to Merchant Taylors' School and then to Oxford. The leading classical scholar of his generation, he served as Regius Professor of Greek at Oxford from 1908 to 1936, but his reach extended far beyond academia. His popular writings on 'the spirit of Hellenism' appealed to wide readerships; he was a leading champion of the League of Nations, also serving on various of its committees; and late in life he enjoyed considerable success as a broadcaster (Wilson calculates that he gave some eighty talks for the BBC between 1939 and his death in 1957). Along the way, he exhibited a fetching wit and playfulness, including poking fun at himself, not always thought to be a feature of those who go about doing good. For example, in 1933 he reluctantly refused to sign on behalf of some progressive cause or other, saying: 'There must be some cause which I leave in peace ... I am already protesting against the government, the Japanese, the League, the male sex in relation to the female, predatory animals in relation to other animals [and] the Almighty on all counts.' The Murray home on Boar's Hill outside Oxford provided shelter and welcome for all manner of refugees and others in need, though presumably the otherwise warm hospitality did not extend to offering them a drink. It is hard to imagine any scholar of recent generations matching Murray's public standing in the later part of his life. On his ninetieth birthday in 1956 (longevity does help) four sacks of letters and cards were delivered at his house, plus 131 telegrams. 'The first three telegrams opened came from the British prime minister (Eden), the Australian prime minister and P.G. Wodehouse.'
Arnold Toynbee initially seemed destined to become a classics don, too, but he soon renounced an orthodox academic career in favour of a larger ambition - to surpass Thucydides and Gibbon and grasp the meaning of history on a trans-civilisational scale. The first three volumes of A Study of History came out in 1934, the next three volumes in 1939, and the final four volumes in 1954 (a later volume of maps and a volume of 'reconsiderations' eventually followed). His portentous brooding on the pattern of 'challenge and response', which saw civilisations rise and fall across the millennia, earned him a global reputation as a sage: 'No other historian, and few intellectuals of any stripe,' McNeill concludes, 'have even approached such a standing.' But as his popularity with middlebrow audiences rocketed after 1945, so his standing among other scholars began to sink. 'He is doing his best to be a historian,' wrote Pieter Geyl, one of his gentler critics, 'but first and foremost he is still a prophet.' There was nothing gentle about Hugh Trevor-Roper's demolition job in the pages of Encounter in 1957. 'Toynbee's reputation among historians has yet to recover from Trevor-Roper's dismissive wit,' McNeill stated in 1989. By contrast, Duncan Wilson says very fairly of Murray that his 'expository writings' - as opposed to his verse translations of drama - 'even the most popular of them, were the work of a scholar who wanted to communicate his knowledge widely, rather than of a visionary or propagandist with some pretence to scholarship'. Toynbee would no doubt have wished for a similar encomium, but his fellow historians were less and less disposed to grant it.
In the lives of these and other prominent intellectual figures of the era, the educational filters seem more important than strict bloodstock lines. Of course, until relatively recently the bulk of the population were effectively excluded from the relevant educational institutions, so savage pre-selection was at work, but, even so, academic success was the foundation of the careers of the male members of the Murray-Toynbee clan, and of some of the women's, too. Murray and his son-in-law had in common their remarkable scholarly precociousness. After a brilliant undergraduate career at Oxford in which he swept the board of classical prizes, Murray was appointed Regius Professor of Classics at the University of Glasgow at the age of 23 (professors were often young in the 19th century, but not, by 1889, usually this young). Toynbee, after his no less glittering undergraduate years, was elected to a fellowship at Balliol on completing his finals in 1911. In both their cases it was their early excellence as students of classics that stood out, especially their facility at the curious exercise that so dominated classical education at the time, producing Latin and Greek versions of English poetry and vice versa (indeed, at moments of emotional stress later in life Toynbee would steady himself by composing poetry in Greek). Toynbee's sister Jocelyn became an expert on Roman art and Professor of Classical Archaeology at Cambridge, while his other sister, Margaret, became a history don at Oxford. Even Philip had 'done well at Oxford', according to McNeill, 'despite or even because of his communist commitment'.
Polly Toynbee herself, it should be said, did not conform to this aspect of family tradition. According to her own account, she failed the eleven-plus and later left her private school 'with four bad O-levels, no maths, no science, no Latin'. An inspiring sixth form teacher at Holland Park, flagship school of the comprehensive movement, enabled her to get a scholarship to Oxford, but she left after a year and a half without a degree - 'I threw my education away, and I regret it.' (Those who like to dwell on the genealogical fretwork will enjoy the fact that the teacher in question was the father of the left-wing social historian Gareth Stedman Jones.) Her family assumed that her Oxford scholarship would be the beginning of the customary succession of academic triumphs. To celebrate the news, she was invited to lunch with her grandfather and her two formidable great-aunts at the then all-male Athenaeum club, off Pall Mall. The mismatch between the generations on this occasion is full of comic potential, and it seems possible that 18-year-old Polly - 'I am wearing a micro mini-skirt that shows my knickers if I bend even slightly and white PVC boots' - may have caused a few cardiac arrests among the elderly members that day.
The figure  who looms largest in the book is her father, Philip, a much-forgiven man. The escapades start early when he joins forces with the teenage Esmond Romilly, who was briefly a public-school sansculotte committed to toppling the established order, or, failing that, bringing an end to fagging and corporal punishment. They both earned their spurs by getting beaten up by Mosley's Blackshirts, Esmond going on to fight in Spain against Franco. Life among this slice of gilded revolutionary youth is captured with effervescent high spirits in Hons and Rebels by Jessica Mitford, who eloped with Esmond; according to another good story, the foreign secretary, Anthony Eden, sent a destroyer to bring her back to Britain. Thereafter, most stories about Philip involve extraordinary amounts of alcohol. In 1939 he exploited family connections to get a commission into the Grenadier Guards, 'but he was quickly expelled for sliding down banisters naked and drunk' and other misdemeanours. After the war, his father got him a position as a foreign correspondent on the Observer, but he seemed to spend much of his time in Cairo engaged 'in epic drinking races with his old friend Donald Maclean' (yes, that Donald Maclean). 'In one day-long bout together they drank six bottles of Gordon's gin between them, and that's why, it emerged later ... Maclean's code name with his Russian handlers was "Gordon".' (It doesn't do to worry too much about the exact historical veracity of such good stories.) His daughter learned that her father's reputation for excess would crop up in unexpected settings: 'On my first day at the Observer, Alf on reception, who had been there since time began, leaned across the counter and said, "I hope you're not like your dad. I hope you don't pee in the lift."'
Philip was a restless soul whose pursuit of spiritual fulfilment took more and more impractical forms as he got older, culminating in turning his house in the country into an organic farming commune, a venture that suffered from the tensions that doom so many experiments in communal living. He was far from being a good, or even adequate, father, but his daughter clearly admires his efforts to shed many of his class advantages. Meanwhile, his brother, the painter Lawrence Toynbee, married an Asquith, so that helped to keep the fretwork going.
Although Polly Toynbee presses the claims of several of her forebears to be among the leading intellectual figures of their day, she doesn't show much interest in their work. This may be understandable in such a book, but it would be a pity if it helped nourish a view that intellectuals are batty 'characters', more interesting for their foibles than their ideas. The scholarly achievements of Gilbert Murray and Arnold J. Toynbee were, by any measure, substantial, and even Philip didn't spend all his time at the Observer peeing in the lift. The handful of talented individuals who fill the pages of this book obviously enjoyed social advantages along with the countless members of their class who left no mark on history, but it was their intellectual achievements that distinguished them, not dynastic ties.
An Uneasy Inheritance is a hybrid, part family memoir, part political apologia, part a slice of the social and intellectual history of Britain from the late 19th century to the present, and it's all the better for the mixture. But from time to time, Toynbee feels compelled to stress the political apologia: 'How do I feel about social class?' she asks. 'That's what this book is about.' Fortunately, the book is about something more historical and less subjective than that, but the short answer to her own rhetorical question is that she feels guilty. 'Guilt' is the word that dominates the sections of the book where she talks about her own experience, suggesting that, in political terms at least, she has inherited some of her father's self-accusatory tendencies. But she argues that such feelings are intrinsic to any life that combines left-wing convictions with established social advantages: 'How the charge of hypocrisy cuts to the quick,' she declares; 'champagne socialist' is the barb that bites.
But should it? 'Champagne socialist' is a familiar right-wing sneer, though on closer inspection it's not clear quite what it amounts to. Obviously, there is a suggestion of bad faith in professing to want to see a more equal society while personally enjoying some of the benefits of inequality. Yet is that really so inconsistent or culpable, or is the allegation just the opportunist deployment of class stereotypes? The implication is that the only voices that can authentically call for some kind of redistribution belong to those who have least, a view which, apart from being simply daft, may seem to render such radical voices vulnerable to charges of being crudely self-interested, since they would be among the obvious beneficiaries. But, of course, self-interestedness is treated as the natural state of the human condition in much right-wing thinking: those who've got it, want to hang on to it; those who've not, want to get it; and there's an end on't. The suggestion that there might be better or worse reasons for holding one view rather than another, reasons which transcend class identities, is disconcerting to such a reductive view of things. The feeling that wealthy radicals might be seeking to top up their material advantages with a self-awarded moral bonus further feeds the resentment.
Anyway, what are so-called 'champagne socialists' supposed to do? It is presumably too late to disown all the advantages now described as social or cultural capital, so the implication must be that, if they really believe their high-minded twaddle, they should put their money where their mouth is and give away their wealth. But would that really help much? May it not be more valuable to draw on such advantage to do, say, serious intellectual or other work, showing a sense of one's own good fortune while supporting those in need as best they can? I would much rather that well-off political theorists should spend their time working out a fairer system of taxation than impoverishing themselves by making gratuitous donations to HMRC.
No doubt it is ethically creditable that Toynbee not only acknowledges her good fortune, but has tried at various stages of her journalistic career to experience some of the working and living conditions of those less fortunate. But there is no necessary contradiction between living a middle-class life and holding left-wing convictions. The contemporary injunction to 'check your privilege' in various situations does not entail an obligation to feel guilty. Several of Toynbee's ancestors evidently did feel their class advantages as an intolerable burden (others did not), but, as her own pen portraits suggest, these feelings were often partly rooted in temperament and/or disastrous relationships with parents or spouses. 'Do-gooders' is the derisive label she cites more than once, but I would prefer to see her yielding less ground to the sneers and jeers of right-wing hostility. The desire to do good is a good desire, and it doesn't have to be humourless or priggish (as Gilbert Murray, among many others, demonstrated). Those on the left don't help the cause if they allow the slack tabloid jibes of the right to define their identities. We would have been much worse off without Toynbee's trenchant journalism in recent decades: there is no reason for her, or anyone, to have to apologise for the material circumstances that have allowed her to produce it.
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Black Hole Flyby
David Kaiser on the mystery of dark matter

2895 wordsFor  more than fifty years, physicists have been stumped by dark matter. Careful measurement of a range of phenomena, from the motion of enormous clusters of galaxies to the rate at which individual galaxies spin, have indicated that all the stuff astronomers can see - the trillions of stars dotted across the night sky - contributes just a fraction of the total mass of the universe. The observations suggest that 'missing mass' exerts a gravitational pull on visible matter, altering the paths of the objects that we can see. The mysterious matter doesn't light up on its own; it remains dark. And there is a lot of it: for every kilogram of matter visible throughout the cosmos, more than five kilograms of dark matter seem to lurk unseen.
Dark matter - whatever it is - played an essential role in the development of the universe. It was thanks to dark matter that pockets of ordinary matter began to clump into stars and galaxies soon after the Big Bang; without that added gravitational effect, the rapid expansion of the universe would have diluted ordinary matter before such structures could have formed. No dark matter, no stable galaxies; and without stable galaxies, like our own Milky Way, no humans to search the sky and wonder.
Physicists' first solution, when originally confronted with the puzzle of dark matter, remains the most popular: perhaps some new, hypothetical elementary particles exist - cousins to the familiar electrons and quarks - which interact via gravitation but remain impervious to light. Over the years, various contenders have been proposed, from WIMPs (weakly interacting massive particles), which might weigh anything between ten thousand and a million times more than an electron, to the pipsqueak 'axions', which might be trillions of times lighter than an electron. In fact, both WIMPs and axions were first posited to address other riddles in particle physics, but before long, physicists recognised that if such particles really were skittering around the cosmos, they would behave just like dark matter.
There's just one snag: after decades of meticulous experiments, no clear evidence has turned up that any such particle exists. Buried deep beneath the Gran Sasso mountains in northern Italy, for example, the XENON collaboration has been surveilling huge vats of liquid xenon for about twenty years, looking out for the telltale flashes of light that should occur when a xenon nucleus is struck by an incoming WIMP. The researchers have pushed the sensitivity of their detector to record levels, yet no WIMPs have been found. Meanwhile, other projects, such as the Axion Dark Matter Experiment (ADMX) based at the University of Washington, have been trying to catch an axion. When it traverses a strong magnetic field, this hypothetical particle should convert into pairs of photons. Yet after thirty years of dedicated searching, aided by remarkable improvements in magnet and detector technologies, not an axion in sight.
Others have wondered whether taking account of dark matter requires that the laws of gravity themselves be altered. For more than a hundred years, physicists and astronomers have tried to make sense of the universe by using Einstein's general theory of relativity. It explains all the phenomena we associate with gravity - from the fall of an apple on Earth to the swirling motions of distant galaxies and beyond - in terms of the warping of space and time. Large clumps of matter distend spacetime much as a bowling ball warps a trampoline; this curvature, in turn, bends the paths of nearby objects away from the straight and narrow. Predictions based on Einstein's relativity have withstood every test that physicists and astronomers have been able to concoct. And when attempts have been made to modify general relativity to accommodate, say, data on various galaxies' rates of spin, these changes have typically introduced inconsistencies between theory and observations of other phenomena.
A third possibility remains, equal parts audacious and mundane. What if dark matter is just ordinary matter locked inside black holes - from which, after all, light cannot escape. Such massive, dark objects would trundle around the cosmos, nudging the motion of visible matter while themselves evading direct detection. No need to speculate about hypothetical particles with exotic properties; no need to wreck the rules of relativity. The idea, in outline, is not new, but it has attracted increasing attention in the scientific community over the past decade.
Einstein himself resisted the notion of black holes, though eventually physicists came to see them as a robust prediction of relativity. Among the most important clarifications came from J. Robert Oppenheimer, who was teaching theoretical physics at Berkeley in the 1930s when he and a graduate student, Hartland Snyder, worked out what would happen to a star after it exhausted its nuclear fuel. With no more outward-directed pressure coming from nuclear reactions in its core, they concluded, a massive star would collapse in on itself. The dense concentration of matter that remained would severely deform the surrounding spacetime, trapping even light-rays. Their paper, treated at the time as a theoretical curiosity, appeared in the Physical Review on 1 September 1939, just as Nazi tanks rolled into Poland. Before long, Oppenheimer was swept up in the nascent nuclear weapons project; neither he nor his student published on black holes again.
Years later, in a paper published in 1966, the Soviet astrophysicist Yakov Zeldovich wondered whether black holes might have formed soon after the Big Bang. Zeldovich, a long-time leader of the Soviet nuclear weapons programme, had a clearer understanding than most of the way matter behaved under extreme heat and pressure. Thanks to an intensive journal-translation effort launched in the 1950s - with secret underwriting by the US Air Force and CIA - Zeldovich's article was republished in English in 1967, though it didn't find many readers in the West.
Stephen Hawking independently broached the idea in a brief, crisp paper from 1971 demonstrating, more explicitly than Zeldovich, that black holes could have formed very early in the history of the universe. He first noted that 'ordinary' black holes, of the sort that Oppenheimer had considered, would result from the collapse of a star, and that their mass would have to be roughly equal to the mass of the Sun. In contrast, primordial black holes - a distinct type that could have formed immediately after the Big Bang - would bypass stellar evolution altogether, forming directly from the gravitational collapse of some local lumpiness in the early distribution of matter. As Hawking emphasised, such a direct collapse meant that primordial black holes could form with an enormous range of masses, either much smaller or much larger than the mass of the Sun. Hawking even suggested that primordial black holes - having formed long before the first stars or galaxies - might play the role of dark matter. He pursued the idea at Cambridge in the 1970s, but few paid much attention. Black holes of any type still struck most physicists and astronomers at the time as a speculative curiosity.
By the mid-2010s, they were no longer regarded this way. Astronomers had collected indirect evidence since the 1970s that enormous black holes might lurk at the centre of most galaxies. They suspected that such 'supermassive' black holes might have formed from the collapse of ordinary stars long ago - exactly as Oppenheimer had described - and then grown bloated over time by gobbling up huge amounts of matter from their surroundings. But a few years ago the picture changed dramatically. In February 2016, the international LIGO-Virgo-KAGRA Collaboration, consisting of more than a thousand researchers across 133 institutions on five continents, announced the first successful detection of gravitational waves. Einstein himself had predicted that objects' violent motions should excite tiny ripples in the taut fabric of spacetime. Yet evidence of these ripples remained elusive for the next hundred years, until the LIGO-Virgo team first measured them using a pair of L-shaped detectors with legs four kilometres long. Early in the morning on 14 September 2015, the detectors in Louisiana and in Washington state rang in perfect synchrony - once you took into account the time it takes for a gravitational wave, washing over the Earth at the speed of light, to cross the distance between them. The wave's specific pattern indicated that it had originated in the cataclysmic collision and merger of two large black holes far beyond the limits of our own galaxy.
Three years later, another globe-spanning collaboration, the Event Horizon Telescope team, released the first composite image of the immediate vicinity of a black hole, a gargantuan entity at the centre of galaxy M87, more than fifty million light years from Earth. The swirl of visible matter and radiation revealed the shadow of a black hole about 6.5 billion times more massive than the Sun.
These dramatic observations renewed physicists' interest in primordial black holes. As Hawking had emphasised in the 1970s, stellar-collapse black holes form with masses comparable to that of the Sun, whereas primordial black holes could form with a large range of masses. Both the black holes that had caused the LIGO-Virgo gravitational waves and the monster black hole in M87 were much more massive than the Sun; especially in the latter case, astrophysicists have struggled to put forward any plausible mechanism by which a solar-mass black hole could have grown so large over the timescale involved. In the past few months, data from the James Webb Space Telescope has been used to identify other black holes that seem to be much too large and much too old to be consistent with known stellar-formation processes.
These whoppers boost the prospect that primordial black holes might really exist. But they are awkward candidates for dark matter. If dark matter consisted of such objects, they should be straying across astronomers' lines of sight with some regularity. Since black holes warp the spacetime around them, their transit across the axis between an observer and a distant star results in a temporary distortion in the star's brightness - an effect known as 'gravitational lensing'. But in 2019, astronomers using the Subaru Telescope on Mauna Kea, Hawaii showed, by observing tens of millions of stars in the nearby Andromeda galaxy and recording the frequency of lensing events, that primordial black holes of a mass comparable to or greater than that of the Moon could account for no more than 1 per cent of all dark matter. Indeed, the implication was that if primordial black holes were to account for dark matter, their typical mass could be no greater than about one ten-billionth that of the Sun.
The lensing survey left open the possibility that dark matter might consist of smaller primordial black holes. However, they can't be too small. The reason relates to the work Hawking did soon after writing his first papers about primordial black holes, work in which he made his landmark claim that, because of certain quantum-mechanical effects, it was possible that black holes emitted radiation after all.
Since the 1930s, quantum physicists had predicted, on the basis of Werner Heisenberg's uncertainty principle, that pairs of tiny particles - particle and antiparticle - must flit in and out of existence all the time. Having temporarily 'borrowed' excess energy from empty space, such pairs of particles must square their accounts, recombining with each other and winking back out of existence on a short timescale set by Heisenberg's relation. Such quantum fluctuations, first observed at Columbia University in the late 1940s, are now routinely measured in precision experiments; the phenomena match predictions from quantum theory all the way out to twelve decimal places.
Hawking reasoned that if such a particle pair were to form near a black hole, one of them might fall into the black hole before the pair could recombine. Since nothing - not even a wayward quantum particle - can escape from a black hole, the particle left outside would not then be able to recombine with its partner to 'pay back' the energy that together they had borrowed. Hawking suggested that instead the gravitational field of the black hole would supply the balance of energy, leaving the abandoned particle free to jet off. To a distant observer, this process would appear as if the black hole itself had radiated the particle. As Hawking summarised in his book A Brief History of Time, 'Black holes ain't so black.'
Hawking  emission would be much too weak to measure for large-mass black holes, but it should have a more pronounced effect in the case of small-mass black holes. What's more, a tiny black hole should shrink as it lends energy to the abandoned particles; and the smaller its mass, the more efficiently it should radiate, shrinking at an ever faster rate until it has evaporated away completely. The late-stage emission process should spew out energetic charged particles as well as high-energy gamma radiation.
Incredibly, some of the most important evidence concerning any possible relationship between dark matter and small-mass primordial black holes comes from equipment that is nearly as old as Hawking's prediction. Back in September 1977, Nasa launched the Voyager 1 spacecraft to probe the outer solar system and beyond. After it had beamed back spectacular images of Jupiter and Saturn, the tiny craft continued on its path further and further away from the Sun. In August 2012, Voyager 1 officially left the solar system. Since then, it has been beyond the influence of the Sun's solar wind and magnetic field, and its onboard particle detectors - humble little 1970s devices - have been immersed in a flux of interstellar cosmic rays.
If our universe were filled with ultra-low-mass primordial black holes - enough of them to account for all the dark matter in the cosmos - there should be a steady thrum of high-energy charged particles criss-crossing empty space, the late-stage emission products from black holes undergoing Hawking emission. In that case, Voyager 1 should by now be awash in such particles. Right up until the closing weeks of 2023 (when a glitch in its onboard computer temporarily interrupted its communications), it dutifully continued its reports, each signal taking eighteen hours to reach Earth. The counts of charged particles it detected remained low enough to rule out the presence of a large population of ultra-low-mass primordial black holes. And, basing their calculations on the connection between the Hawking emission rate and the mass of a black hole, physicists have used the Voyager data to place a lower bound on the mass of primordial black holes that could comprise dark matter: no smaller than ten million billion times less than the mass of the Sun.
These two groups of observations - modern lensing surveys and particle counts logged on the rickety Voyager space probe - thus delimit a range of masses within which microscopic primordial black holes could account for all of dark matter: no larger than one ten-billionth the mass of the Sun, and no smaller than one ten-million-billionth the mass of the Sun. To press further, several research groups (including my own) have proposed turning our local cosmic neighbourhood into a vast high-precision dark-matter detector. Astronauts on three Apollo missions - beginning with the Apollo 11 landing in July 1969 - placed special reflectors on the surface of the Moon. Unpiloted craft from the Soviet Union in the early 1970s and, in July last year, from India added several more. Within days of the first installation, astronomers on Earth began directing lasers from ground-based observatories to the lunar reflectors and carefully timing the arrival of the return signals. Since 2007, these efforts have achieved millimetre-level precision in measuring the distance between the Earth and the Moon. Meanwhile, telemetry with Mars orbiters and rovers over the past twenty years has enabled astronomers to routinely measure the Earth-Mars distance to within ten centimetres. Closer to home, the dozens of satellites in medium-Earth orbit that comprise the Global Positioning System (GPS) network have been tracked to within a centimetre, moment by moment for decades.
Given all this data, we may ask: are there any hints that a tiny primordial black hole, with a mass within the prescribed range for dark matter, has flown through the inner solar system? A flyby from a microscopic primordial black hole would set visible objects wobbling, just a tiny bit at first, but more and more over time and with a particular pattern. The effect would be subtle, but could be just large enough to register amid the glut of high-precision tracking data for nearby satellites, the Moon or Mars.
If dark matter really does consist of tiny primordial black holes, then such a flyby should have occurred about once every ten years. Knowing how a visible object's wobbles from such an event change over time, we can now sift through decades of data to search for specific types of anomaly - hints that Mars, say, was just a little bit off from the location it should have been, if no black holes had sped by and altered its path. We can pose the same question prospectively, collaborating with astronomers who already track the motions of objects in the solar system, keeping a lookout for unexpected shifts in various objects' locations over time. Compared with the decades-long drought from experiments designed to detect hypothetical dark-matter particles, the task of searching astronomical data for tiny wiggles in the motion of Mars seems downright concrete. By combining ageing Cold War infrastructure - space probes, lasers, GPS - with otherworldly notions of warped spacetime, researchers around the world may soon discover the nature of the mysterious matter that shapes our universe.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n11/david-kaiser/black-hole-flyby
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Slow Waltz
Daniel Trilling on the Troubles Legacy Act

7533 wordsAndy Seaman  felt out of place when, on 26 May 2022, he walked into the Irish Cultural Centre in Hammersmith. Andy has little connection to Ireland; he's from East London and his family's roots are in Dominica. But earlier that day he had heard on the radio that the centre was hosting an event run by the organisation Troubles, Tragedy and Trauma. He told me that he felt 'compelled to go down there'.
In 1991, Andy's older brother, Tony Harrison, a private in the Parachute Regiment stationed in Belfast, was shot dead by the IRA while off duty. For more than thirty years, Andy and his mother, Martha, have been waiting for the British state to properly investigate Tony's murder. For most of that time they have felt completely alone in their endeavour. In May 2022, legislation was making its way through Parliament that made it more likely than ever that Tony's killers would never be prosecuted. Andy felt that the memory of his brother had been dishonoured. He was desperate to find anyone who could help. 'I walked into the Irish Cultural Centre not knowing what to expect,' he told me. 'They looked at me, like, "Are you in the right place?" - so I explained why I was there, and all about Tony.'
Troubles, Tragedy and Trauma is a public discussion forum dedicated to the conflict in Northern Ireland. It was founded by Michael O'Hare, who, as a young man in County Armagh, had seen the violence and disdain with which British soldiers could treat Catholic families such as his own. In 1976, a British paratrooper shot dead his 12-year-old sister, Majella. Like Andy, Michael was worried that the government's new bill would prevent him from discovering exactly what had happened and bringing those responsible to justice. 'Many might think we would be on opposite sides of this debate,' Michael, Andy and Martha wrote in an open letter to Rishi Sunak later in 2022. 'But we are not ... It is hard to begin to express to you how devastated we are by these proposals.'
Sunak did not reply. In September last year, the Troubles (Legacy and Reconciliation) Act received royal assent. It ordered a halt to the existing means for dealing with crimes committed during the conflict in Northern Ireland between the late 1960s and 1998. Criminal investigations, inquests and complaints about police conduct were to be abandoned or wound up within a few months; no new civil claims for compensation would be allowed. On 1 May this year, outstanding cases were handed over to a new investigative body, the Independent Commission for Reconciliation and Information Recovery (ICRIR). Its team of investigators, who have police powers, will carry out 'reviews' of deaths and other forms of serious harm on behalf of victims and their families. But the Act offers alleged perpetrators of crimes - both former paramilitaries and members of the security forces - immunity from prosecution if they co-operate.
In the past, such arrangements have always been negotiated between the UK and Irish governments and Northern Ireland's political parties. The Troubles Legacy Act has been unilaterally imposed by the UK. Almost everyone hates it. Northern Ireland's largest political parties all oppose it, though not for entirely the same reasons. The DUP calls it an 'affront to justice' that lets terrorists off the hook. Sinn Fein calls it 'anti-democratic' and 'unjust', arguing that the Act is intended to 'conceal the truth and protect British state forces'. The cross-community Alliance Party calls it 'unwanted, unworkable and contrary to European and international human rights standards'. The Irish government, the Council of Europe and members of the US Congress have all issued stern critiques. Keir Starmer has promised to repeal it if Labour wins the election, though what he would replace it with remains to be seen. At a meeting last year of the South East Fermanagh Foundation, a prominent Northern Irish victims' group, David Hallawell, the son of a police officer killed by the IRA, said that 'innocent victims and survivors have been betrayed and forgotten ... for the sake of the government and votes on the mainland.'
The main point of contention is that the offer of conditional immunity is in effect an amnesty. According to the legislation, alleged perpetrators will avoid prosecution if they provide testimony that 'is true to the best of [their] knowledge and belief'. Critics say this is far too vague and will allow those involved to repeat the inaccurate or incomplete statements they might have given at the time, or perhaps even gloat about their crimes without fear of repercussion. 'The majority of people want truth and accountability,' Grainne Teggart, a Northern Ireland campaigner at Amnesty International UK, told me. 'The ICRIR is incapable of delivering it because the threshold is so low.'
The Act is already subject to a number of legal challenges. After dozens of victims and survivors lodged applications for judicial review, the Belfast High Court ruled in February that the Act breached human rights law, stating that there was no evidence the offer of conditional immunity 'will in any way contribute to reconciliation'. Tony Harrison's family have lodged their own application with the English courts. And in a rare case of one government suing another, Ireland has brought a case against the UK at the European Court of Human Rights.
The British government, for its part, insists that the Troubles Legacy Act is necessary and helpful. More than 25 years after the Good Friday Agreement, hundreds of crimes remain unsolved, while hundreds more victims of serious human rights abuses continue to demand redress, explanation or apology from the groups or individuals they hold responsible. More than 3700 people were killed during the Troubles, 40,000 were injured and, according to one estimate, some 213,000 have lasting mental health problems. The slow, haphazard way in which the UK's justice system has handled so-called legacy cases has compounded the pain of victims and exacerbated political divisions. There have been regular demands from victims' families for some sort of truth commission, which could provide information, set events in proper historical context and foster reconciliation. This is what the government claims it has delivered, comparing its new system to the reconciliation process in South Africa.
Steve Baker, the Northern Ireland minister, said last October that the Act was needed 'because the chances of justice are now vanishingly small'. Others argue that the existing measures, imperfect though they may have been, were working too well for the government's liking. Most killings during the Troubles were the work of paramilitaries. According to the government's own figures, around 60 per cent of deaths were caused by republican paramilitaries and 30 per cent by loyalists. (Republicans were responsible for about 40 per cent of civilian deaths and loyalists for close to 50 per cent.) The British state was directly responsible for the remaining 10 per cent of all deaths, the vast majority of which the government maintains were lawful. It's the relatively small number of cases where the state is alleged - or has been proven - to be at fault that have caused the most controversy in Westminster. Some of these cases relate to the disproportionate use of force by individual soldiers. Others relate to the early years of the conflict when the British Army - deployed in 1969, ostensibly to maintain order between nationalist and unionist communities - decided to try to crush the IRA, applying counter-insurgency measures that echoed end-of-empire operations in Kenya and elsewhere. Some have emerged from the murky world of intelligence gathering, which expanded as the conflict settled into stalemate. Only a few months ago, Operation Kenova, a police investigation into the activities of 'Stakeknife', a high-ranking British informant in the IRA, found that his intelligence probably 'resulted in more lives being lost than saved'.
In Westminster, the handful of veterans who have faced prosecution have been the focus of debate. For politicians on the right, their predicament is evidence of a witch hunt driven by ambulance-chasing lawyers and republican agitators. They bemoan the rise of what one Northern Ireland secretary called a 'pernicious counter-narrative' and what another described as a 'rewriting of history' that casts the British state as the villain in the conflict. Another part of the Troubles Legacy Act makes provisions for the 'memorialisation' of the conflict: alongside a project to consolidate existing oral history records, five academic historians will be granted access to UK state archives to produce what the government initially called an 'official history'. (It has since been renamed a 'public history'.) Each party to the conflict has its own interests to defend and its own actions to justify, but whether or not they fit into any one of the rival narratives, those caught up in the violence still have rights. It is the failure to meet those rights that has brought us to this point.
As of 2022, according to a freedom of information request submitted by the Centre for Military Justice, which is supporting Martha and Andy's case, Tony's murder was one of 1117 unsolved Troubles-related crimes on the books of the Legacy Investigation Branch of the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI). Shortly before the Troubles Legacy Act came into force last year, according to figures gathered by the Pat Finucane Centre, a Derry-based victims' rights group, 46 inquests relating to 79 deaths were making their way through coroners' courts. The Police Ombudsman's office, which deals with complaints about police conduct, had 442 open files. And more than a thousand civil compensation claims had been lodged with the Ministry of Defence, the Northern Ireland Office and various state agencies, as well as a smattering of other groups.
Some recent cases relate to the most notorious incidents of the Troubles. In Belfast, for instance, a former paratrooper is currently on trial for two murders and five attempted murders related to Bloody Sunday. In London, survivors of IRA bombings in Docklands, at the Old Bailey and at Manchester's Arndale Centre, are suing the former Sinn Fein president Gerry Adams for damages. Survivors of the Dublin and Monaghan bombings - the deadliest loyalist attacks in the Republic of Ireland - are suing the British government for failing to prevent them. In April, an inquest into the 1976 Kingsmill massacre - in which the IRA ambushed and executed ten Protestant men - finally concluded after eight years.
Many other cases, including Tony's, are less well known and have made less progress. Tony was killed in the summer of 1991. He had served two tours in Northern Ireland but was now off duty, visiting his fiancee. On the evening of 19 June, they were watching The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air at her house in East Belfast when two masked gunmen knocked at the door and then forced their way inside. They shot Tony five times, killing him instantly.
An investigation was launched and in February 1993 Noel Thompson, a taxi driver who had driven Tony to the house a few days before his death, and admitted tipping off the IRA, was convicted of conspiracy to murder. 'Obviously others were involved,' a detective from the Royal Ulster Constabulary (the forerunner to the PSNI, which replaced it in 2001) told an inquest that autumn. 'Enquiries will continue as long as necessary in an effort to make them amenable for the murder.'
In 1998, the Good Friday Agreement brought an end to most of the violence of the Troubles with a political settlement that enabled nationalists and unionists to share power in Northern Ireland. It paved the way for paramilitaries to disarm, partly through an arrangement that would commute all prison sentences to a maximum of two years. But the agreement made little provision for dealing with unsolved crimes and unexplained deaths. Complex murder investigations become even more difficult with the passage of time. Inquests were perfunctory during the Troubles. Many were adjourned, or returned open verdicts.
Article 2 of the European Convention on Human Rights, which underpins the Good Friday Agreement and is written into UK law via the Human Rights Act, places an absolute duty on the state to protect the right to life. Where that right has not been met, the state is obliged to provide an 'effective investigation'. That means an investigation which is prompt, independent and open to public scrutiny, and which has the power to hold those responsible for violations to account.
In the aftermath of armed conflict, conventional justice systems, which focus on individual culpability, are rarely sufficient. In an influential paper from 2006, 'Making Peace with the Past', Kieran McEvoy, now a professor of law and transitional justice at Queen's University Belfast, wrote: 'Put simply, an exclusive focus on naming the 18-year-old paramilitary who carries out a sectarian or racist murder obfuscates the role of the sectarian or racist demagogue who inspired him to take up an AK-47 or a machete in the first place.' In Northern Ireland, polls have shown majority support for some form of truth commission that could address the conflict more broadly.
Agreeing on what that should look like has been much more difficult. A poll from 2004 found that 99 per cent of respondents trusted neither republicans nor loyalists to tell the truth, while 92 per cent didn't trust the British state either. As Susan McKay describes in Bear in Mind These Dead (2008), nationalist and unionist communities have both at times brandished their grief at one another; in the mid-2000s, they held rival victims' demonstrations in Belfast and Dublin respectively. Even agreeing on who should be considered a victim is difficult. The first serious attempt to set up a truth commission, in the late 2000s, foundered amid public anger at the proposal to pay compensation to every bereaved family - including families of those involved in paramilitary violence.
Unresolved cases  leave families in limbo. Late last year I met Andy and Martha, a retired nurse who migrated from Dominica to London in 1962. The first thing Martha did was show me a photograph of Tony as a baby, which she took out of her Freedom Pass wallet. Martha is eighty; when Tony died she was in her forties. 'We knew that Tony's job came with certain risks,' Andy told me. 'We're not naive. Had he been killed in the line of duty, it would have been heartbreaking and it would still have been a loss. But Tony was murdered on his girlfriend's sofa, off duty, on a random summer evening in the middle of June. It's a very important distinction to make in this case. If I did it, I would expect to be pursued, questioned and prosecuted in line with the law. But in Tony's case this has not happened yet.'
In the early 2000s, a group of families took the UK to the European Court of Human Rights for failing to fully investigate the deaths of their relatives. The court found that their rights under Article 2 had been breached and ordered the British government to make improvements to the way it dealt with legacy cases. In response, the government set up a dedicated Historical Enquiries Team within the PSNI to review cold cases - and, where appropriate, launch new criminal investigations. Northern Ireland's attorney general also reopened a series of inquests.
This piecemeal system - which also included the Police Ombudsman's office, established in 2000 - made some progress. But its work was slow, under-resourced and unsystematic. In 2014, the Historical Enquiries Team was closed down. The PSNI was making major cuts and an investigation by the police inspectorate the previous year had found that the agency was failing to properly investigate state-linked killings. The Legacy Investigation Branch that replaced it was smaller and even less well resourced: in 2020, before the Troubles Legacy Act was passed, Chief Constable Simon Byrne claimed it would take twenty years to get through its outstanding caseload. Legacy inquests have dragged on for years, too, in part because government departments have been slow to disclose information requested by the courts.
In 2015, with the help of her local MP, Martha wrote to Penny Mordaunt, then the armed forces minister, to complain about the lack of an investigation into her son's death. 'I know that Private Harrison's killers have never been brought to justice and this must be a cruel addition to Mrs Seaman's grief,' Mordaunt replied, adding that 'efforts to bring murderers from that period to justice are still very much alive.' Shortly afterwards, the family was visited by investigators from the Police Ombudsman's office who said a case file had been opened to look into whether officers' misconduct had hampered the original murder investigation. Since then, however, they have received nothing but a letter from the ombudsman's office every six months apologising for the lack of progress. 'It was all variations on a theme,' Andy told me. 'Lack of resources, lack of government funding, haven't got the staff, haven't got the time.'
Michael O'Hare's family did make some progress through the system. A few weeks after I first met Andy and Martha, I visited Michael at his home in North-West London. He showed me a letter sent by the Ministry of Defence to his late mother, Mary, in 2011 and signed by the defence secretary at the time, Liam Fox. 'I apologise for Majella's death and offer you my heartfelt sympathy,' it reads. 'On behalf of the army and the government, I am profoundly sorry that this tragic incident should have happened.'
On 14 August 1976, Majella was walking to church in the village of Whitecross, County Armagh. Shortly after passing an army patrol, on a quiet country road, she was shot twice in the back by a machine gun. Her father, a school caretaker, was mowing the grass nearby. He ran to the scene to find his daughter dying in a pool of blood. 'The soldiers were giving him abuse, shouting: "What do you think you are doing? You're only the fucking grass-cutter,"' Michael recalled in an interview in 2011. 'Even after he found her on the road and cradled her in his arms they were abusive.' One witness remembered Majella being thrown head-first, 'like a piece of meat', into the army helicopter that transported her to hospital. She was pronounced dead on arrival.
Soldiers deployed to Northern Ireland were authorised to use force only when faced with an immediate threat to life. Civilians were supposed to be warned to get out of the way. After witnesses came forward to say they had heard just one set of gunshots on the day Majella was killed, local RUC detectives launched a murder investigation. As was standard at the time, they were not allowed to interview soldiers directly, relying instead on written statements provided to them by the Royal Military Police. Despite this, detectives charged a member of the patrol, Private Michael Williams of the 3rd Battalion Parachute Regiment, with murder. By the time of Williams's trial, in 1977, the charge had been reduced to manslaughter. He was acquitted by a judge - sitting without a jury - who accepted his account that the patrol had come under fire from an IRA sniper and that Majella had been caught in the crossfire.
For more than thirty years, this was the official account. In 2010, however, the Historical Enquiries Team reviewed the case and found that there was no evidence of an IRA gunman at the scene and that the initial investigation had not been independent. The MoD's letter of apology the following year acknowledged that Williams's account had been 'unlikely'. This was only the second time that the British government had formally apologised for the killing of a civilian during the Troubles. (The first was David Cameron's apology for Bloody Sunday, following an inquiry launched by Tony Blair's government in 1998.) Michael has mixed feelings about the letter. 'It sounded all right at the time,' he said. 'If you read it, there are a couple of glowing apologies. But there are also lines that sort of say: "We're sorry it happened - but we're not."'
As Michael sees it, the apology should have been the start of a process rather than the end. Why didn't the army admit the truth in 1976? Why did it take so long to revisit the case? Could Williams be retried - or, just as important for Michael, could he be persuaded to talk to the family, to explain why he shot Majella? 'I'm not bitter,' he told me. 'I just need to see Williams, if he's still alive. See if he has any remorse, or any interest in making an effort to console people.' The last time anyone in the family spoke to Williams was at his acquittal in 1977. When Majella's mother asked Williams 'Why did you do it?', he 'just shrugged his shoulders', Michael said.
When it works, transitional justice - the legal means by which a society deals with conflict or serious human rights violations - can resolve some of these questions. It must strike a balance between holding individuals to account, without which families are unlikely to trust the process, and giving them an incentive to tell the truth. Kieran McEvoy told me that the best examples achieve what he calls 'truth recovery with teeth'; that is, a commission would focus on retrieving information but also have the power to compel people to take part.
South Africa's Truth and Reconciliation Commission offered amnesties to the perpetrators of violence during apartheid, but only on condition they gave full disclosure, to the satisfaction of independent judges. Colombia, which is emerging from a decades-long conflict between the state, right-wing paramilitaries and the left-wing guerrilla movement FARC, has developed - on paper, at least - what McEvoy calls the 'gold standard' in transitional justice. A special tribunal investigates and prosecutes the alleged perpetrators of crimes while a truth and reconciliation commission offers conditional amnesties to people who provide meaningful information. These measures have been accompanied by apologies from the main parties to the conflict and a commitment on the part of the Colombian state to address its economic and social causes.
In 2014, it seemed that a version of 'truth recovery with teeth' for the Troubles was at last within reach. The Stormont House Agreement - a deal between Northern Ireland's main political parties and the British and Irish governments - proposed to replace the existing legacy system with a stronger, better-resourced historical investigations body, independent from the PSNI, but with the power to bring charges. At the same time, a commission dedicated to 'information retrieval' would allow families to privately request information from alleged perpetrators - about the location of a body, for example - in return for guarantees that it would not be used in prosecutions. An oral history archive would collect material from people across the UK and Ireland, to build a plural history of the conflict. What's more, the British and Irish governments agreed to consider making 'statements of acknowledgment' - not quite apologies, but close - and 'would expect others to do the same'.
The Stormont House Agreement was hailed as a breakthrough by many, including the British government, which called it a 'genuine and significant step forward'. But it hasn't been implemented. One reason is political deadlock in Northern Ireland: power-sharing collapsed in 2017 and has been revived only fitfully since. Lord Caine, a former Conservative special adviser who worked closely on the Stormont House negotiations, recently said that consensus 'began to evaporate' when it came to fleshing out the details. Nationalists didn't like the British government's insistence on a veto, for the purposes of national security, over any report produced by the new historical investigations body; unionists thought the Irish government should commit to investigate paramilitary attacks that were planned and launched from the Republic. Politicians in Westminster began to express unease about aspects of the deal, too, particularly as Northern Ireland's public prosecutor began to bring cases against former British soldiers.
Few legacy cases of any sort have resulted in prosecution. Between January 2012 and May 2023, the Northern Ireland Public Prosecution Service brought prosecutions in nine cases related to republican paramilitaries, four related to loyalists, five to former soldiers and none to former police officers. To date, only one former British soldier has been convicted of a historical Troubles-related offence. (Between twenty and forty thousand paramilitaries passed through British prisons during the conflict.) But a wave of legal action against former soldiers over alleged human rights abuses in Iraq and Afghanistan showed what might be possible, and it unnerved many Conservatives. 'We will never again in any future conflict let those activist left-wing human rights lawyers harangue and harass the bravest of the brave,' Theresa May promised in October 2016, in her first Conference speech as prime minister.
In December 2016, the prosecution service announced it would try two former paratroopers for the murder of Joe McCann, an Official IRA member shot dead in Belfast in 1972. The backlash was swift. bloody outrage, the Sun fumed, claiming that a 'newly created' body would examine all killings by British troops in Northern Ireland and that 'Republican-linked law firms' had helped to open inquests into killings by the British Army. 'Why are our soldiers facing a new witch hunt?' the Daily Mail demanded. (The two former soldiers were acquitted in 2021, after a judge ruled evidence gathered by the Historical Enquiries Team inadmissible.)
As a handful of cases made their way to court, a vocal lobby at Westminster insisted that Northern Ireland veterans be included in the government's emerging plans to protect soldiers who had served overseas from future legal action. Tory and DUP MPs, right-wing media outlets and veterans' campaign groups argued that what they called 'vexatious' prosecutions were cruel and unfair. The case of Dennis Hutchings, a former member of the Life Guards who died aged eighty during his trial for murder, became a particular rallying point. In 1974, Hutchings shot and killed John Pat Cunningham, a 27-year-old man with severe learning difficulties, as he ran away from an army patrol. Johnny Mercer, the veterans' affairs minister who led the campaign to protect former soldiers, described the passage of the Troubles Legacy Act last year as fulfilling a pledge he had made to Hutchings.
For others, the reputation of the British Army itself was on the line. More than 250,000 men and women served in Northern Ireland between 1969 and 2007, the longest continuous military deployment in British history; 1441 of them died while deployed, of which 722 were killed in paramilitary attacks. 'What we can't allow ... is the presumption that those deaths in which the military were involved were wrong,' Lord Dannatt, a former chief of the general staff, told the BBC. 'Soldiers did their duty, got up in the morning, sometimes they came under attack. They returned fire. They didn't set out to murder people. Terrorists set out every morning to murder people and successfully did so. There is a huge distinction to be drawn.'
In public, the government remained committed to the Stormont House Agreement. But by 2019, senior Tories supported some form of amnesty for ex-soldiers. During that summer's leadership election, Boris Johnson and Jeremy Hunt both signed a 'veterans' pledge' presented to them by the Sun. It promised, among other things, 'new legislation to end repeated and vexatious investigations into historical allegations against our servicemen and women - including in Northern Ireland'.
For victims, this meant yet more delays. Michael O'Hare told me that he kept asking for his sister's case to be reopened. In 2020, his solicitor wrote to the PSNI asking for a 'prompt and independent' investigation into Majella's death; the PSNI said that the case was awaiting 'future review', but couldn't say when that would take place. 'It's not going to bring Majella back,' Michael said. 'It's not going to ease the pain of my mum and dad. It's not going to ease the pain of the remaining members of our family. But it would be something. It would be an acknowledgment of what they did to us.'
In March 2020, in a marked departure from the Stormont House Agreement, Johnson's government announced that it planned to end 'the cycle of reinvestigations ... that has failed victims and veterans for too long'. The announcement accompanied the introduction of the Overseas Operations Act, eventually passed in April 2021, which makes it harder to prosecute or sue soldiers for alleged war crimes committed overseas. At first, there were few details of what the announcement would mean in practice. But in July 2021, after pressure from the Irish government, the Northern Ireland Office published a command paper setting out its plans. The centrepiece of its new proposal was an unconditional amnesty for all Troubles-related crimes.
This wasn't the first time a total amnesty had been considered. Sinn Fein came close to proposing something similar in 2012, according to The Long Game, a recent book by the journalist Aoife Moore, but it was dismissed by Gerry Adams on the grounds that the party would 'be crucified by the victims' groups'.* (Sinn Fein has described Moore's claims as 'inaccurate' and 'offensive'.) The government's announcement was met with horror in Northern Ireland, where a large-scale public consultation in 2018 had broadly endorsed the principles of the Stormont House Agreement. A study by academics at Queen's University Belfast and a local human rights organisation compared the command paper's recommendation to amnesty laws passed in other countries and declared it to be even more sweeping than the Amnesty Law passed by Augusto Pinochet in 1978.
The  announcement and subsequent outcry came just as Andy Seaman was wondering how to take his brother's case forward. The Covid lockdowns had given him time to brood over Tony's death, he told me. But it was a quite different subject - news coverage of the report into the death of Daniel Morgan, a private investigator murdered in South London in 1987 - that made him think it was worth trying for justice one more time.+ An inquiry into Morgan's death found that corruption had prevented the Metropolitan Police from bringing his killers to justice. 'I thought, other families have been able to hold parts of the state to account,' Andy told me, 'and I'd like the same for us.' He contacted the Centre for Military Justice to ask if it would accept Tony's case.
The government's new policy threatened to disrupt Andy's plans. The proposed amnesty was one worry - if it came to pass, Tony's killers couldn't be prosecuted - but so was the new 'information recovery' body, which was tasked with providing a report to every bereaved family. The plans were vague and, since the government wanted to abandon the threat of prosecution altogether, there would be no way to compel alleged perpetrators to take part or to assess the integrity of their contributions.
As much as they wanted to see Tony's killers brought to justice, it was information that Martha and Andy craved. One question in particular plagued them: did the police know more than they were letting on? In 1992, the year after Tony's murder, the BBC reported that a third IRA member had been involved in the killing as a getaway driver for the two gunmen and that the man had been a police informant. But the noises coming from ministers suggested they were more interested in protecting the reputation of the British state. 'Specialist law firms who campaign on legacy issues, funded primarily by legal aid, have been able to peddle false hope and profit from the pain of those seeking answers about what happened to their loved ones,' Brandon Lewis, then Northern Ireland secretary, wrote as he shepherded the bill through Parliament. 'This feeds a pernicious and distorted view of the past, promoted and peddled by those with a vested interest in presenting the British state as the aggressor ... We must halt the rewriting of history and set the events of the Troubles in their appropriate historical context.'
According to the Committee on the Administration of Justice, an independent human rights NGO based in Belfast, existing legacy measures were starting to produce new information. Historical investigations may not have led to many prosecutions, but the inquests, civil cases and Police Ombudsman's reports were shaping into a version of Kieran McEvoy's 'truth recovery with teeth'. Unfortunately for the government, the CAJ noted, some of these cases were 'identifying significant patterns of human rights violations' on the part of the state.
Fresh inquests, for instance, have provided 'historical clarification'. In 2021, a coroner found that ten civilians shot dead by the army in the West Belfast neighbourhood of Ballymurphy in August 1971 were not gunmen, as the army had claimed, but 'entirely innocent', correcting a smear on their reputations that had been allowed to stand for fifty years. These new inquests had allowed lawyers representing the next of kin to cross-examine witnesses and thoroughly test evidence provided by the British Army. Half a dozen other recent inquest verdicts on individual deaths at the hands of security forces have similarly exonerated the victims.
Civil litigation, meanwhile, has forced state bodies to disclose large volumes of information relating to their conduct during the Troubles. In March 2023, the Belfast High Court awarded PS350,000 in compensation to the family of the late Liam Holden, who was wrongly convicted of murdering a soldier in 1973 and spent seventeen years in prison. (He was initially sentenced to death, the last time a death sentence was issued in the UK; it was commuted later.) In a narrative verdict running to more than sixty pages, the court accepted that the British Army had tortured Holden, including the use of waterboarding, to force his confession. In a separate case, in 2021, the Supreme Court ruled that the police had been wrong not to investigate the UK government's authorisation of torture during the internment of suspected IRA members in 1971. The case, brought by a group known as the 'hooded men', centred on fourteen internees who were subjected to brutal interrogation techniques, including being thrown blindfold to the ground from low-flying helicopters.
The most politically sensitive area of information recovery relates to collusion: allegations that the security forces either allowed paramilitaries to commit crimes or helped them to do so. Army intelligence and RUC Special Branch both ran informants within loyalist and republican groups during the conflict, supported by MI5. Operation Kenova's report on Stakeknife, the high-ranking British spy inside the IRA, described the rapid and chaotic expansion of these networks and the lack of oversight. This created what the report called 'a cabal of Special Branch self-interest that was fiercely resistant to any form of scrutiny ... based on claims about a paramount need for secrecy'. Information that intelligence officers wanted kept quiet was routinely marked with the phrase 'slow waltz'.
The British government tried to put an end to stories of collusion with several inquiries into high-profile cases in the 1990s and 2000s, notably the murder of the Belfast solicitor Pat Finucane, who was assassinated by loyalists in 1989. David Cameron apologised to Finucane's widow in 2012 for 'shocking levels of collusion', after a report found that state agents had been involved in the killing and that RUC officers had proposed Finucane as a target. Since then, however, new investigations have continued to bring more information to light, suggesting that failures were more widespread than the state has been willing to admit.
Police Ombudsman investigations have exposed some of the knock-on effects of what a report from February 2022 called 'collusive behaviours' - for instance, the surveillance failings that allowed loyalists to smuggle military-grade weapons into Northern Ireland in 1987, fuelling a string of sectarian murders into the 1990s. Operation Kenova investigated 101 murders and abductions linked to the IRA's internal security unit, nicknamed the 'nutting squad'. The British double agent Stakeknife is widely believed to be Freddie Scappaticci, a high-ranking member of the unit who meted out terrible punishments to suspected informants. As the report published in March describes, a mistaken view among officials that Stakeknife was the 'golden egg' led them to overvalue the information he provided and turn a blind eye to murders that could have been prevented. A sister investigation, Operation Denton, is currently examining the activities of the Glenanne Gang, a loyalist network that carried out dozens of murders of Catholics during the 1970s, and which is alleged to have been responsible for the Dublin and Monaghan bombings. Ian Livingstone, the officer leading the investigation, has already acknowledged that members of the Ulster Defence Regiment, a local Protestant-dominated army formation, and RUC officers were involved in the gang's activities. Operation Denton is expected to publish a report that will 'define the character, the nature and the extent of that collusion' early next year.
Martha and Andy Seaman have always wondered if collusion played a part in the failure to convict Tony's killers. In 1997, the alleged IRA getaway driver Martin McGartland published a memoir, Fifty Dead Men Walking, in which he admitted to having been an undercover agent working for RUC Special Branch; the book's blurb claims that the information he passed on saved the lives of 'at least fifty people'. McGartland writes that the month before Tony's killing, he warned his RUC handlers that his unit had been ordered to find and assassinate a British soldier spotted living in East Belfast. He claims he heard nothing more about it from his handlers.
Fifty Dead Men Walking became a bestseller and was later made into a film starring Ben Kingsley. But in the absence of a proper investigation, Tony's family have no way of verifying McGartland's account. 'That's obviously a problem for us,' Andy told me. 'I've asked the Police Ombudsman how it could possibly be that the police know who killed my brother, according to this guy? ... Nobody has come forward and said "That's not true." We don't know who killed him. It's just been radio silence, complete radio silence.' In November last year, the Police Ombudsman began writing to families with outstanding complaints to say that because of the Troubles Legacy Act, it was no longer in a position to investigate their cases.
Michael was 25 when Majella was killed. 'Who knows what Majella could have been? She was a promising pianist, a lovely individual,' he told me. In 1980, he moved to London, sickened by the violence that had engulfed his home: South Armagh, which abuts the border drawn through Ireland in 1921, was part of a region known then as the 'murder triangle'. London is where he raised a family and built a career - for many years, he was the manager at the Galtymore, a popular Irish dance hall in Cricklewood - but he always worried that his grief weighed heavily on his wife and children.
After he retired, Michael took a degree in Irish history at St Mary's University, Twickenham, then, at the urging of one of his tutors, set up Troubles, Tragedy and Trauma. The group runs several public discussions a year; its most recent, in March, brought together two leading figures from the Gaelic Athletic Association and All-Ireland Rugby to talk about the contribution of sport to the peace process. For Michael, it has been important to create a space where people 'displaced' by the conflict can talk openly about events and their aftermath. 'Truth is the healer here,' he told me. 'Because if it is denied then there is no reconciliation. You can't be reconciled if you're still thinking "Why did he say that?" or "Why are they telling that lie?" or whatever. It needs to be open and honest.'
By the time  the Troubles Legacy Act became law, the government had made some concessions to critics. Notably, it dropped plans for a blanket amnesty in favour of conditional immunity. The ICRIR, which started operating in May, has received backing from some influential figures in Northern Ireland. Sir Declan Morgan, a former lord chief justice, is its first chair. But the commission has an uphill battle to win trust, he acknowledged in December, since victims 'have been disappointed so many times in so many different ways'. He has promised to ensure that investigations will comply with human rights laws and to abide by any changes required by the courts. Peter Sheridan, who was the PSNI's highest-ranking Catholic officer and is widely respected for his work on reconciliation (among other things, he organised the handshake between Martin McGuinness and Queen Elizabeth in 2012), will lead the investigation team.
These gestures don't change the fact that families are being asked to give up a set of legal processes and put their trust in a new, untested system designed and imposed by one party to a multi-sided conflict. Kieran McEvoy told me that he thought the ICRIR's credibility had been 'holed below the waterline' by the British government. The offer of conditional immunity wasn't the only problem, he said. The commission's independence - or at least the appearance of independence - was also a concern. In marked contrast with the Stormont House Agreement, it is the British government alone that decides which officials are appointed to the commission, and the British government will retain a national security veto over information gathered by the ICRIR, which it can apply without independent judicial oversight.
Independence matters, not least because the British state has a poor track record of disclosing information related to the Troubles. Jon Boutcher, the police officer originally in charge of Operation Kenova, told Parliament in 2020 that 'a culture of secrecy prevails' within the PSNI, the MoD and MI5. 'They regard any examination of legacy as a criticism of them and [believe] that disclosure of information represents a threat to national security.' In the Operation Kenova report published in March, Boutcher described several attempts to 'undermine and discredit' his team. On one occasion he was summoned to a meeting with two senior PSNI officers, who wrongly accused him of having broken the Official Secrets Act. On another occasion, in 2019, his team tried to hand over evidence to the public prosecutor only to be told by MI5 that the security clearance for the prosecutor's office building had expired and the files couldn't be delivered. (Despite taking seven years and costing nearly PS40 million, Operation Kenova did not result in any prosecutions. Boutcher has since moved on to become chief constable of the PSNI itself.)
All parties to the conflict have their secrets. At last year's inquest into the 1976 Kingsmill massacre, the coroner criticised representatives of the IRA and the 'wider political republican movement' for failing to assist proceedings. Loyalists have remained just as tight-lipped. But the British state is in the unique position of being both a participant in the conflict and the keeper of official memory. In his account of British state secrecy from 2016, The History Thieves, Ian Cobain quotes the former PSNI chief constable George Hamilton on the fear this generates among officials: 'The IRA, the UVF [Ulster Volunteer Force] and the other players in this didn't keep notes or minutes of meetings or records of decisions. We did. And I think all of that has left us somewhat exposed.'
Legal action against the Troubles Legacy Act began last autumn. In November, at Belfast High Court, I listened to barristers for four families challenge the Act (their claims had been selected as lead cases, representing a wider group of complaints). They argue that the legislation denies access to justice and is incompatible with the European Convention on Human Rights. The passage of the Act was described by one as a 'secondary traumatisation'. Martina Dillon, whose husband, Seamus, was murdered by loyalist paramilitaries in 1997, told the court that the perpetrators 'can safely sleep at night knowing they will never be held accountable. I can never sleep.' (Dillon told me before the hearing that bringing this case was 'the only thing left I can do for my husband'.)
At the end of February, the claimants won a partial victory. The High Court ruled that the conditional immunity clause breached Article 2 of the European Convention on Human Rights, as well as Article 3 - the right to freedom from torture - and the Windsor Framework, the UK's most recent agreement with the EU. But it also ruled that the ICRIR was sufficiently independent to carry out human rights-compliant investigations. Both parts of the decision are being appealed, by the government and the claimants respectively. A hearing is set for June, but there is likely to be a lengthy battle that goes all the way to the Supreme Court. The Irish government is still waiting for a hearing date for its case at the European Court of Human Rights and there may well be other challenges to come, not least the case brought by Tony Harrison's family, which is awaiting a hearing. 'If there are questions to be answered, then they should be answered in a legal way, not swept under the carpet,' Michael said. 'As long as I'm full of breath I'm going to keep asking questions,' Andy told me. 'It's uncomfortable for a lot of people, but this is our experience. I'm at a point now where I'll talk to whoever's listening.'
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Short Cuts
In Calais
Georgie Newson

1575 wordsOn  23 May, the day after he called a general election, Rishi Sunak said in a radio interview that his government's flagship Rwanda deportation scheme will only go ahead if the Tories are re-elected on 4 July. This admission came as a surprise: many had assumed that part of the rationale for calling an early election was to get a campaign boost as the flights got underway. For anyone basing their vote on a concern about illegal immigration, Sunak said, 'the choice here is clear.'
In February, as the Rwanda bill was struggling through the House of Lords, I was volunteering with a British refugee charity in Calais. One of the people I met, Ibrahim, had been sleeping rough for two months. He was from Sudan and spoke a bit of English, enough to tell me that he had trained as a barber in Darfur, that he had left shortly before the outbreak of civil war in April 2023 and that it had taken him the best part of a year to reach France. Life in Calais was terrible, he said, but when he made it to London things would get better. I tried to explain that the British government was trying to make it even more difficult for him to reach safety. Ibrahim looked confused, then took out his phone. Its background was a Union Jack. He opened Google Translate, spoke a few words into the microphone, and showed me the result. 'London,' it read, 'is the only important thing.'
The Calais jungle - a shanty town comprising living quarters, places of worship, shops, bars and restaurants - was home to more than eight thousand people at its peak. It was razed with much fanfare in 2016, but despite the claims of the French and British governments, the jungle wasn't destroyed but dispersed. Refugees continue to use the term to refer to the makeshift settlements dotted along the coast. The individual camps tend to be divided along national lines: the Sudanese jungle, the Eritrean jungle, the Afghan jungle. If you spend any time there, you pick up some slang, largely derived from Arabic. A veteran of the jungle is known as a 'machina' ('Because we try to get the boats, which are machines,' someone told me), while a newcomer might be called a 'satrak' (perhaps from the Arabic satara, 'to cover or hide').
After the demolition of the original site, the French government introduced a 'zero point de fixation' policy, which requires police to uproot known camps within 48 hours. Sometimes the raids are rationalised on spurious hygiene-related grounds - the local council has repeatedly refused to provide refugee camps with adequate waste disposal facilities - but most of the time they are carried out without explanation, in the early hours of the morning. The policy, which is designed above all to intimidate and inconvenience, often results in absurd scenes: a huddle of teenage boys, flanked by a convoy of ten or more police vans, will drag their tents a few metres down the road, wait for the police to leave and then drag everything back again. During full-scale evictions, which happen every month or so, police will seize and destroy belongings, slash tents and smash mobile phones. Refugees are sometimes forced onto buses and driven away from the coast - to Lille, Paris, Marseille, or as far as the Italian border. Over the past eight years there have been hundreds of reports of unlawful violence: tear gas, dog attacks, beatings. Each time there is an eviction, NGOs distribute emergency equipment and provisions, an arrangement accepted by France and the UK, and to some degree integrated into the French policing model. Neither government wants the bad publicity associated with refugees starving or freezing to death at the border. They just want to force them to go somewhere else.
Policing the border is expensive. In 2019, the UK contributed PS1.7 million to the French border force; in 2023, it was PS17.4 million, or around 10 per cent of the force's total budget. The increased funding, approved by Theresa May's government in 2018, has been used to buy helicopters, quad bikes, a horse brigade, drones, hunting cameras and other surveillance gear. Life in the jungle has become even more hellish, but it's not clear that anyone has been deterred from coming to Calais. Figures released at the start of January showed that crossings in 2023 were down by a third on the previous year, which the government claimed was 'testament to the tough measures we have introduced'. But the British border force only records successful crossings. Poor weather last year meant there were fewer attempts and those that launched were less likely to succeed.
When five people, including a seven-year-old girl, were killed on an overcrowded dinghy in April, Sunak said that the incident was a 'reminder' of why the Rwanda scheme is 'so important'. 'There's a certain element of compassion about everything that we're doing,' he claimed. As the election gets closer, the government is likely to continue to adjust its rhetoric from blaming refugees to blaming people smugglers, in the hope of courting both the stridently anti-immigration Tory base and any moderates who might have been put off by the chaos of the Rwanda plan. Labour is pursuing a similar line: Keir Starmer has pledged to scrap the Rwanda plan and to divert PS75 million to a new 'anti-smuggling force', which will have the surveillance and seizure powers usually allotted to counter-terrorism units. The aim is clearly to shift the police focus from asylum seekers to smugglers. But who will count as a 'smuggler'? Refugees themselves are being forced to crew the boats. The economic advantages to the gangs are obvious. A professional smuggler will expect to be paid around PS2000 for a Channel crossing; a refugee can pay for their journey by agreeing to steer the boat. As improvements in thermal sensor technology make it more difficult for people to stow away on lorries - once the preferred option for those who couldn't afford the sea crossing - the poorest refugees, usually young Africans, have little choice: risk being indicted for smuggling (or worse) or remain stranded in Calais. Earlier this year, Ibrahima Bah, a young refugee from Senegal, was sentenced to nine years and six months in prison for gross negligence manslaughter after piloting a boat whose collapse led to the deaths of at least four people.* A 17-year-old I met in Calais, who left South Sudan alone three years ago and has been trying to reach the UK ever since, told me that his best option was to pilot a boat; his next best option, he said, was to try to claim asylum in Russia, which seemed preferable to France.
As NGOs and human rights organisations have pointed out for years, there is only one way to end the criminality and danger associated with illegal crossings: to establish safe and legal routes for those fleeing conflict to claim asylum in the UK. Currently, to apply for asylum in the UK, you have to be in the UK. The only exceptions are Refugee Family Reunion, which allows the families of refugees (usually women and children) to join them in the UK, but has been drastically limited in scope since 2022, and the United Nations refugee resettlement scheme, from which the UK accepts only a small number of people. But the government has shown that another way is possible: Ukrainians travelling through Calais were put up in hostels and provided with Eurostar tickets once they had a sponsor in the UK. Labour's plan for 'secure borders' includes a pledge to 'tackle humanitarian crises at source, helping refugees in their region', but they haven't gone so far as to pledge safe routes for those fleeing these crises.
When the Rwanda plan was first proposed in April 2022, NGO workers in Calais began handing out leaflets explaining the situation; they stopped when the policy started to founder, worried that they were only making a complicated immigration process even more confusing. When the Home Office began arresting the asylum seekers intended to make up the first cohort of deportees, the mood in Calais was bleak. But few refugees are put off by the prospect of removal to Rwanda. Refugees who get this far are desperate and deserving - as the Home Office's own figures attest. Most of those who manage to cross the Channel are eventually granted asylum; for refugees fleeing Sudan, Eritrea, Afghanistan and Syria the rate is almost 100 per cent. (Most of those slated for deportation to Rwanda come from those four countries.) They have travelled to Calais because the UK is where they have friends or family; because English is the only European language they speak; or because they have been unable to claim asylum elsewhere. Many believe that Britain has a fair asylum process and a good track record on human rights.
One English slang term that has survived from the original jungle is 'the game', used to refer to crossing attempts. ('Does anyone here have shoes?' a barefoot man asked me. 'I've just been at the game.') Without a legal route of entry, refugees focus on reaching a place from where they can progress to the next level, taking ever more extreme risks along the way. Everyone who arrives in Calais has already faced serious hardship. They are likely to have crossed several borders without documents and passed through multiple warzones. The Rwanda scheme was just one more obstacle in the game.
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Poem
In My Life as a Visiting Lecturer I Meet Various and Sundry People or,  Another Way to Think of This, Here Are All the Novels I Never Wrote and You Are Welcome to Them
Anne Carson

2895 wordsJulio
Julio likes to ask a good question in a bad way. Do most of your students fall in love with you? He is a recovering addict but he does not see himself as a statistic, here I am quoting. He describes his novel, which is about the 65th Infantry of Puerto Rico. I watch the clothesline out back, bouncing on the wind with its four frozen shirts.
Long
Long talks about waking beside a man bleeding from the eyes. It sounds like Antonioni. Possibly a dream, but I don't pay much attention, I am more concerned about the coffee pot, which still has a melted cord although missing parts have been replaced.
Monica
In every room she slinks to the wall and hunts it as if for shelter. On the street or on stairs she pulls herself along, yet her body gives the message to get there will be worse. When she goes to visit her child he says, How do you do?
The Dales
Giggling and beautiful they stand in the doorway after dinner discussing the names they will give their children. He kisses her face, her filthy knuckles, laughs, everyone laughs, the two of them glow like leaves. I watch, roaring. We all go by car somewhere, come back. I get out, close the car door, they drive off.
Betty
Her teeth are stained like an old bathtub. Her studio is rows and rows and rows of objects. Why did you do the vests? I ask. She stirs her hands up and down. The bones? Oh the bones, she says. They meant something to me. People died. Can answers matter? Work, can work matter? They just wasted away. Handfuls of it.
Elsa
A tree has no way of going back yet Elsa visits the town where her mother lived and died. She cannot stop walking. She walks and talks. Mostly she is talking to her mother. You took all the stairs for yourself, she says, even the ones I needed, anyway, where would you like me to have thrown you, that black rushing night?
Mina
I am living the wrong life, I tell her and she smiles. She has recently fallen in love and is describing her plans, to conceive a child and move to an island, finish the novel. She hasn't had a haircut but looks good anyway, she always looks good, dirty, fatigued, depressed, rummaging for a cigarette. I am testing the plank to see if it will hold. I tell her I am on a plank over a chasm. She readjusts her shawl.
Monday
The hotel has a pool. The hotel has no pool. The hotel has a pool but it is three strokes long. The hotel has no pool but there is a university pool. The university pool is closed for a swim meet. The university pool is not closed but requires a keycard. There is no university or university pool but there is an ocean, loch, lake, fjord, river, local spa. These are wildly pounding, freezing cold, rocky, muddy, reedy or crazy expensive, nonetheless all will be well, the visiting lecturer knows as she slides into the water. You too are made of stars, someone is saying later as she passes the breakfast room.
Nurit
Nurit reads her work aloud to me at dinner beside the crashing sea. She is a surrealist and may be a little mad (but one thinks that of lots of people here). Narrow cats slide past our feet. You shatter, she translates a poster on the wall (burning city) exhorting all to join the army.
Heloise
Heloise goes to a dinner party. She leaves work early and walks carefully on one stalk. On the way home is the smell of night sidewalks after rain, that crumbled smell, and one clear star. Heloise makes up a song as she goes along. Old roses. Never die. They just. Get pure. Become foxes. Set off for Rome. Bark to be fed. Weep. Have one gear and no brakes. Deliquesce.
Rick
Sly boy, is how Rick sums it up. He mops his face with a black handkerchief while reading from his memoir and keeps his voice way back in his head so we have to lean forwards. I learned to give tough explanations, he says of old women who lashed questions at him from their dark verandas. He pronounces certain words (sly, tough) as if buttering a bun.
Ellen
I could be dying! yells Ellen's mother from the phone. Ellen noses around this claim, half-wishing to fall into real pity. But mothers forfeit pity fairly early in such a phone call, don't they? Suppose the highwayman demands not your money but that you jump a ravine.
Antonia
When the singer upstairs starts her scales Antonia goes out walking. There is new white snow over dark slush and mirroring blue-grey skies. To be kissed by something more than the raw sunset wind is what all the old men in Beckett long for too, she thinks, and we have the same overcoat.
Tobyhanna
I have a problem, he says, I talk too much. Tobyhanna's eyes are narrow and tossing. He is standing near the punch bowl. He lives in a van on the edge of town. Once he went to a Buddhist monk to explain his problem. I talk too much, why do I do that? The monk looked at him and without hesitation said, Bad character.
Tuesday
Passing his old office she remembers her mentor, who liked to give her suppers at posh restaurants in return for light fondling in his office. A large, monumentally ugly man who had written an important book on Plato, On Plato's Roaring Darkness. He smelled like dust. She was 22 and thought him too old to worry about, anyway that's how things worked then. Flakes of skin scattered over his lapel where her face got pressed into it she learned to ignore.
Alain
Alain is suicidal again. The stifled voice, the little pulled-up threads of rage waving. Then a night at the sauna and he thrashes back to normal. To me it seems the same as all the other sauna anecdotes, to him a miracle. We don't talk about this. We lived in the same town for years and never talked about this. He is a hot one, I am a cold one, was our understanding. I don't want your skin on me, neither of us was allowed to say.
Alberto
If I come back from a walk and can't remember which house it is, I just listen for the parrots. She wants to get rid of the parrots, they kill each other. She wants to get rid of me - only day three of my visit and I hear her late at night pouring paragraphs of Amiga this! Amiga that! over him as he stares (no doubt) down into his glass of whiskey at the kitchen table.
Maria
Alberto is learning Quechua. He tries out a few phrases on his Quechua servant, who is from the hills north of Lima and rides to and from his house by bus each day, one and a half hours each way. What does Maria think of you learning Quechua? I ask. Alberto does not answer. His wife looks up. She thinks he is completamente loco, she says. Maria continues sweeping.
Sadie
Mottled red fists of flesh clench on her ankles, knobs of white nerve poke up. You could hear the dressing changes coming down the hall by the screams, she says. We lean in the doorway, then one by one sit down at the kitchen table to listen. I have no soles to my feet, she begins again.
Paola
Lunch with Paola has the looseness of night, everything loose and running around a bit. She is tiny, ancient, bobbing, Italian and until dessert I am not sure if we are talking about her family or Alec Guinness. Do I have long do you think? she says before toppling into a car beside her Polish husband who is very deaf. I can hear them shouting at one another as they speed off into traffic.
Julia
Julia weeps throughout her wedding, perhaps from fatigue, being eight months pregnant and from Istanbul, but the wine is like dawn and the young man to whom I imprudently confide (blame the wine!) that I'm finding the ceremony harder to bear than my own wedding years ago with its liturgy in Latin, responds, Oh did you marry in South America?
Belmarsh
At the donor's dinner he tells me stories from when he was stationed in mainland China, the drizzly day he witnessed the execution of five common criminals. The condemned were given umbrellas. It was a question of clean-up, he explains, a soaked corpse being so much heavier to drag out.
Thursday
On her free day she signs up for a tour of the national museum and is conducted to a frigid storage room, not open to the public. The paintings are stacked around the room with faces to the wall. These, these are insane objects, says the curator, each one an insurrection in itself. The curator has small silver paws, very like the paws of the ermine in the painting Lady with Ermine, now on display in the nation's other museum, which the visiting lecturer had been told was not worth visiting. After the tour, as they exit the storage room, an older man walks beside the curator whispering, Stop blushing, just be here.
Smythe
After his death we turned out his desk and found quite a few beginnings of the novel that was to rival Ulysses, we found 75 beginnings, but then where does a beginning begin? A first vibration of the branch after the bird, but then the bird? but then the sky before the bird? but then the white before the sky? and what before the white? and so you go, and so he did.
Larry Littlebird
He was a tour guide in the hotel where I stayed. You live a room-service life, he told me, all white people are carrion. We were blazing beside the pool at the time. I felt ashamed paying for his orange juice. But they had fabulous orange juice at that hotel.
Leonie
She has one drooping eyelid and lives with Uncle Peter beside a big shallow lake. To swim you walk out miles. She tells me I had written all the lyrics of Joni Mitchell songs and in her dream sang them to her. Uncle Peter, once an architect, wears colour co-ordinated shirt and tie at all times. To walk me to the beach he adds a plaid ski hat.
Sofia
She has an obliquity that's part of her genius. She offers you two cigarettes and suddenly you're in her movie. Why two? Her genius. Do we all spend our lives arranging gaps that we ourselves fall into? Yes.
Laskio
Laskio went to Eastern Europe to organise raves and smoke black hashish. He called himself the Why-Do-They-Hate-Us Correspondent of the New York Times. Difficulties arose with the former war heroes he hired as security, who robbed him blind. These days he makes comic books and gives talks to small groups in libraries. Change is almost never revolutionary, he tells them, it is slow and dull.
Nathaniel
I got the dogs in here, you keep back, Nathaniel says from behind his door. Just arrived for the week, I need to borrow a corkscrew. It reminds me of Lima, the way the building feels crawled around by the city and the city feels crawled around by the sky and the sky, well, the sky has a flesh side somewhere else.
Germaine
When I asked what she thought of the portrait she said, None of my deformities is missing.
Ming Pen
I lived in a time of moral decay, he tells me, and an absence of breakthrough people. He wrote a rule book. Part One deals with daily tasks everyone should know, Part Two with hungry ghosts. When he got his tonsure a girl begged for the clippings because they might turn into jewels. Yet most of his life he worries about being a dull person.
Manouane
Manouane is a black-eyed Cree with a small, blond boyfriend. They kiss against the back wall at school, then she moves to his place by the river and stops coming to school. She phones me to talk in long circles about Plato. Her father had been a policeman who quit to roam the world, then there he was one day on their front lawn with a shotgun and blew his brains out. Her brother recovered a fragment of skull from the grass. There, she points as we drive past.
Cy
Cy has big gnarled paws and a voice like a buttock. He has been reading Homer and got some ideas. He doesn't so much tell me his ideas as carve me with them. Cy is a Special Level Donor. He'll up the annual donation by half if they get artists doing some real art not just bullshit brushstrokes.
Giles
Cy's son is deaf. He brings him to the dinner to perform sonnets. Giles pulls a mob of Shakespeare out of his breastbone. Larks flood the room. None of us can breathe.
Valentina
Her lifelong love of people half-turned away, or busy with something else, or gone by morning, needs to be looked at, her analyst says. Today arrives a postcard from the one who left for Beijing. He is enjoying breezy days on his bicycle. He thinks of her as a wakeful cat putting up wisdom for old age. Years later, when this card falls out of a book, she will reread it and feel skinned alive all over again.
Beth
Beth is a small soft person. She breeds small soft dogs and lives in an English cottage. In personality, a glob of honey on a saucer. She has an entirely other personality, involving an orange Corvette and an NBA point guard, which I cannot explain.
Bates
Bates was living in the trailer even before his mother died. They had treated it as temporary, soon to go back to the house by the lake with the birch trees, their golden age, their best of times, their little paradise. Birch trees all the way to the lake. He admits it was also him upstairs gritting his teeth against the blare of her TV, her in the kitchen in tears. Birches all the way to the lake and now and then a deer.
Darly
Every night about ten Darly listens to the upstairs man drag a piece of heavy furniture across the floor. Then he drops pins. Sometimes he has a visitor, tapping one heel, tapping both heels. Darly will someday meet the upstairs man and ask, What was it with those pins? and he'll say, Oh those weren't pins, and tell her some fact from inside physics that astounds her.
Sylvester
Go to law school, his father commanded him. Instead Sylvester became a connoisseur of African art. Descended from African kings, he is packed with king anger. The stupidity of museum labels in European museums, for instance, angers him. They call everything an idol, having no idea what it is. When he was 7 he ran away from home with his friend T. His father had them both brought back and obliged Sylvester to watch the ceremony in which T was beheaded.
Bishop Hugh
On a very English afternoon, chill rain riddling down, Bishop Hugh had travelled by train to Fecamp to view a relic of Mary Magdalene. It was a long journey, rain changing to heavy rain. The relic was wrapped in three layers of linen and one of silk. Bishop Hugh suddenly leaned forward and bit off a good chunk of the holy ulna.
Dwyer
He cuts off his father's feet. It is an accident, then the father sits in the canoe with feet cut off, looking baffled, as if to say, Here's one more bad thing, what will the boy do next? The boy is screaming down the phone to 911, his mother laughing, lifting her hand to her lips, why does she keep hanging up the phone? I've got the feet, he screams, I'll bring the feet, they'll sew it back on. The mother laughs, the father sits mildly, the boy is searching his brain, Do you wrap the feet separately or together with the ankles? The canoe rocks on its own wake.
Friday
Migraine may accompany a visit. She has brought with her Beckett's book on Proust. Sometimes Beckett appears to be just horsing around. But then a sentence is so intelligent she lays the book down, unable to go on. After the lecture there had been Q & A. She heard herself tell the students all storytelling is a cliche, just go down into the barking heart of the thing and see how a pineapple is made, to quote Wallace Stevens, and they said, Who's Wallace Stevens? The bunch of green bananas on her kitchen windowsill at home is still green when she gets back. This makes her think of T.S. Eliot, his infant vows of chastity while writing big black knotty penis in letters to friends.
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Solve, Struggle, Invent
Rachel Nolan

3668 wordsIn  1968, Fidel Castro invited an American anthropologist called Oscar Lewis to interview Cubans about their lives. Lewis was famous for an oral history project, conducted in a Mexico City slum, which he had turned into a book called The Children of Sanchez (1961). By recounting a poor family's struggles and hustles, legal and otherwise, Lewis angered the country's ruling party, which still described itself as 'revolutionary'. The Mexican Revolution, like the Cuban Revolution after it, wasn't supposed to have an end date. But after major gains, including redistributing land to landless farmers, it had been 'interrupted', as the historian Adolfo Gilly later put it. Lewis exposed the revolution's unfinished business, and didn't shy away from discussing the sexual peccadilloes of the poor. The Spanish-language edition of Children of Sanchez was published in 1964, but thanks to a lawsuit claiming the material was 'obscene and denigrating', the book wasn't freely available in Mexico for several years.
When Castro invited Lewis to Cuba, he had only been in power for a decade. People on the island - at least those who weren't yet plotting an exit to the United States - still referred to the events of 1959 without irony as the 'triumph of the revolution'. Castro told Lewis he could make an 'important contribution to Cuban history' by creating an 'objective record of what people feel and think'. 'This is a socialist country,' he is said to have told Lewis. 'We have nothing to hide. There are no complaints or grievances I haven't already heard.' Lewis hired a team of sociologists and started interviewing people in Havana.
Three decades later, with Castro still at the helm, another American scholar, Elizabeth Dore (who worked in the UK for much of her life), began planning a similar project: to interview Cubans about their lives and the way they felt about the revolution. Dore had funding and a rotating cast of about a dozen interviewers, but she didn't have permission. In How Things Fall Apart, Dore, who died in 2022, describes doing the rounds in Havana, visiting officials who might help. 'Your project is beautiful,' one deputy minister who asked to remain anonymous told her. 'I'd like to help. But remember Oscar Lewis. In Cuba, oral history is taboo.'
Lewis and his team spent eighteen months interviewing Cubans, but in 1970 the Communist Party shut down the project. Raul Castro accused him of working for the CIA. A likelier explanation is that word got back to the Castro brothers that the interviewees were complaining too much. Party officials ejected Lewis from the island soon after Fidel announced that his much ballyhooed 'zafra de los diez millones' - a push to harvest a record-breaking ten million tonnes of sugar - was going to fall short. The zafra campaign was supposed to turn around the Cuban economy; office workers had been conscripted into the cane fields, along with supporters of the revolution from abroad who flew in to help. The target was missed by one and a half million tonnes and massive economic dislocation resulted because other activity on the island had come to a halt.
Some of the material from Lewis's interviews was published after his death in 1977. In Four Men: Living the Revolution, an Oral History of Contemporary Cuba, some of the slum-dwellers he had interviewed in Havana praised the revolution, while others confessed that they were struggling to escape poverty despite their best efforts to become socialist new men. 'Life is only a ball of shit and you must put up with it and live as best you can,' one of them told Lewis.
When Dore began to plan her oral history project in the early 2000s, Cuba's economy was once again in crisis. This had much to do with the US embargo. At first, the US had been suspicious of but ambivalent about the Cuban Revolution. Fidel Castro had overthrown a US-backed dictator, but Fulgencio Batista had been widely hated on the island, and it wasn't yet clear that Castro was a communist. Two years later, by the time he announced that 'I am a Marxist-Leninist, and will be one until the end of my life,' the US had turned decisively against him. It announced an embargo in 1962: US businesses or those majority-owned by American citizens were prohibited from conducting trade with Cubans. The embargo remains in place, the longest-lasting in the modern world, and a dead hand on the Cuban economy.
The zafra was Fidel's last-ditch attempt to sustain an independent export industry. Two years after its failure, he joined the Soviet economic bloc and relied on special trade agreements that kept Cuba afloat for the next three decades. The regime also continued its attempts to remake social life. This entailed getting women into the workforce and dispensing with bourgeois decadence: at every marriage ceremony, the couple were required to vow to 'share equally in the duties of home, family and socialism', as Ada Ferrer writes in Cuba: An American History (2021). Not all Cuban men were enthusiastic about sharing the housework in the name of the revolution and there was plenty of carping. No need for an outsider to jot it all down. Lewis never returned.
Dore first arrived in Cuba as a graduate student in 1972, fresh from New York City. Had she been a decade older, she might have swung a machete as part of the zafra, given her attraction to revolutionary idealism. She says she always hoped to record life histories in Cuba but first completed other projects, working as an adviser for the Sandinistas in Nicaragua, writing a book about that country's transition to capitalism and editing a collection of essays on gender in Latin America. Anthropologists often work in Cuba without official authorisation, but since Dore had something large-scale in mind, and since she intended to employ a team of Cubans, she sought permission. After many refusals, she secured a meeting with Raul's daughter Mariela: a colleague had told her that Mariela had 'a reputation for fighting lost causes', including on behalf of gay and lesbian Cubans. With Mariela's help, Dore's project was approved in 2005 and launched with some pomp at the University of Havana. Clips were broadcast on state television. 'People interested in Cuba often make the mistake of thinking too much about Fidel Castro,' Ferrer writes. Dore wouldn't make that error. Over fourteen years, she and her team interviewed 124 Cubans, returning to many of them several times.
She selected a broad range of interviewees: men and women from the countryside and the city, from various social classes and racial backgrounds - though after the 'triumph of the revolution', race and class were not supposed to be relevant. She interviewed a former art student who remembered the relative social equality of the Soviet-funded years with great nostalgia. There was enough cash for a group of friends to go out to the famous ice-cream parlour Coppelia, and split the tab according to their means. During the 1980s, the egalitarianism of the early decades of the revolution was eroded by innovations like 'free market stores', where better-off Cubans could buy things not included in their state rations, such as jeans and evaporated milk. Dore notes that even then the ratio between the highest and lowest pay was only 4:1 (my note in the margin: 'I would like to live in this society for a change'). According to Anthony DePalma in The Cubans: Ordinary People in Extraordinary Times (2020), one Cuban who studied in Ukraine during this period was proud that she and her cohort all travelled with the same blue cardboard suitcases and all wore the same brand of shapeless underwear.* She was shocked when her roommate from the Soviet Republic of Azerbaijan asked her if she owned a pair of 'American jeanskis'. A bad communist, she thought.
The revolution was supposed to sweep away not just social class but racial discrimination. (Cuba received more than twice as many enslaved people as the US, and has a large population of African origin.) Reviving the unfulfilled goals of 19th-century Cuban nationalists such as Antonio Maceo, whose struggle was not just anticolonial but antiracist, Fidel said in 1961 that his government had 'eradicated' racism on the island. Not all Cubans got the memo. According to Ferrer, 'job centres advertised for workers of "good appearance", a euphemism for white.' Black women still worked as domestic servants in white households. But mentioning racism was taboo, and race was one of the touchiest subjects in Dore's interviews. During their first encounter, one Afro-Cuban told her he had failed the entrance exam for a prestigious art school, but only after ten years of interviews did he become comfortable with attributing his unfinished education, at least in part, to racial discrimination.
The creeping return to inequality in Cuba is the main theme of Dore's book, hastened by the disastrous economic downturn after the collapse in 1991 of the Soviet Union, which had been providing Cuba with up to $5 billion a year in subsidies. After its fall, outsiders speculated that the Cuban regime would also collapse and the island would transition, quickly or slowly, to capitalism. But then interested countries have always persuaded themselves that revolutionary Cuba would collapse if it came under enough pressure.
Instead, Castro announced a Special Period in Times of Peace and called for extraordinary sacrifices. On the streets, jokes about the state economy outlived the Soviet Union: 'They pretend to pay us and we pretend to work.' Healthcare and education were still free, but there was little food and no oil to run electric generators. Beef was nowhere to be found, chicken and pork became rare, and coffee was ground with dried peas to bulk up the volume. Even rum, sometimes known as 'Vitamin R', became scarce. Cubans fried chopped grapefruit peel to fill themselves up. DePalma reports that women broke open old batteries and used the black paste inside as hair dye. There was no fuel for buses and all of Havana cycled round on clunky bicycles imported from China.
To survive the Special Period, some Cubans were forced to resolver, luchar, inventar (solve, struggle, invent) - euphemisms for petty theft. In the 1990s, the social understanding of theft changed so much that this was considered necessary, even sporting, as long as the injured party was the state and not an acquaintance or neighbour. The best gig in Havana was to work as a waiter in a tourist hotel with an all-you-can-eat buffet. After the tourists had finished, leftover ham, packets of butter and canned tuna - all of which had vanished from state-run stores - were spirited away by hotel staff and sold on the black market.
In a stylish set of profiles now collected in a book, the Cuban journalist and novelist Carlos Manuel Alvarez describes the black market of this period:
At the Technical University of Havana Jose Antonio Echeverria - the CUJAE, the most important technological university in the country - most of the students in apartments 28 and 42 of building 34 were from the province of Matanzas, and thanks to a profitable trafficking business, all those from Matanzas, without exception, were earning twenty to thirty times the average monthly wage of a Cuban state worker. In a couple of years, they would be qualified engineers and traffickers. A sure-fire combination.

Alvarez, who was born in 1989, notes that his generation was the first to grow up knowing that the advantages of the revolution, including free education, wouldn't guarantee them a decent living. The black market and trafficking businesses run by students represented major cracks in the revolutionary way of life. He has harsh things to say about his country, noting 'our Cold War mindset, our deeply ideological, sentimental education, a boundless bureaucracy, a ravaged social infrastructure', but also writes about what the revolution promised and lost sight of. 'Solidarity is a sacrifice,' he says, 'and consists of making other lives better by making your own worse. It is a logic that runs contrary to the logic of success, and even that of instinct, which is why it is in such short supply.'
In 1994, to stave off economic freefall, Fidel introduced a two-tier currency: the nearly worthless local peso and the new 'convertible' one, pegged to the US dollar. The year before, he had also made it legal for Cubans to possess dollars. This created a new form of economic inequality that still persists: a social hierarchy divided not by inherited social class or profession but by access to convertible pesos or, even better, family in the US able to send dollar remittances. At the same time, Cuba changed its foreign investment laws to enable Europeans to invest in the tourist industry. Speciality stores sold appliances, foreign clothing (American jeanskis) and food not available at state stores, which only took Cuban pesos. 'There are some people,' Alvarez writes, 'who believe a monument should be erected to the salseros and the jineteras - the dancers and the prostitutes - who, being the only reliable sources of foreign currency, saved 1990s Cuba from utter disaster.'
In order  to write about 'ordinary Cubans', or to gather oral histories, interviewees must be able to speak freely. But has there been freedom of speech in revolutionary Cuba? It depends on who is trying to speak, about what and when. Castro put the boundaries around freedom of speech for intellectuals like this: 'Within the revolution, everything. Against the revolution, nothing.' The Padilla Affair, directed by Pavel Giroud and released in 2022, concerns the case of Heberto Padilla, a poet accused of writing 'critical and ahistorical literature' and imprisoned for 'betrayal of the homeland' in 1971. The film includes archive footage of his forced 'confession', a mea culpa that looks very much like a show trial. He had been tortured. Writers and journalists who want to stay on the island still face restrictions about what they can say. Alvarez calls Cuba's state newspaper, Granma, 'one of the most discreet newspapers in the world, which isn't exactly ideal for a newspaper'. He runs a much more outspoken magazine, El Estornudo (great name: 'The Sneeze'). Like so many independent journalists, he has now moved abroad.
Another count against freedom of speech are the Committees for the Defence of the Revolution. These neighbourhood defence groups are often headed by busybodies eager to rat out opponents of the party. But the bite has gone out of them since the 1990s, when they organised egg-throwing and sometimes stone-throwing at people planning to emigrate to the US. Some Cubans used to stroke an imaginary beard when criticising Castro, rather than utter his name, but others spoke openly about the regime's flaws as well as its achievements. The poet Rafael Alcides told Alvarez that he had been in love with the dream of the revolution, and with Castro. 'One of the greatest things he did, one of the most beautiful, was the literacy programme. And giving land to farmers. Who wouldn't agree with that?' (In 1961, the Year of Education, 300,000 Cubans volunteered to travel to remote rural areas and succeeded in teaching 700,000 people to read and write. The teachers showed up to revolutionary marches carrying giant pencils.) 'Anyway, it was a wonderful time, honestly ... you don't take the money, you take the glory. We were rebuilding the world.' But in the same interview, shortly before Castro's death in 2016, Alcides told Alvarez that 'there are only two dissidents in Cuba: Fidel and Raul Castro. The rest of us agree that this isn't working.'
Those who criticise the revolution aren't necessarily dissidents in the usual sense. Dore recounts a Cuban joke: 'A dissident organisation had three members: one was a US agent, one was a Cuban agent and the third was a fool.' But tourists who visit Cuba rarely hear people talking like the man Dore calls Juan: 'Yesterday the revolution drove me crazy, absolutely crazy.' There had been a march in downtown Havana and Castro had spoken. 'He said: "Reading from the pamphlet I have in my hand the general opinion is ..." Well, if everyone thought the way the Comandante says we do it would be marvellous. The fact is everyone doesn't think the same. What a joke.'+
In 2018 the Cuban government passed Decree 349, which requires artists to seek advance permission for shows and performances. It provoked the largest free speech protests in Cuban history, known as the San Isidro movement. One of Castro's slogans was '!Patria o muerte - venceremos!' ('Homeland or death - we will win!') In 2021, a group of Cuban rappers released a song called 'Patria y vida' ('Homeland and Life'), which openly praised the San Isidro movement: 'My people ask for liberty, not more doctrines/Now we don't shout homeland or death but rather homeland and life.' 'Patria y vida' became a huge hit, spreading across the island on thumb drives, becoming a slogan at the protests.
One of the leaders of the San Isidro movement, the performance artist Luis Manuel Otero Alcantara, was arrested several times on trumped-up charges. In 2020, Alvarez helped secure his release from jail. Soon afterwards, Alvarez was at the airport in Havana when he was taken aside by security officials. 'So this was who they were,' he thought, looking at the two men wearing dark green face masks. 'I had seen them so often before, I ran into them on every street, every day of my life in Cuba.' The officials conducted a half-hearted interrogation, asking how much he was paid for his Facebook posts and by whom. (Nothing, no one.) They asked how he knew Otero Alcantara. 'It was they who had brought us together, obviously, though I'm not sure I told them that.' They let him go, just in time to catch his plane. 'The whole encounter seemed utterly anachronistic. This was 14 March 2020, a time when Stalinist aesthetics could be seen only as folklore.' Otero Alcantara was soon back in prison, where he remains.
Since Dore started work on her book, the situation in Cuba has worsened considerably. People got through the Special Period thanks to tourist dollars and remittances. After Hugo Chavez came to power in 1999, Venezuela provided a major boost to the Cuban economy with oil subsidies and special trade agreements. But since 2014, following Venezuela's own economic meltdown, no patron has stepped in to subsidise Cuba's revolution. Hundreds of those who marched for freedom of speech are still in jail. New protests periodically break out, often over access to basic goods and food. Juan told Dore that
a Cuban's greatest drama is worrying about what's in the fridge, what to cook for dinner. It's not the same as if you were to get home, open the fridge and there is chicken, shrimp, fish, eggs, beef and cooking oil. Then you'd have no worries. But when you don't have anything, when there are scarcities, you say: 'What can I do? What can I inventar, come up with, to stop my boy from crying? What can I put on the table?' ... The Cuban people love food, partying, bachata, dancing and music. Take that away, and bam, you've got very little left.

When there is nothing left, people are forced to leave. Since the revolution's earliest days, the loudest expression of Cuban free speech - at least in a register audible to foreign ears - has been migration. There are 1.4 million Cuban-born people in the US, most of them given asylum as escapees from communism. During one spike in arrivals, in 1980, nativists in Florida had bumper stickers that read: 'Will the last American to leave Miami please bring the flag?' Cuban refugees have been used as propaganda by various US administrations, especially Reagan's. They chose freedom over communism! But things have changed. Now Cuban arrivals find themselves in the more challenging situation of being considered migrants.
In 2014, Barack Obama and Raul Castro came to an agreement to normalise diplomatic relations. It wasn't really noticed at the time that thawing relations would also mean phasing out special provisions for Cuban immigrants, who had previously been 'paroled', facing many fewer restrictions than other asylum seekers. In 2022, 225,000 Cubans were apprehended at the US-Mexico border, many more than arrived during the famous 1980 Mariel boatlift or the 1994 balsero crisis, which saw 35,000 Cubans make the journey across the Florida Straits on rafts. The vast majority of those leaving Cuba aren't dissidents but simply people who can't get enough to eat, can't inventar their way out of worsening poverty. They seek asylum not as a result of repression but in order to navigate America's broken immigration system - there is no other way to get permission to work.
Despite the dire situation in Cuba, some nostalgia for the language of the revolution lingers. Everyone knows the story of the Cuban Five: spies arrested by the FBI in 1998 for infiltrating an anti-Castro group in Florida. After they were imprisoned in the US, they became national heroes in Cuba. In 2014, three of them were released and returned to the island. The singer-songwriter Silvio Rodriguez, a revolutionary faithful, staged a free concert in Havana in their honour. After the performance, one of them grabbed the microphone and chanted the old slogans: 'Viva Cuba libre!' and 'Seguimos en combate!' But these were 'obsolete mottos', Alvarez writes, 'things no one says anymore'. 'What tone should we adopt when the speech patterns of fearless heroism have faded?' he asks. 'Those same speech patterns that were the backbone of our education.'
Even after kicking out Oscar Lewis, Fidel didn't give up on the idea of an oral history of Cuban life under communism. In 1975 he asked his close friend Gabriel Garcia Marquez, who was enamoured of the revolution, to write it. Garcia Marquez worked on the project for a year, then gave up. He told friends that what Cubans said didn't fit the book that he wanted to write.
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At the Petit Palais
On Theodore Rousseau
Sarah Gould

1279 wordsOn  hot summer days, Parisians escape to the suburb of Fontainebleau. After the Chateau Royal, the forest is the city's second monument, or at least that's the way Theodore Rousseau saw it: a refuge from inflation, pollution, noise and epidemics (in 1849, artists confined themselves there to escape a cholera outbreak), and an inheritance. From the 1830s, Rousseau, Jean-Francois Millet and others converged every summer in the village of Barbizon on the forest's northern edge. There they worked on naturalistic depictions of the French countryside, inspired in part by Constable's exhibition at the Salon in 1824, making no apology for their departure from historical and mythological narratives and from the then dominant preference for Italian landscapes.
[image: ] 'An Avenue in Isle-Adam Forest' (1849)




Rousseau travelled around France for many years, painting the landscapes of Auvergne, Normandy, the Jura, the Vendee, the Landes, the Pyrenees and the Berry, before settling in Fontainebleau in 1847. He would walk in the countryside for hours each day, sketching trees, plains, marshes, mossy undergrowth, boulders, dead branches. The humidity of the forests seems to rise from his canvases. Sometimes he worked on a picture for months or even years, returning to the same spot day after day. The current Petit Palais retrospective of his work, The Voice of the Forest (until 7 July), invites us to adopt a similar pace. The selection is small and considered: a sharp contrast to the speedy Impressionists - for whom he helped to pave the way - on display across the Seine at the Musee d'Orsay, in a show celebrating 150 years since their first exhibition. Where the Impressionists have rapidity of touch, industrial focus and accessible pleasures, Rousseau invites contemplative appreciation of nature and wariness of the forces that seek to exploit it.
In 1816, the artist Pierre-Henri de Valenciennes created the Grand Prix de Rome du paysage historique with the aim of rejuvenating historical painting through landscape. It encouraged artists to paint in the open air and Rousseau was hooked. In 1829, however, he withdrew from the competition, disillusioned with the strict genre hierarchy: the judges still favoured 'histoire' over 'paysage'. From 1836 to 1841, his pictures were excluded from the Salon for their refusal to submit to the conventions of the Academy.
Rousseau painted what he called 'portraits' of trees, and not just any trees, but oaks and beeches: never Baltic pines, the Russian species introduced during the reign of Louis XVI. In 1815, after the defeat of Napoleon, the restored monarchs began to exploit the forest to replenish their coffers and favoured northern species for their rapid growth. Artists and writers, including Victor Hugo and George Sand, protested against the pine plantations, objecting, on both political and aesthetic grounds, to what they saw as a deformation of the landscape. Uprooting pine saplings was considered a defence of the forest and its poetic vision: for a time, you could only go to dinner in Fontainebleau if you arrived with a pine sapling in hand. These efforts impressed the court, leading to widespread calls for the Bourbons to listen to the young artists. In 1839, King Louis-Philippe finally relented and banned the felling of the centuries-old oaks in Bas-Breau - a significant victory for Rousseau and his contemporaries.
The title of the Petit Palais show alludes to Rousseau's claim, as a romantic pantheist, that he could hear trees speak, and also to his hope that his art might serve as an echo chamber for that voice, as it does in the unfinished painting Massacre of the Innocents, which gives biblical heft to the arboreous victims of logging. Rousseau detested foresters but he also opposed a certain kind of tourism. In 1842, the world's first signposted footpaths, the 'blue paths', were marked out at Fontainebleau. This led Rousseau and his friend Alfred Sensier to write to the duke of Morny, Napoleon III's minister of the interior, asking that he create a nature reserve in the name of art, 'beyond the reach of the forest administration, which mismanages it, and beyond the absurdity of the man who exploits it'. In 1853, Napoleon III acceded to their demand, setting aside more than six hundred hectares as 'sanctuaires de la nature', and in 1861 Fontainebleau was extended and decreed 'une reserve artistique'. It was a major influence on the designation of national parks in the US - Americans were among the main collectors of the Barbizon School - beginning with the opening of Yellowstone in 1872.
The exhibition curators praise the harmony that Rousseau creates between the landscape and the beholder, but we often peer into his scenes through leafy and thorny openings. While Millet, who painted rural life, carved welcoming paths into his landscapes, Rousseau, much like John Everett Millais in his late works, creates a buffer zone of tangled branches or impassable swamps. In An Avenue in Isle-Adam Forest (1849), the viewer glimpses an inviting glade framed by the forest's dark canopy, but broken boughs and bushes bar the way. In The Oak in the Rocks (1860), the untamed branches fill the entire space, which is empty of any human trace - a rare occurrence even in Rousseau's work.
Rousseau's landscapes have to be earned. One of the themes of the exhibition is his ecological awareness. Three paintings in the final room, which is titled 'Rousseau, an ecologist?', are offered as evidence. Alongside Massacre of the Innocents and its scenes of environmental destruction, two works decentre human figures, making them part of the ecosystem. In The Crooked Tree at the Carrefour de l'Epine (1852), the large, twisted, bare branch of an ancient oak provides shelter for a tiny silhouette, while, in a pastel on paper by Millet, Dead Birch, Carrefour de l'Epine (1866), the figures, carrying bundles, are relegated to the background and barely visible.
Rousseau was one of the first painters to become the subject of an ecocritical monograph, Greg Thomas's Art and Ecology in 19th-Century France: The Landscapes of Theodore Rousseau (2000). I suspect that the curators' question mark in the final room isn't intended to alert us to the anachronism or to question Rousseau's feeling for nature, but rather to highlight what the art historian Pierre Wat calls 'the aporia of landscape as an ecological category'. Landscapes are anthropocentric - designated by man and experienced by man - just as Rousseau's forest was a forest for artists.
Rousseau's thirteen years of rejection were followed by decades of critical and commercial success. But his vision wasn't always appreciated in the way he intended. In 1853 he showed a second version of Swamp in the Landes at the Salon and again at the Exposition Universelle two years later. The dark foreground of the painting gives way almost at once to a herd of cattle grazing and drinking from the marsh. The cowherd ambles behind them; in the distance are the foothills of the Pyrenees. This landscape was for centuries uninhabitable but not unfarmable: grazing by livestock allowed the cultivation of some crops, particularly rye. The shepherds of the Landes were known for traversing the wetlands on tchangues, or stilts. But to the right of Rousseau's painting a transformation is taking place: the land has been drained and a pine plantation established. The trees, slender but flourishing, come all the way to the water's edge. At the Exposition Universelle, the Martiniquais engineer Jules Chambrelent exhibited a display of pine trees he had planted in the Landes five years earlier. Napoleon III saw Rousseau's painting and he saw Chambrelent's pines. In 1857 he passed a law ending pastoralism in the Landes and bought seven thousand hectares, which were drained and converted into pine plantations. The Landes forest is now the largest man-made woodland in the world.
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Poem
Saronic
A.E. Stallings

165 wordsI saw nine dolphins once churn three by three
         In echelons behind a ferry boat
                  As though a combine harvested the sea,
Curving toward our wake as asymptote,
         But only three at once above the brine.
                  One rank leapt, then the next, so you could note
Now three, now three, now three - a staggering nine!
         Gesturing, shouts and cellphones: all surprised,
                  And joyful, as if water'd turned to wine,
Or pirates into porpoises. Outsized
         Luck and happiness then seemed to trail
                  Our common path, until the pod revised
Its course, and swerved away. I do not sail
         On any vessel now, but I look back
                  And face the troubled wake of salt, and fail
To see nine dolphins arching - just a pack
         Of ragtag seagulls shrieking through the sheen
                  Of opalescent fumes blown from the stack -
And think of where we're headed, where we've been,
          And things I've seen, and might not see again,
                  And sights that one day no one will have seen.
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Orgasm isn't my bag
Vivian Gornick

2169 wordsIn the  mid-1960s, the Village Vanguard jazz club in Greenwich Village held Monday night speak-outs. At one of them - an evening billed as 'Art and Politics' - the Black poet and playwright LeRoi Jones (soon to become Amiri Baraka) held forth, along with the Black saxophonist Archie Shepp and the white painter Larry Rivers. The audience was composed almost entirely of people like me and my friends: white middle-class liberals and radicals, many of whom were veteran civil rights activists. We had trooped into the Vanguard expecting to make common cause with the speakers, but Jones did not look kindly on us. In fact, he quickly told us we weren't wanted in the civil rights movement, that we were just an interference, only there to make ourselves feel good. Then he pointed his finger and roared: 'Blood is going to run in the seats of the theatre of revolution, and guess who's sitting in those seats!' The place erupted with people yelling and screaming, denying the charges laid against them. One man in particular seemed to lose his mind, crying out repeatedly: 'I've paid my dues. LeRoi, you know I've paid my dues.' Jones just shook his head, as though amazed at the depth of our shared self-deception, and then said: 'You people have fucked the whole thing up. When we get there we're going to do things differently.' I remember sitting there thinking, 'He's confusing class and race. To get "there" he has to become us, and us is not so much white as middle-class.' But I kept my mouth shut, then went home and sat up most of the night writing. I knew from the start that I wanted to put the reader in my place, to experience the evening as I had experienced it, so it felt right to use myself as the first-person narrator. In the morning I sealed my piece in an envelope, walked to the corner mailbox and sent it off to the Village Voice. It never occurred to me to send it anywhere else. After all, what I'd written was a piece of personal journalism, and as everyone in the world - that is, New York - knew, personal journalism and the Village Voice were as one.
In the repressive Cold War years, thousands of Americans felt themselves bereft of cultural outlets that would give them a sense of life as they were experiencing it. Among the thousands were three Second World War veterans - Dan Wolf, Ed Fancher and Norman Mailer - who proposed to start a weekly newspaper that would provide an alternative to the established papers and magazines whose euphemistic prose had begun to feel Orwellian. In the autumn of 1955, they did just that.
The Village Voice went to press with an invitation to its readers to become its contributors. Forget about being professional writers or journalists, the editors announced. Send us what you find interesting. Write it up persuasively and we'll publish it. Soon, the Voice became the place where a steadily increasing readership could see its own concerns written about in the kind of language actually being used at work, on the street, on the subway. A number of these early contributors became the paper's staff writers by doing exactly what I, a decade down the road, did with my evening at the Vanguard. By this time the counterculture was in full swing and the Voice its flagship publication. I was on staff for two years in the early 1970s and again for two years at the end of the decade.
The freedom (if that's the word) given to staff writers and freelancers alike was extraordinary. Once a piece had been accepted, you were allowed to write whatever you wanted, at the length you wanted. There was no real editing. Writers taught themselves on the job. Some did it well, others badly. The result was a noisy mixture of pieces that nailed and pieces that flailed, sometimes informed and brilliant, sometimes garrulous and absurd, all of it either on the money or over the top but never less than alive to the touch. By the late 1960s the Voice was the bestselling weekly newspaper in the country, and would remain so for years to come.
Against all odds and despite the enormous social changes that long since shut down almost every other alternative paper in the country, the Voice still exists, albeit online. Tricia Romano, a former Voice writer, has put together The Freaks Came out to Write, a delicious oral history that uses extracts from more than two hundred interviews, conducted over a period of four years with Voice writers, editors and owners, to form a decade by decade account. At its best it sounds uncannily like the paper itself as it was experienced throughout its glory years and long after.
There was personal journalism and there was advocacy journalism; at the Village Voice the two were often indistinguishable. From the start, the paper conceived of its mission as twofold: to deliver high-end muckraking and smart-ass criticism. The muckraking was to be local and the criticism existential. Since 'local' meant New York City, this kind of reporting became gloriously addictive. Two of the paper's greatest investigative reporters were Jack Newfield and Mary Nichols. My (no doubt screen) memory is of them sitting hunched over their desks, a telephone clipped to each ear, receiving dirt from some informant at the end of one wire, and checking it with a reliable source on the other. For Newfield and Nichols, political corruption was mother's milk. Nichols, in particular, wanted to crucify all the bastards in city government - as one colleague put it, 'Mary had the kind of anger that made abolitionists' - but she reserved her special fire for Robert Moses. He wanted to put an expressway through Washington Square Park, which would have deformed Greenwich Village. For this she went to war. Her pieces in the Voice mobilised the neighbourhood, defeated the bill and dealt Moses a crippling blow.
Newfield was also a crusading investigator. For years he published a much dreaded column called 'The Ten Worst Landlords' or 'The Ten Worst Judges'. His style was declarative in the extreme. Whereas other reporters might write a story that concluded with a charge of corruption, Newfield would begin with it - and then dig. For instance, one piece of his starts: 'Brooklyn Supreme Court Justice Dominic Rinaldi is a typical machine judge' - 'machine' meaning he'd been bought. 'He has been simultaneously repressive toward blacks, and permissive with heroin dealers and members of the Mafia.' By story's end the reader certainly thought the judge belonged in jail. For Newfield every story about New York political filth was a miniature Watergate.
Later on, the paper boasted the work of James Ridgeway and Wayne Barrett, whose reporting gained them national attention but, in truth, these men could have worked nowhere else. Ridgeway told Romano the story of an interview he'd once had with a New York Times editor, who asked him how he, Ridgeway, thought Times writers could improve themselves. Ridgeway replied: 'You could take a position and start attacking people.' The Times man thought for a moment, then said: 'I don't think you'd be happy here.' Barrett told Romero about his relationship with Ed Koch, one of New York's most prominent mayors: 'Koch and I were inaugurated on the same day in 1978. He became mayor and I became his weekly tormentor.'
But it was in the vast and exploding world of arts criticism that the Voice, between the 1960s and the 1980s, proved most influential. With Bob Christgau on rock music, Andrew Sarris on the auteur theory of film, Cindy Carr on performance art and Jules Feiffer's cartoons satirising the bourgeois consumption of it all, Voice writers were major chroniclers of everything in the arts that felt new at a moment when everything was new. Someone said in reference to Christgau that 'the best rock writers wrote about the music on the same level as the music itself.' This could have been said of countless critics at the Voice, many of whom felt themselves possessed of Christgau's ardour, and were on a mission to bring to the world the life-giving value of the arts. One of the paper's permanent contributions to journalism was to elevate the value of such writing in everyday newspapers at a time when these publications equated arts criticism with 'soft news'.
And then along came the two major liberationist movements of the 1970s and 1980s: women's rights and gay liberation. The Voice dived right in, with Richard Goldstein leading the way for gays and Susan Brownmiller for feminists. Many on staff found both causes consuming and were grateful for the paper's support. I, for one, instantly on the barricades for radical feminism, began to see sexism everywhere and to write nonstop about it. If I read a book, went to a dinner party, rode the subway, walked into a grocery store, there it was: sexism raw, palpable, compelling. And the Voice let me run with it. Piece after piece after piece, every one of them as long as I wanted, as polemical as I wanted, as pugnacious as I wanted. I can feel the urgency on my skin even now.
There were two major areas of concern for most feminists at the Voice: work and sexual pleasure. For me, it was the former. I wanted to see every woman in the world take work more seriously than love. Other writers at the Voice - Ellen Willis, for instance - were campaigning for a liberated erotic life: equally urgent, equally relentless. Talk about deadly serious. Newfield called us 'Stalinist feminists', and of course we were. I remember I was sitting at a desk in the Voice office sometime in the 1970s when Jill Johnston, whom I'd never met, walked in. Jill was a beloved outlier at the Voice; she wrote her dance diary column without capital letters, punctuation or paragraphing; no one ever knew what she was talking about. That day, she came straight over to me and without a word of introduction said: 'I want you to know I have vaginal as well as clitoral orgasms.' I neither missed a beat nor cracked a smile: 'Orgasm isn't my bag,' I replied. 'Go tell this to Ellen.' The paper's attention to feminist and queer politics extended equally to civil rights and Black cultural politics, as the Voice became the launch pad for some of America's most talented Black writers, among them Stanley Crouch, Greg Tate and Colson Whitehead.
In 1970, Wolf and Fancher (Mailer was long gone) sold the controlling interest in the Voice to a company owned by Carter Burden, a New York socialite and City Council member, with the proviso that they would remain in editorial control. Burden, of course, said he had bought the paper because he loved it, wouldn't dream of changing anything or anyone on it, yet less than five years later decided he had to sell; not because the paper was losing money (it wasn't), but because he, Burden, needed the cash to take care of his other financial obligations. In short, the Voice had become wedded to corporate interests; it was the beginning of its slow but steady evisceration. Burden sold the paper to Clay Felker of New York magazine, who almost immediately fired Wolf and Fancher and within a few years lost financial as well as editorial control himself. Felker sold the paper to Rupert Murdoch who did more of the same. I think something like eight owners followed, one on the heels of another, all contributing materially to the paper's decline. Each new owner thought he 'loved the Voice just as it was' before he bought it, but no sooner did he own it than he began firing editors and writers, replacing them with new editors and writers who would also soon be fired. In short, owning the Village Voice was an unsatisfying fantasy for a great many rich people, none of whom understood either the original character of the paper or its relation to the changing times.
The influence of the counterculture on American society at large has been incalculable; by the time it ran its course much that it opposed no longer existed. The Village Voice was nothing if not a child of the counterculture: by the mid-1990s its mission was over. It had lost its reason for existing. Yet the testimonials that fill The Freaks Came out to Write are as vivid in recounting the paper's second thirty years as they are in recounting its first, so great is the shared desire to believe that the Voice meant as much in the 2000s as it had in the 1960s. It's a tribute to the universal longing for a working life in service to something larger than one's own small, separate self.
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Wild Resistance
Owen Hatherley

4046 wordsAdorno  is easily parodied. Photos on social media show him frog-like, myopic and bald, denouncing the willing consumption of dross, the personal embodiment of a refusal to 'let people enjoy things'. Another meme features Reverend Lovejoy from The Simpsons derisively brandishing a copy of Minima Moralia: 'You ever sat down and read this thing?' (In the original, it's the Bible the reverend is holding up to ridicule.) Others use an image of Adorno in a one-piece swimsuit at the beach, looking as if he's quietly enjoying himself - a more winsome George Costanza. These memes are surely made by people who had to study Adorno at university. They will probably have read the depressive aphorisms of Minima Moralia and some fragments from Dialectic of Enlightenment on the 'culture industry'; a few unfortunates will have had to tackle the thickets of Aesthetic Theory or Negative Dialectics. Along with the parodies come received ideas: Adorno the grouch, Adorno the scourge of mass media, Adorno the mandarin Marxist; or, as Ben Watson puts it in his counterweight, Adorno for Revolutionaries (2011), Adorno as 'a kind of German T.S. Eliot without the practical cats'.
Adorno's aesthetics are extreme. 'He is an easy man to caricature,' Watson writes, 'because he believed in exaggeration as a means of telling the truth.' But he was no misanthrope. A melancholic, certainly, but also a utopian socialist whose work is motivated above all by a horror of suffering - of the working classes, of European Jews, of animals - and an unending if faint hope that it could one day be ended. He is frequently, and rightly, upbraided for his wildly ignorant essays on jazz, but these are by no means all there is to know about his views on the culture industry. He was a defender of 'high art' or, as he preferred, of the avant-garde, with certain figures - Beckett, Kafka, Schoenberg - appearing again and again as touchstones, and he was cautionary in response to his friend Walter Benjamin's views on the utopian potential to be found in cinema, radio and advertising. In a letter he wrote to Benjamin in August 1936, Adorno defines his own position as being where the extremes of art - the very lowest, the very highest - touch, but not where they meet in the middle. 'Both bear the stigmata of capitalism, both contain elements of change,' and 'both are torn halves of an integral freedom, to which however they do not add up.' The adversary was the work that stood in between, the tasteful, the middlebrow: Adorno would 'naturally never and nowhere' endorse 'the middle term between Schoenberg and the American film'. The fact remains, though, that Adorno's work includes thousands of pages on the 'high' part of that dipole, and very little on the 'low'.
Without Model is Adorno at his most relaxed, a sequence of short, sometimes fragmentary texts on aesthetics - a 'Parva Aesthetica' - assembled by the author in late life and published in 1967, two years before he died. Much of it hasn't appeared before in English, which is unusual for a writer whose work has, like Benjamin's, been scoured for repackagable leftovers. Adorno took a lot of care over what he did and didn't publish, in a manner which often reflected his desire to stay under the radar politically after he emigrated from Frankfurt in 1934, ending up in Los Angeles after stints in Oxford and New York. Unlike his comrades Ernst Bloch or Hanns Eisler, Adorno never considered the possibility of building a life in the 'other' Germany to the east. His decision in 1949, as McCarthyism was taking hold, to leave the US and restart the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research meant making an accommodation with a just as fervently anti-communist Federal Republic. He and Max Horkheimer had already censored themselves in Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944), using carefully coded terms for class struggle and capitalism; subsequently Adorno took his name off the (excellent) book he had written with Eisler on cinema music, Composing for the Films (1947). Eisler went on to write the DDR's national anthem, while Adorno's trenchant opposition to 'committed' or 'engaged' modern art dovetailed nicely with the trends of the time. Where American artists like Philip Guston or Jackson Pollock had once made murals that might decorate a new post office or public housing project, now they were painting abstracts that could appear in the lobby of an office block. Some recently excavated work - such as Towards a New Manifesto, an explicitly Marxist exchange of aphorisms with Horkheimer from 1956 - makes clearer the socialist politics Adorno preferred to obscure for reasons of comfort and self-preservation: it's clear why they didn't want it published.
Adorno never fully committed to the West in the Cold War - whereas Horkheimer supported the war in Vietnam on 'yellow peril' grounds - but he knew on which side his bread was buttered. He taught a generation of German Marxists in Frankfurt during the 1950s and 1960s, but his relationship with the left was scarred after he refused, unlike his close friend Herbert Marcuse, to support the German university protests of the late 1960s. On one occasion in January 1969, he called the police in to deal with students occupying his seminar room. A few months later, in a packed lecture hall, he was heckled by students demanding that he engage in 'self-criticism', and when three women students invaded the podium to stage a Busenaktion, baring their breasts and sprinkling petals over his head, he fled.
Adorno's commitment to being without a 'model' - a Leitbild - is rooted in one of his most appealing dislikes, for the philosophy of Martin Heidegger. 'In keeping with the still widespread ontological trend', Adorno writes in his introduction, he could choose to 'waffle something more or less veiled about eternal artistic values', but prefers instead to stress the messy, the unfinished and the fragmentary. He yokes the language of Heidegger and the existentialists to the economy: 'the word "values", which has become fashionable since Nietzsche to refer to insubstantial norms that are divorced from humans', was, he asserts, 'not by chance taken from the sphere of objects par excellence, namely that of economic exchange'. Instead, the 'small aesthetics' in Without Model will defend 'the zone that conformism seeks to proscribe as experimental', which for Adorno, as ever, 'is the last refuge of the possibility of aesthetic truth'.
Aside from two long pieces - one on the Baroque, one on 'functionalist' architecture - the essays and fragments here lack the intensity and difficulty of the two grand works he was writing at the time, Negative Dialectics (1966) and the never completed Aesthetic Theory (1970). Compared to the vast threshing machine of the latter, with its ten-page paragraphs and formidable bleakness, these pieces can appear, to use a term that Adorno would have held in contempt, almost 'accessible'. There is a short retrospective essay on 'The Culture Industry', reprising arguments from Dialectic of Enlightenment. In it, Adorno takes specific issue with the notion that he was mounting a defence of 'high culture'. Rather, capitalist mass media have created a version of 'high art ... stripped of its seriousness by aiming for effect, while low art, having been tamed and civilised, loses the wildly resistant quality that inhabited it before society gained total control'. Some who don't share Adorno's prejudices about Black music have found value in his work when applied to free jazz or punk or jungle - kinds of music that have been nothing if not 'wildly resistant'.
Once or twice, Adorno even makes an attempt at humour, as in 'Non-Conciliatory Proposal', in which he imagines the formation and actions of a union of German hotel painters (generally Adorno is funnier in moments of vituperation rather than jest). The piece may have been prompted by the amount of time Adorno, in his sixties, was spending on holiday. There are several travel sketches, which may have been attempts to emulate Benjamin's shard-like essays on Naples, Moscow or Marseille, but are devoted instead to more conventional well-to-do holiday destinations - Tuscany, Switzerland, Paris, Vienna. They are wholly lacking in the visionary, transfiguring quality of Benjamin's depictions of place. In snatches, they shine some light on the life of a writer deeply hostile to biography. Adorno's mother, whose maiden name he took as his pen name (his father's name was Wiesengrund), was a professional opera singer for the Habsburg court. The piece here on the Baroque Bavarian town of Amorbach records his memory of hearing euphemistic talk of a court gardener's abuse of his daughter: 'As a schoolboy, I thought the words "decent" and "chaste" meant something highly unseemly, probably because they were mostly used in the context of indecent acts.' Otherwise, he is sad to find, after spending time in America, where every town looks the same, that in rural Germany every town looks the same too.
These pieces are as bourgeois as any example of travel writing from the time, and there is little in Adorno's discussion of Lucca that a much lesser intellect wouldn't have discovered on finding both poverty and grandeur in a small Italian city. He can't understand why people should be emigrating from somewhere so beautiful for the wastes of North America or Argentina, 'when the opposite should be the case'. One aphorism records 'faces that look as if they were made for great, possibly tragic destinies, but which are probably simply rudiments left over from the times when there really was such a thing, assuming there ever actually was'.
Similarly, in 'From Sils Maria', written in 1957, Adorno wanders around the Engadin valley in Switzerland, gazes at the night sky in search of Sputnik, wobbling among the planets and stars, and makes such remarks as 'when Piz da la Margna' - one of the area's most striking mountains - 'wears her light shawl of mist, playful yet reserved, she is a lady who one can be sure would never travel to St Moritz to go shopping.' He is unashamedly bourgeois in Paris too. 'Scribbled at the Jeu de Paume' is a sketch of what was then the most significant collection of Impressionist paintings, and of the Eiffel Tower, whose Babylonian grandeur from distance belies its appearance as a 'grisly monster' up close. He also writes divertingly on how, unlike their more doggedly ruralist German followers, the French Impressionists incorporated suburbia, railway bridges and artefacts of modernity into their pastoral scenes. These once jarringly contemporary features are by now visual artefacts of the 'good old days' which have been relocated to the late 19th century - something Adorno anticipates in describing the way the paintings of Monet or Pissarro 'absorb' the shocks of modernity. He pauses also to lament the fame of Toulouse-Lautrec as a product of the culture industry: 'While everyone insists that commercial art can be great art too, its triumph over advertising benefits advertising.' Eventually, with 'Vienna, after Easter 1967', all this fey drifting becomes infuriating, as he moans about the paving of paths in the Prater. The first line - 'Viennese melancholy in 1967: the fact there is no more Viennese melancholy' - made me giggle.
Adorno was opposed to biography by and large because he believed that a chronicle of the banal facts of a life made an artist's work banal in turn. And it's true that Adorno is seldom so boring as when he is telling you about his holidays. In these sketches he is quite honest about his own class position, and his sometimes conventional tastes when it came to culture outside his own fields of music and literature. In the 'Vienna' essay he freely confesses to a sympathy with the old Habsburg aristocracy, and aristocrats more generally - because intellectuals and aristocrats are both outside the system. 'The way they live their lives,' Adorno claims, 'is not fully determined by the exchange principle.' Adorno's frenemies, such as Brecht or Eisler, would surely retort that this was a polite way of saying that both aristocrats and intellectuals are parasites.
'On Tradition' is more penetrating on the ways in which the culture of pre-industrial society survives in the 'administered world' and its culture industry. As Adorno would surely have been able to observe in his four years at Oxford in the mid-1930s, bourgeois society first destroys traditions, then displays their remnants as decor in order to create an illusory continuity. Accordingly, 'as soon as they are worshipped by the cultural consciousness as relics, even genuinely traditional elements, major artworks of the past degenerate into components of an ideology that revels in the past so that nothing will change in the present.' Much of this text restates Adorno's anathemas on middlebrow culture, the very worst being art, architecture or music that tries to compromise between modernism and classicism. But also here is an aspect of Adorno's thinking that is a near constant presence, though often missed: a sympathetic attention to what capitalist culture looks like to capitalism's victims, for whom fake tradition becomes a form of consolation.
If someone suffers because of the omnipotence of the merely existent and yearns for what has never been, they may feel a greater affinity with a southern German market square than a reservoir dam, despite knowing how much the timber framework of the houses serves the conservation of stuffiness, the complement to mechanised ruin.

Against various kinds of futurism, he asserts that 'forgetting is inhumane, because it means forgetting the accumulated suffering.'
This insight recurs in 'Functionalism Today', a lecture on modern architecture, which Adorno admits is not his specialism. Adorno's aesthetics, especially after 1945, focused on a notion of 'autonomous' art, outside political commitment and outside the capitalist market, obeying its own rules, aggressive, dissonant, fragmentary, dedicated to speaking the unspeakable no matter how unpalatable it might be. This autonomy is invariably to some degree illusory - there is always a client, or sometimes, as in the Federal Republic, a government stipend - but in the case of architecture it is impossible, especially for public buildings and the urban reconstruction of the postwar era. For Adorno's version of modernism, this presents a problem. 'Because architecture is not exclusively autonomous, but at once purpose-bound, it cannot simply negate humans as they are, even though, being autonomous, it must do so.' He admires Le Corbusier and, especially, Adolf Loos, but is made uncomfortable by the possibility that the astringency of their work might make people suffer when they don't deserve to (unlike, for instance, concert or theatre audiences, who are fair game). In the manner of Dialectic of Enlightenment, he stresses that the 'rationalism' of modernist architecture can't be wholly admirable in the service of a still basically irrational society. 'To be sure, horror at technology is stuffy and reactionary, but that is not all it is. It is also a shudder at the violence that an irrational society inflicts on its forced members.' It is because of this, rather than backwardness or degeneracy or cowardice, that people want to escape to fairy-tale castles; and Adorno faults Loos for apparently never having had this childhood dream.
It's possible that Adorno didn't realise he was kicking at an open door. By the 1960s, many architects had rejected the technocratic metaphors of the 1920s in favour of more expressive, personal forms of modernism. Designers like Giancarlo De Carlo or Oscar Niemeyer were making statements remarkably similar to Adorno's on the 'two irreconcilable motives' of modernist design, which are 'parsimony - for where, if not among the norms of profitability, is it written that nothing should be wasted? - and the dream of a technified world liberated from the ignominy of labour'. But Adorno remained too much a modernist actually to advocate for a return either to classicism or to the formal histrionics of Expressionist or Art Nouveau architecture. Such 'subjective' design results 'not in architecture but in film sets', albeit 'sometimes even good ones', such as Hans Poelzig's sets for The Golem (1920). In Aesthetic Theory, Adorno praised the Berlin Philharmonie of Hans Scharoun, usually regarded as a late Expressionist building, because for him it was 'truly' functionalist, in that its total devotion to acoustics created a form that was organic and irregular, rather than based on an inappropriate analogy with industry.
He had  a lot more to say about film, including some extremely harsh words for most Hollywood product, and harsher words still for the movies of postwar Germany. This level of attention has sometimes been reciprocated. One of the major figures of the first wave of New German Cinema, Alexander Kluge, was a devoted student of Adorno, and later German modernist filmmakers, from (the French-born) Jean-Marie Straub and Daniele Huillet to Harun Farocki, have also been committed Adornians. 'Transparencies on Film' is the best-known piece in Without Model, since a previous translation was included in the never-out-of-print anthology The Culture Industry (1991), a book which curated an especially monolithic mandarin Adorno. The essay ends with a parodically lofty dismissal of all commercial cinema of the era, as Adorno asserts that in the mid-1960s, 'the standardised Westerns and crime stories' - Sergio Leone? Sam Fuller? - 'are even worse than the official top products. In an integral culture, one can no longer even rely on the dregs.'
But this is merely a deflated coda to an otherwise open-ended essay. It begins by praising the New German cinema of Kluge and Volker Schlondorff, specifically for its rough, jagged, 'unfinished' look. The text serves almost as a programme for lo-fi cinema, ranged explicitly against the big bangs of montage cinema (Vertov, Eisenstein) that Benjamin had praised three decades earlier - 'there is reason to doubt the durability of a procedure that aims for shock value.' Adorno has some reservations about Schlondorff's film from 1966 of Musil's Young Torless, but his complaints are about the verbal rather than the visual, rooted in the perfectly defensible argument that literary language tends to sound clunky on the screen. About the visuals Adorno is enthusiastic. 'The features of the comparatively awkward, inept work unsure of its effect are marked by the hope that the so-called mass media might become something qualitatively different,' where 'a comfortingly uncontrolled chance element' comes in: 'the imperfections in the complexion of a pretty girl become a corrective of the established star's flawless skin.' In a similarly optimistic vein, he observes that the tawdry French romantic dramas and sex comedies of the era have had the unintended effect of making young people in Catholic countries much more willing to display affection publicly. Here the culture industry 'contains the antidote to its own lie; this is all that need be pointed out to save it.'
Another rare example of Adorno's often stated but seldom demonstrated sympathy with unadulterated 'low' culture comes in 'Chaplin Times Two', a salute to the actor-director that recalls some of the passages on clowns and clowning that enliven Aesthetic Theory. Adorno doesn't praise Chaplin, as was common at the time, as someone who 'elevated' slapstick into 'high art'. He politely passes over the later 'serious' films, the ones without the Tramp character, arguing that 'interpretations' of Chaplin are 'all the more unfair to him the more they elevate him'. He finds an aggression in Chaplin's work, and the manner in which he gently but ruthlessly mocks and emulates the gestures of others. The real Chaplin, Adorno argues, 'is not a victim but rather seeks victims, pounces on them, tears them apart'; he is 'a Bengal tiger as a vegetarian'. He ends his sketch with the spectacular flex of recalling the occasion when he himself had the privilege of being imitated by Chaplin. At a party in Los Angeles, Adorno was introduced to an actor who had lost his hand in the war. In his embarrassment, as he moved to shake the actor's metal claw, his 'expression of horror' changed 'into an obliging grimace that must have been far more terrible'. Chaplin, who was there, immediately spotted his discomfort and replayed the entire scene in mime.
It is on the subject of music that Adorno remains most respected, and most despised. Music is the art form he cared about most and the subject of his most controversial ideas. (It's perhaps telling that while Beckett, the only literary figure he praised as much as he praised Schoenberg, had a friendly correspondence with Adorno, Schoenberg regarded him with bafflement and contempt.) The pieces on music here include 'Obituary for an Organiser', an affectionate remembrance of Wolfgang Steinecke, the critic and teacher who after 1945 founded the modernist musical festivals and courses out of which emerged the Darmstadt School of fearlessly exploratory music. Adorno, usually unforgiving on such matters, passes silently over Steinecke's career as a critic in the Third Reich, and credits him with the creation of 'a school of uncompromising music ... whose intransigence can bear comparison with the Second Viennese School of Schoenberg'. By the 1960s, Adorno had retreated somewhat from his fierce rejection of all that was not atonal. Where once he seemed to think that Stravinsky deserved no better than to provide the musical setting for the dancing hippos in Disney's Fantasia, by 1967 he was praising his parodic neoclassical style as an analogue to Surrealism. The obituary for Steinecke is similarly ecumenical: 'The slogans emanating from Darmstadt - serial, pointillist, aleatory, post-serial, informal music - are often mutually irreconcilable. And yet there is a common impulse that lives in all of them.'
The opposite of that impulse was revivalism, which Adorno detected especially in the renewed interest in Baroque music (a view he also expressed in 'Bach Defended against His Devotees', an essay in Prisms, another self-selected collection of essays, from 1955). In 'The Misused Baroque', he makes plain his lack of interest in the typologies of style that had marked so much of German art history (most famously, Wolfflin's Renaissance and Baroque), pointing out the ubiquity of mediocre Baroque churches and altarpieces littered around Germany, which he sees mirrored in the 'musical factories' of Baroque composers such as Georg Philipp Telemann. One can take or leave all this, but what's more significant is the depiction of a 'high' culture debased and banalised by the culture industry: 'When a harpsichord or clavichord chirrups on the radio and the instruments accompany it with their diligently repetitive motifs, the illuminated sign saying Baroque Music flashes brightly, like religion with organ sounds or jazz for squawking syncopations.'
Similarly, in Germany and Austria, 'areas without factories, especially those characterised by reasonably unshaken Catholicism, take on a monopolistic character through their scarcity and themselves become luxury goods, a complement to the industrialism in whose midst they flourish. Their Baroque has become a poster of total culture for tourist purposes, and this damages its own beauty.' This fallen status is presumably why he struggles to say much of interest in his travel sketches of Amorbach and Vienna.
Without Model ends with 'Art and the Arts', another restatement of the political pessimism and artistic optimism that characterised Adorno's late career. He takes pride in the question so often directed at his electronic, atonal, choral, concrete favourites, among them Kagel, Stockhausen and Ligeti: 'Is that still music?' 'Today,' Adorno argues in 1967, 'the avant-garde takes [this] narrow-minded question ... at its word, sometimes answering it with a music that indeed no longer aims to be such.' As an example he offers Ligeti's 'very important, highly crafted Atmospheres', a piece from 1961 which 'no longer knows any individual notes that can be distinguished in the usual sense'. In 1935, Adorno pronounced anathema not on Hollywood cinema or atonal music, but on whatever might try to combine the two and thereby dilute the force and extremism of both. Just before he died, cinemas in Frankfurt will have been screening Stanley Kubrick's 2001: A Space Odyssey, where Atmospheres plays against a black screen at the film's opening, before the cosmic monolith appears to a group of hominids at the 'Dawn of Man'. Kubrick uses the recording as a short cut to express the ineffable, the impossible to understand, the mystical, the eternal. In its middlebrow pomposity, its massively expensive technological flash, and its aspirations to profundity, Kubrick's film represented everything Adorno most hated.
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On the Nightingale
Mary Wellesley

984 wordsWe walked  in the darkness beneath beeches and hornbeams until, suddenly, we heard the sound of birdsong, an ethereal noise, a sound associated with daytime. What bird would sing the song of day two hours after dusk? Only a creature of myth, a night-singer, the nihtegala - from the Old English nihte and galan, to sing, call, enchant.
For thousands of years this night-singer's song has been thought of as a mourner's lament. According to mythology more ancient than Homer, Zeus turned Aedon into a nightingale after she mistakenly killed her own son. In the Odyssey, Penelope lies awake at night longing for Odysseus and thinks of Aedon, who wails for the child she has slain. For Ovid, the nightingale's song was that of a raped and mutilated woman. In the poetry of the 13th-century Franciscan John Peckham, the nightingale foresees the hour of her own death, singing from the top of a tree and descending ever lower, until finally she expires on the lowest branch at the ninth hour.
Nightingales winter in sub-Saharan West Africa and then journey six thousand kilometres north to breed in Europe and the Middle East. Some five thousand of them arrive on our shores each spring. A few weeks ago, I and a group of friends and relatives went to Sussex with Sam Lee, an author and folk singer, to hear the nightingales sing. We stopped near a thicket and listened. It was a virtuoso performance: syrupy and sinuous, full of riffs and trills. The author of The Owl and the Nightingale (c.1210) suggested that it sounds like human music - more redolent of the 'harpe and pipe than of throte [than of throat]'. The song is punctuated by rich, almost painful pauses. In the silence, one imagines the bird has come to the end of a verse and is considering, with the ease and confidence of a seasoned performer, where to take the song next. John Keats wrote that nightingales sing 'with full-throated ease' - that's true of the song and also of the gaps in the song.
In the darkness your non-visual senses are more alive. Lying in the grass, damp with dew, I thought of a line from John Lydgate's 15th-century poem about nightingales. The narrator describes the way 'the bawmy vapour of grassis gan vp-smyte [began to rise]'. As we listened, the violinist Conor Gricmanis played to the nightingale, which sang back. The bird's fondness for performing along with us is well known. In May 1924, Beatrice Harrison was recorded playing her cello with nightingales in one of the BBC's first live outside radio broadcasts.
Although it is often thought of as a haunted figure, the nightingale's appearance in spring means that it has also long been associated with romance. Its singing must have been the sonic backdrop to many a midnight assignation. Fittingly, a nightingale appears in one of medieval literature's great sex scenes, in Chaucer's Troilus and Criseyde. After thousands of lines of preamble, the couple finally go to bed together. Criseyde wraps herself around Troilus, like a 'sote wode-binde' [honeysuckle] around a tree. Lying entwined with him she is described as like 'the newe abaysshed [abashed] nightingale' that pauses before singing. Then, 'after siker dooth hir voys out-ringe' ['afterwards, in safety, lets her voice ring out']. For Chaucer, the nightingale's song, and its pregnant pauses, symbolised the tenderness of lovers who finally find safety in each other's arms.
In Laustic, a lay from Brittany by the 12th and 13th-century Anglo-Norman poet Marie de France, two lovers in adjacent houses speak to each other by night at their open windows. The woman is married; when her husband asks what keeps her up all night, she answers that it is the nightingale: 'Il nen ad joie en cest mund/Ki n'ot le laustic chanter.' ['He has no joy in this world, who has not heard the nightingale sing.'] Enraged that this nightly vigil is keeping his wife from his bed, the husband has the nightingale trapped. He breaks its neck in front of her and throws its corpse at her breast. In grief she wraps it in fine silk and sends it to her lover, who has it cased in gold and jewels. The death of the bird symbolises the death of love, but the jewelled reliquary is a monument to love lost.
Many poets assumed it was the female nightingale who sang, but in fact it is the male, who sings to mark his territory and to attract a mate. Nightingales are picky, returning every year to the same spot, often to within a couple of hundred metres of the nest in which they were hatched. The male will try to mate within six weeks of beginning his singing; these are nights and nights of love-song. Once a male has been chosen by a hen bird and the pair have mated, she will lay a clutch of olive green eggs in the leaf litter - the ideal environment is dense scrub or coppice, increasingly in short supply in the South of England. She incubates the eggs for around two weeks until they hatch, when both parents will feed the young.
Because of their territorial nature, nightingales are particularly susceptible to the effects of habitat loss; climate change and the widespread use of insecticides are pushing them to the brink of extinction in the UK. The nightingale is now one of seventy birds on the Red List of threatened species. Listening to a nightingale, Keats wrote:
Thou wast not born for death, immortal Bird!
No hungry generations tread thee down;
The voice I hear this passing night was heard
In ancient days by emperor and clown:

The immortal bird may soon stop coming to England to breed and the song of the nightingale will be heard no more in our woods and thickets.
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Big toes are gross
Hal Foster

3715 wordsAlthough  Andre Breton wasn't the first to use the term 'surrealism', he made it his own with his first Manifesto in 1924. There he defined the fledgling movement as a 'quest' to discover 'the marvellous' in the mundane and to work towards the 'future resolution' of dreaming and waking. While this lofty goal was new enough, the means applied to it, such as playful operations of chance and sudden collisions of disparate words or images, were prepared by Dada. And Breton did start out, along with fellow poets Louis Aragon and Paul Eluard, in the Dadaist camp, won over by its charismatic leaders, Tristan Tzara and Francis Picabia, who had converged on Paris as soon as possible after the First World War. Despite the internationalism of the moment, Breton gave the Surrealist movement a national cast in the Manifesto. From the Marquis de Sade through Baudelaire and Rimbaud to Alfred Jarry and Raymond Roussel, most of the antecedents he named were French, and he credited the ur-method of Surrealism to two compatriots, Isidore Ducasse (aka Lautreamont), whose line about 'the chance encounter of a sewing machine and an umbrella on an operating table' was already talismanic, and Pierre Reverdy, who turned this line into a directive that images be born from 'a juxtaposition of two more or less distant realities'. Abrupt encounters - between texts, pictures, things, places and people - became the staple of Surrealist production, including its greatest novels, Nadja and Le Paysan de Paris.
Dada was one essential prompt for Surrealism; the other was psychoanalysis. In his initial definition in the Manifesto, Breton took the idea of psychic automatism directly from Pierre Janet: 'Surrealism, n. Psychic automatism in its pure state by which one proposes to express - verbally, by means of the written word, or in any other manner - the actual functioning of thought ... in the absence of any control exercised by reason, exempt from any aesthetic or moral concern.' The Surrealists also borrowed freely from Charcot and Freud, unconcerned about the methodological divide between Charcot's visual theatrics and Freud's talking cure. Charcot inspired the Surrealists to investigate hypnosis, which they practised in group sessions, as well as hysteria, which they celebrated in 1928, on the fiftieth anniversary of its 'discovery', with photographs of the 'passionate attitudes' that Charcot had elicited from his young female patients. The debt to Freud ran deeper still: without free association there was no automatic writing, which Breton explored with Philippe Soupault as early as 1920 in Les Champs magnetiques, and both the interpretation of dreams and the analysis of parapraxes were central to Surrealist discussions and surveys in the journal La Revolution surrealiste. It was around these activities, Breton later remarked, that the 'true collectivisation' of the movement occurred.
Breton visited Freud early, in Vienna in 1921, and Salvador Dali met him late, in London in 1938, but Freud, a conservative in aesthetic matters, was sceptical from start to finish. 'I was inclined to look upon the Surrealists,' he wrote to Stefan Zweig, 'as absolute (let us say 95 per cent, like alcohol) cranks.' One difficulty, perhaps the difficulty, is already apparent in the definition of Surrealist creation as produced 'in the absence of any control exercised by reason'. If the primary aim was somehow to express the unconscious, how could one do so in such studied forms as poetry, painting and sculpture? (This question was especially vexed in visual art, which became more prominent as the movement attracted more members.) Along with chance operations, collaborative experiments - writing, drawing, wandering and demonstrating together - helped, but only so much. In the end a lot of Surrealism suffers from the scripting of manifest content with latent meaning: the artist encodes, the viewer decodes, and the old machinery of symbolic interpretation turns over, only now with a homemade version of psychoanalysis, rather than the Bible or the classics, as the iconographic key.
[image: ] Left to right, Andre Breton, Robert Desnos, Joseph Delteil, Simone Breton, Paul and Gala Eluard, Max Morise and Max Ernst, Paris (c.1924).




The Surrealists knew early texts by Freud, such as The Interpretation of Dreams, The Psychopathology of Everyday Life and Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious, but because of delays in translation not later ones like 'The Uncanny' and Beyond the Pleasure Principle. As celebrants of eros, they might have stayed clear of this thanatotic side of psychoanalysis in any case, yet such concepts as the compulsion to repeat and the death drive are very pertinent to Surrealism. Certainly a current of trauma courses through the movement. A one-time medical student, Breton tended to shell-shocked soldiers during the First World War, and a recurring trope in his writing is a 'man cut in two by the window', the very figure of a divided subject. Max Ernst, the most traumatophilic of Surrealists, read Freud in the original German and related the layering of his early collages to the working over of primal fantasies and other traumatic scenes. These images, which astonished the Surrealists-to-be when they were first shown in Paris in May 1921, provided the basic template for the Surrealist picture, even for painters as visually different as Rene Magritte. While Surrealist images were sometimes patterned on screen memories, Surrealist objects were often modelled on sexual fetishes, which, in the Freudian account, are also traumatic in origin, keyed to the unwelcome discovery of gender difference. This connection is most charged in the 'disagreeable objects' of Alberto Giacometti from the early 1930s; his Suspended Ball, a cleft globe hung by a string just above a phallic wedge, retains its ambivalent force to this day.
Surrealism had an equally complicated relation to politics. For Breton, subjective liberation was the necessary complement to social revolution: '"Transform the world," Marx said; "Change life," Rimbaud said. These two watchwords are but one for us.' In a review of Trotsky's Lenin from 1925, Breton presented communism in Surrealist terms as 'the most marvellous agent ever for the substitution of one world for another', and in 1929, in his Second Manifesto of Surrealism, he framed the movement in communist terms as devoted to 'the total elimination of the claims of a class to which we belong in spite of ourselves'. The French Communist Party saw matters differently. 'If you're a Marxist,' Breton overheard one party official bawl at an applicant, 'you have no need to be a Surrealist.' It was also in 1929 that Benjamin characterised the Surrealists as anarchists who, however much they might disquiet the bourgeoisie ('to which we belong'), retained 'a liberal-moral-humanistic concept of freedom' that required the discipline of the Party. This was an injunction that Breton couldn't abide, all the more so after Zhdanov and Gorky declared the supremacy of Socialist Realism in 1934 and the Moscow Trials began in 1936, and it led to his estrangement from Aragon and Eluard, who remained in the Party despite difficulties of their own with its demands. It also led Breton, in a further affront to the Stalinists, to travel to Mexico City in 1938 to meet with Trotsky. There Breton stayed with Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo, and worked with Trotsky on a manifesto titled 'For an Independent Revolutionary Art', which Rivera also signed. It finished with a flourish that recalled the prior conjoining of Marx and Rimbaud: 'Our aims: The independence of art - for the revolution; The revolution - for the complete liberation of art.' At least rhetorically, at least momentarily, aesthetic autonomy and political commitment were held together. After the next world war, they would diverge again, with the celebrated debate between Adorno and Sartre only one indication of the gap.
The internal politics of Surrealism were also fraught. Although purges are as common in artistic movements as in political ones, in this case they were excessive. Breton relished the role of excommunicating pope. The decisive split, which came relatively early, featured dissidents led by Georges Bataille and grouped around the journal Documents, and it cut to the philosophical heart of Surrealism. In the Second Manifesto Breton recommitted the movement to the reconciliation of opposed states:
Everything tends to make us believe that there exists a certain point of the mind at which life and death, the real and the imagined, past and future, the communicable and the incommunicable, high and low, cease to be perceived as contradictions. Now, search as one may, one will never find any other motivating force in the activities of the Surrealists than the hope of finding and fixing this point.

Breton understood this dialectical resolution in explicitly Hegelian terms: the sur in Surrealism was dedicated to the above and the beyond, to a transcendence of the real which was also, for him, the desired effect of imagistic collage and film montage. Adamantly opposed to such idealism, Bataille argued for the sub in his Surrealism, which he framed as a subversion of the real from below: hence his concept of a 'base materialism' that undercuts traditional delusions about human nobility (all big toes are gross, even beautiful mouths are connected to awful anuses and so on). The conflict was in full force at the time of the Second Manifesto, in which Breton championed 'sublimation' and pinned 'regression' on Bataille. Yet Bataille was happy to take up the banner of desublimation: 'I challenge any art lover,' he wrote in 1930, 'to love a painting as much as a fetishist loves a shoe.' From our vantage point each man seems right about the other. With its 'quest' for mystical beloveds and magical objects there was a semi-risible courtliness in Bretonian Surrealism, while Bataille was often, as Breton remarked, an 'excrement philosopher'.
In Why Surrealism Matters, Mark Polizzotti, a biographer of Breton and translator of many Surrealist texts, makes a good case for the varied influence of the movement, especially regarding sexual politics and anticolonial struggles. He also points to its many complicities. While communists shunned Surrealism, capitalists exploited it, and several artists met them halfway. Advertising looked to Surrealism for techniques of subliminal persuasion (Magritte had a small publicity firm; Man Ray was a renowned fashion photographer), and the movies tapped Surrealism for ideas about fanciful decor (Dali advised Hitchcock as well as Disney). With Pop this surreal aspect of commercial culture was cycled back into art - think of the lush bits of cited advertisements in paintings by Richard Hamilton or James Rosenquist - and the two-way traffic has continued ever since. Then, too, there is the notion of the artist as showman. Art-world impresarios existed before Surrealism - Marinetti qualifies, as does Tzara, not to mention, say, Courbet - but Dali took the role of artist-as-provocateur to a new level, one on which Jeff Koons, Maurizio Cattelan and others perform to this day. Breton sensed the danger here; though he first embraced Dali as new blood for the movement, he later dubbed him, anagrammatically, 'Avida Dolars' (Dali also praised Hitler in a pseudo-scandalous way that amused no one). But then Breton was hardly innocent of the market either; he bought and sold art for the couturier Jacques Doucet (Les Demoiselles d'Avignon was one purchase) and traded on his own superb collection of tribal art as well.
Influence comes through dissemination, which is sometimes assisted rather than impeded by the harshest of historical realities. The Surrealists sought depaysement, only to suffer it literally in the Second World War. While some, like Aragon and Eluard, joined the Resistance, others including Breton left for the United States or Mexico. Although Breton never penetrated the New York art world as fully as Duchamp (his English remained scant), his presence made it the effective capital of Surrealism during the war years (he also launched a journal there, with Duchamp, Ernst and David Hare, called VVV). And though Bretonian Surrealism was opposed to abstraction, it helped American artists like Jackson Pollock develop an automatist gesturalism that was more expressive of the unconscious than any Surrealist dreamscape. Such was also its effect on postwar artists in Europe like the Cobra painters, who were influenced by Surrealism even as they resisted it, especially after the paternalistic Breton returned in 1946.
The Situationists, some of whom, like Asger Jorn and Constant, came out of Cobra, chafed even more under what was now the old guard. 'There was the father we hated, Surrealism,' Michele Bernstein stated simply. 'And there was the father we loved, Dada.' Her partner, Guy Debord, gave this triangulation a dialectical flourish in The Society of the Spectacle: 'Dadaism sought to abolish art without realising it; Surrealism sought to realise art without abolishing it. The critical position since developed by the Situationists demonstrates that the abolition and the realisation of art are inseparable aspects of a single transcendence of art.' In this move to leapfrog Surrealism, however, Situationism depended on both its camps. The Situationist practices of detournement and derive drew from Bretonian Surrealism - from its reinscription of found images and objects, and its resistance to a Paris given over to commercial homogeneity and bureaucratic routine. Meanwhile, the Situationist search for a relation to the object-world not dominated by the commodity form drew on Bataillean Surrealism - on its elaboration of ideas about the gift and the potlatch that it had developed in turn from Marcel Mauss. Finally, the concern with the everyday and the vecu, which pervaded French thinking in the 1950s, was also indebted to Surrealism, even if the key theorist of the quotidien, Henri Lefebvre, had no love for Breton either.
As Polizzotti notes, Surrealists had a role in anticolonial politics too. In 1931, when a colonial exhibition was staged in Paris with great fanfare, they mounted a small counter-show called The Truth about the Colonies, and in collective tracts they railed against the French occupation of Vietnam and Algeria throughout the 1940s and 1950s. On a personal level Breton was close to the Afro-Cuban-Chinese artist Wifredo Lam in Paris, and on his way to New York in 1941 he spent several weeks in Martinique, where he met with Aime and Suzanne Cesaire, key figures in the negritude movement (Aime had published his great Cahier d'un retour au pays natal in 1939). Yet sometimes there was a primitivist dimension to these relationships. Lam once remarked that he felt like an 'exotic creature' among the Surrealists, and the very enthusiasm for Oceanic, Mexican and Indigenous American arts promoted by Breton, Ernst and others was also a way not to attend to contemporary racisms. In the end 'ethnographic Surrealism' (to borrow a term from James Clifford) aimed to estrange the self rather than to understand the other; in L'Afrique fantome, for example, we learn far more about its author, Michel Leiris, than we do about Africa. Contemporary exhibitions such as Surrealism beyond Borders at Tate Modern and Surrealism and Us: Caribbean and African Diasporic Artists since 1940 at the Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth, Texas suggest that the movement does have a part to play in the current project to decolonise art history, however.*
Breton died in 1966 at the age of seventy, and his appointed successor, Jean Schuster, disbanded the group in 1969; as one late recruit remarked after the events of May 1968, the Surrealists had been 'passed on the left'. Yet Surrealism lived on beyond its heyday in a number of ways. Breton once referred to Marx and Freud as 'communicating vessels', and Surrealism does count as an early Freudo-Marxism, a synthesis sought by many others, including Wilhelm Reich, Herbert Marcuse and Erich Fromm, some well into the 1960s. By that time, however, structuralism was dominant in France and, despite the friendship Levi-Strauss and Breton forged in New York, it was no ally to Surrealism. Poststructuralism was even less so. Yet Surrealist traces persist even there. Although Lacan reread Freud through structural linguistics, he was formed in the milieu of Surrealism (he completed his doctoral thesis on one of its favourite subjects, paranoia, in 1932), and some of his signature ideas - desire is founded in lack, language 'insists' in the unconscious, the gaze holds a threat of castration - have a Surrealist orientation. Even Foucault and Deleuze alluded to the movement. In the late 1960s they looked back on Surrealism as the moment when 'the simulacrum' - an image that is neither representational nor abstract but which retains a resemblance to the world even as it affirms no reality at all - was released into the culture. They did so in the context of Pop (they refer explicitly to Warhol), which is even more simulacral than Surrealism, and so carries on Surrealism in its own way too.
For many other  artists and critics, though, Surrealism was a bad object. According to strict advocates of abstract painting such as Clement Greenberg, it was too illusionistic and literary, not formally rigorous or specific enough, to count as properly modernist. And this anti-Surrealist posture, which was also anti-subjective, was carried forward by Minimalists and Conceptualists, who otherwise broke with the formalist model of modernism. Soon cracks appeared in this front. The 'eccentric abstraction' of artists such as Eva Hesse and Louise Bourgeois recalled the fetishistic dimension of the Bretonian object even as it reshaped it to feminist ends, and the base materialism advocated by Bataille made a partial comeback in the 'abject art' of the 1990s. Today, with modernist proscriptions long proscribed in turn, Surrealism can be seen everywhere in art - imagistic, subjective and erotic as it so often is. This is not to suggest that the sexual politics of Surrealism are now resolved. As Polizzotti reminds us, there were more women in this movement than in most others, but they featured as objects more than subjects, muses more than makers. At the same time, if there were any hysterics in Surrealism, they were the men of the movement, and this 'male trouble' has had a paradoxical benefit. The fascination with 'convulsive beauty' (Breton), the drive to disturb 'the principle of identity' (Ernst), might be the most important legacy of Surrealism for feminist art and theory, which took up the question of 'sexuality in the field of vision' in the 1980s (as Jacqueline Rose referred to it then). In any case, today the women of Surrealism are esteemed as much as the men, if not more. Meret Oppenheim received a major retrospective last year, and women Surrealists featured prominently in the 2022 Venice Biennale, whose title, 'The Milk of Dreams', was borrowed from Leonora Carrington.
Surrealism also persisted in literature, clearly in magical realism and less obviously in other forms. The French celebration of ecriture in the 1960s recalled, in its assertion that language is its own motive force, the Surrealist experiment with automatic writing, whether the association was desired or not. And in the Anglophone world a connection might be made between the 'paranoid-critical method' of Dali, defined as the 'systematic objectification of delirious associations and interpretations', and the crazy-enough-to-be-true projections of Thomas Pynchon, Philip K. Dick, William Burroughs and J.G. Ballard (who wrote incisively about Surrealism). The afterlife of Surrealism is more active in poetry, as in the New York School of Frank O'Hara, John Ashbery and others: 'We all "grew up Surrealist",' Ashbery once remarked, 'without even being aware of it.' Surrealist directives - to suspend rational control as much as possible, to let language dictate, to hold to the first thought as the best thought - often guided these poets. Yet the juxtapositions of an Ashbery poem are not produced to shock; often the affect is more fluid or flat than charged. It is a Surrealism without the unconscious (if that still qualifies), or perhaps an unconscious that is now seen to be loose in the world (which is the way Ballard conceived his version of Surrealism).
Certainly surreal juxtapositions are everywhere around us today; our urban environments are immersive panoramas of habituated collisions. Breton ended his first Manifesto with fragments of newspaper headlines offered up as marvellous found poetry: 'A burst of laughter/of sapphire in the island of Ceylon'. When I asked a friend about the Surrealist dimension in contemporary poetry, he texted me a photo of a sign in an elevator he happened to be in: 'When fire hat is lit, return cab to lobby.' Today the fire hat is always lit, the cab simply rumbles on, and almost no one notices. It is normal.
This points to the greatest difference between Surrealism then and now. In its first decade 'transgression' was the watchword: Breton advocated it, at least in principle, and Bataille both practised and theorised it. There was a residual bourgeois order with more or less clear lines to violate. Luis Bunuel transgressed them in his great Surrealist films of the late 1920s, Un Chien Andalou and L'Age d'Or, both made with Dali: images such as the eyeball sliced by a razor blade in Un Chien Andalou can't be unseen. Yet the conditions of law and transgression changed after the Second World War, the years of reconstruction in Europe. In an interview from the early 1950s, Breton put it like this: 'The spirit was then [in the 1920s] threatened by congealing whereas today it is threatened by dissolution.' Bunuel also viewed the situation differently by the 1960s. In The Exterminating Angel he has his bourgeois protagonists dine together but fail to depart, and in The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie things only get worse: they attempt to dine together but fail each time. 'Bunuel himself is not outside the world he criticises, he is part of it, and so are his friends and family,' Michael Wood wrote in the LRB of 7 September 2000: 'Social arrangements are foolish and apparently fragile, because they are arbitrary and groundless. Everything about them could be different, and is different in other times and places ... And yet it is because these arrangements are arbitrary and groundless that we have so little purchase on them, and they seem so strangely unchangeable.' In effect, the bourgeoisie failed to exit the historical stage, or to be given the hook by another class strong enough to displace it. And in this state, both stalled and chaotic, the bourgeoisie (or whatever counts as the bourgeoisie) carries on to this day, now bolstered by a disruptive economy of finance capital. In short, law and order are hardly what they were when Surrealism was summoned into being, and neither is transgression. In fact, in our nihilistic phase of neoliberalism, transgression is the domain of the King Ubus of the world, like Donald Trump. Surrealism has been passed on the right.
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Havering and Wavering
Blake Morrison

2781 wordsNovelists  don't usually care for screen adaptations of their work. But the film versions of Atonement, The Remains of the Day and The English Patient do no great disservice to the books. And Colm Toibin wasn't unhappy with Nick Hornby's screenplay for Brooklyn, despite two big changes to the ending. In the novel, when the insidious Enniscorthy shopkeeper Miss Kelly intimates to Eilis that she knows about her secret marriage in the US, Eilis shakes with panic; in the film, taking charge, she proudly tells Miss Kelly her married name ('Mrs Tony Fiorello'). And whereas the novel ends with her on the train to Wexford, heading for the boat but still thinking about the man she's been involved with, Jim Farrell, the film concludes with her in Brooklyn in the arms of her husband: 'This is where your life is,' she says in a voiceover. Perhaps that ending persuaded Toibin that the sequel should begin in the US, with Ireland and Jim Farrell safely behind her.
Is Eilis right to have abandoned them? On the face of it, when Long Island opens twenty-odd years later, she's doing well for herself. She has moved from Brooklyn to Lindenhurst in Long Island, with Tony (a plumber) and their teenage children, Larry and Rosella. Having acted as a bookkeeper for Tony's family, she's now working for a local Armenian garage owner as well. Tony's parents live in the same cul-de-sac, as do his brothers Enzo and Mauro and their families. Everyone knows each other's business, so much so that when a stranger (Irish, as it happens) turns up to see Eilis with an ultimatum, other members of the family already know what's going on. The man's wife is pregnant by Tony, he announces, and when the baby is born he'll be handing it over to Eilis or leaving it on her doorstep.
Toibin's early novels aren't notable for high drama. They may explore death and grief but it's the texture of ordinary life that sustains them: card games, house renovations, gossip, waiting for the postman, walking in the drizzle, shopping and drinking. There's no lack of quotidian substance in Long Island, from men discussing ball games to the use of Windolene to ease a ring onto a finger. But because of the threat posed by 'the man' (unnamed until later) the novel begins as explosively as Thomas Hardy's The Mayor of Casterbridge, where Michael Henchard puts his wife up for sale. Eilis understands where the man is coming from, as if his belligerence were a tribal norm: 'She had known men like this in Ireland. Should one of them discover that their wife had been unfaithful and was pregnant as a result, they would not have the baby in the house.' Her response, as a betrayed wife, is muted and slow-burning; she and Tony continue to share a bed, if not to have sex (a recent resurgence in their sex life, she realises, came at the time he was getting another woman pregnant). There's just one issue on which she's adamant: the baby won't be crossing her threshold, nor will Tony's mother, Francesca, be raising it next door.
The charm of Brooklyn (2009) was its immigrant story, as Eilis, innocent and friendless but clever and determined, starts a new life over the water. At first she's homesick ('She was nobody here'; 'She belonged somewhere else'). But after meeting Tony she finds her feet. The liberation she feels when she passes her college exams ('how beautiful everything was ... She had never felt like this before ... [it] had given her a new freedom') is reminiscent of Christopher Isherwood in a California diary entry in 1940: 'I love this country. I love it just because I don't belong ... I feel free here. I'm on my own. My life will be what I make of it.' All that changes with the death of Eilis's sister, Rose. Returning to Ireland to pay her respects, she's reassimilated, which 'made every day she had spent in America a sort of fantasy, something she could not match with the time she was spending at home. It made her feel strangely as though she were two people.'
In Long Island she's still two people. She doesn't see eye to eye with the Fiorellos. Having argued with her hawkish father-in-law about the Vietnam War a few years earlier - 'I would not want my son to be sent to fight,' she tells him, shocking everyone at the table with her assertiveness - she no longer attends their elaborate Sunday lunches. Nor does Frank, Tony's smart kid brother, an eight-year-old in Brooklyn, now a successful lawyer. She can talk to Frank more easily than to Tony; they would make a good match but for his being gay. As it is, he's generous enough not just to have promised to sponsor Rosella at university but to give Eilis two thousand dollars towards a trip to Ireland - her first since Rose's death.
Ostensibly she's going back for her mother's eightieth birthday. But, as before, Tony feels threatened and resists the idea, afraid she won't return - with good reason this time, since she's unsure whether their marriage is worth saving. It depends on what happens with the baby. To her mother-in-law, 'the baby will be a member of the family whether we like it or not,' which means it's likely she'll defy Eilis and bring it up. A break in Enniscorthy will give Eilis a chance to think this through - not that the baby or the state of her marriage are matters she'll discuss with anyone, least of all her mother.
Difficult mothers appear often in Toibin's work. Chief among them are mothers who hand their children over to a relative so they can spend time with a dying husband and who then, traumatically, fail to be in touch for weeks on end. Both Nora in Nora Webster (2014) and Lily Devereux in The Blackwater Lightship (1999) fall into that category, as does the mother in the story 'One Minus One'. Eilis's mother, though widowed early, hasn't been unmotherly in that way. But in old age she has turned abrasive, at least with her daughter, who's made to feel guilty for emigrating twenty years ago and now for buying kitchen items - a fridge, washing machine and cooker - that her mother doesn't want. Eilis would like the eightieth birthday gathering to be a big family occasion, but her mother isn't having it ('Families are often the worst'). The days are hard to fill and her mother's anti-American jibes wearying. Oppressed, she briefly escapes to her brother Martin's rundown cottage in Cush.
Even before Brooklyn, Toibin's fiction had its share of transatlantic crossings. But the more common to-ing and fro-ing, on a humbler scale, is between Enniscorthy, the busy town where he grew up, and Cush, the tiny coastal settlement a half-hour drive away where he spent childhood summers (he writes about both places in his essay 'A Guest at the Feast'). Cush is where Eamon Redmond, a judge, retreats every summer in The Heather Blazing (1992); where the Devereux family gather in The Blackwater Lightship as Declan is dying of Aids; where Nora Webster used to spend time with her husband, Maurice, until he died and she was forced to sell up. Cush is a site of freedom and pleasure, where swimmers put on their bathing togs and plunge into the cold sea. It's also ominous, the eroding cliffs from which houses have fallen a symbol of doom.
In Brooklyn, Cush is where Eilis first registers Jim's attraction to her and in Long Island, it's where they meet again. Jim is now running the family pub in Enniscorthy. He lives alone and often thinks of his romance with Eilis. Now she's back, he wants to know about her life in America and also, more worryingly, to discover if she feels the same way about him as she did that summer. Honesty is a challenge for them both. In Brooklyn the deception was hers: she didn't tell him she was married. In Long Island it's his: for a couple of years he's been seeing an old friend of hers, Nancy Sheridan, and though they've kept the relationship a secret and will do so for a few months more, until her daughter's wedding is out of the way, they plan to get married in Rome the following year.
Eilis and Nancy are rivals for narrative supremacy as well as for Jim: the point of view shifts between them, with a little room made, since it's a triangle, for him. Nancy made an appearance in Brooklyn, and was the subject of 'The Name of the Game', a long story in Toibin's Mothers and Sons (2006). There, newly widowed and cash-strapped, she was forced to open a fish and chip shop to make ends meet. In Long Island she still has the shop, which attracts drunk customers late at night and annoys the town's well-to-do, but she is busily mapping out a quieter life with Jim. She has her eye on a remote piece of land where they can build a bungalow and lures him out to see it.
The two women meet now and then but don't share confidences: Eilis says nothing about Tony, Nancy nothing about Jim. So much in Long Island goes unsaid. It's a world in which people speak knowledgeably (and sometimes bitchily) about others but reveal little of themselves. 'It's not like you to tell anyone anything,' Eilis says to Jim. As well as secrets, there are problems of articulation: stutters and stammers, an inability to express feeling. Whatever you say, you say nothing. Or you do as Eilis's mother does, when she proudly tells her grandchildren that she has returned the kitchen equipment that Eilis bought for her and chosen her own instead - an outright lie.
Toibin has fun playing Nancy off against Eilis. Nancy is rooted, pragmatic and worried about her weight. Eilis is slim, tanned and (by Enniscorthy standards) expensively dressed. But as a returnee she provokes suspicion: 'She seemed like a different person. Something had happened to her in America.' The girl who left was raw and amenable; the middle-aged woman who comes back looks to be at ease with herself. Inwardly, though, she's in a muddle. The renewed connection with Jim is part of it. He's mixed up too, drawn to Eilis but ashamed of betraying Nancy: 'Jim realised that he himself was like one of his own worst customers, someone who knew what he should not do but was driven to do it regardless, no matter how much trouble it would cause.' We see far more of muddle - of havering and wavering - than we do of sexual passion. How to do the right thing? Who to trust? When to be candid and with whom? There are long passages of introspection studded with question marks.
Since  Enniscorthy is a small town, where people are more informed than they let on ('Sure, everyone knows everything'), it's a test for Toibin to keep the unfolding narrative credible: is it plausible that Nancy and Eilis wouldn't find out about each other's involvement with Jim? But because this trio are emotionally reticent, Toibin succeeds. The story set up at the outset - a woman forced to consider leaving her unfaithful husband - doesn't go away altogether but becomes richer, multilayered and unexpected, defying logic yet wholly tenable. As Hardy once put it, 'Though a good deal is too strange to be believed, nothing is too strange to have happened.'
Hardy is an unlikely comparison for Toibin, but as in Wessex so in Enniscorthy: coincidences happen, passions ignite and history refuses to be buried. A more obvious connection is with Henry James, about whom Toibin wrote a great novel, The Master (2004), in which one set-piece has James taken by a gondolier to deposit the clothes of his newly deceased friend, Constance Fenimore Woolson, in the Venetian lagoon. Nancy's trip to Dublin to be fitted for a dress for her daughter's wedding is less dramatic but Toibin gives it five pages all the same. And Eilis is a remodelled Jamesian heroine: smart, self-educated, unsure where she belongs. True, she's not a sophisticate (in twenty years in the US she hasn't once stayed in a hotel), but her visit to Ireland, against her husband's wishes, is reminiscent of Isabel Archer's in The Portrait of a Lady, when she travels to see the dying Ralph against her husband's wishes:
'Was he very bad about your coming?'
'He made it very hard for me. But I don't care.'
'Is it all over, then, between you?'
'Oh, no; I don't think anything is over.'
'Are you going back to him?' ...
'I don't know - I can't tell.'

This is Isabel talking to Ralph, but if Eilis were the confiding sort it could equally well be her. When Jim pushes her for a decision about the future, she can't help him: 'There were too many uncertainties. She could not make her mind up now. She would have to tell Jim that she needed more time.'
Among the uncertainties are what she owes her children, who have followed her to Ireland for a summer holiday and to meet their grandmother for the first time. Both still depend on Eilis: Larry is affectionate but impulsive; Rosella will need settling in at university. She has been a good mother to them, one of the few in Toibin's work without neglect on their conscience. Eilis's mother, formerly so caustic, lightens up when they're around. Rosella is introduced to Enniscorthy townsfolk as a beautiful granddaughter. Larry goes to a hurling match and spends time in the local pubs.
To prepare for their trip, Rosella has read Bernadette Devlin's The Price of My Soul (1969). Watergate and the Troubles are referenced too, which makes Long Island no less 1970s than Brooklyn is 1950s. But, realist fiction though it is, it's light on period detail and contemporary politics. Deeper divisions between the Old World and the New matter more: the fact that Eilis's mother and brother Martin don't have fridges, for instance, or that the blue dress Eilis wears 'could not have been bought in Ireland'. Materially, Ireland and North America are worlds apart. But neither Eilis's mother nor her brother Jack (who offers to buy Eilis a house in the US) is poor. And there are other continuities. Eilis's community in Lindenhurst is 'intimate', even 'enclosed' - 'it's a neighbourhood,' like Enniscorthy.
Brooklyn was a breakthrough for Toibin, bringing him a wider readership ('Someone actually said to me, "Oh thank God, a book of yours we can finally read,"' he joked in an interview with the Guardian). After Long Island, any suggestion that Toibin is indifferent to plot development seems absurd. Yet these two novels aren't departures. Read them alongside his other fiction and you notice the same places cropping up again and again: Enniscorthy, Cush, Wexford, Tuskar, Blackwater, Ballyconnigar. The same surnames recur too: Lacey, Devereux, Redmond, Webster, Kehoe, Keating, Bolger. And the idiom has the same unshowiness: it's what Browning called 'a language fit and fair and simple and sufficient'.
Whatever the virtues of Toibin's novels about James and Thomas Mann, it's on his home turf that he exceeds himself. He may be writing about people who are away from home or who, like Eilis, don't know where home is. And he wouldn't quibble with Larkin that 'Home is so sad.' But he understands homesickness as well as he does the urge to get away. What Eilis did in Brooklyn still resonates today: record numbers of young Irish people are leaving the country in search of a better life. But what she does in Long Island resonates too: come back for the summer, reconnect with the people she left and wonder what to do next. She's still only in her forties, with decisions to make and decades of life to go. There may have to be a sequel to the sequel.
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Diary
Back to Bouillon
Patrick McGuinness

4955 wordsIwas made  in the small industrial town of Bouillon, in the Belgian Ardennes, where my mother came from and most of the family still lives. One aunt and uncle lived opposite, another lived forty kilometres away on the Luxembourg border, and our cousins lived next door. My mother was the only one of her siblings or close relatives to leave, but when she did she went far enough away to make up for all their staying. Having met my father in Liege, where she was a student and he an English-language teaching assistant, she moved to England; they then embarked on what became a life of travel, uprooting and re-rooting every few years after he joined the British Council. They went to Congo (just after independence), then Tunisia (where I was born), then Venezuela, Turkey, Iran (during the revolution) and Romania (just before the revolution). My mother left Bouillon, but she always came back. We returned three times a year, and during the summer we'd stay for as long as three months, in ways that gave my sister and me the sense of being woven into the place, of having something so deep and so full that it felt like an extra life: not a holiday or vacation, but a different way of being ourselves, not least in French, because we always become someone different when we speak another language.
My parents retired to the suburbs of south-west London. Towards the end of her life, in Kingston Hospital, my mother said from her bed, with that mix of disorientation and clarity that hospital-strength drugs bring: 'Je ne reverrai plus Bouillon.' ('I'll never see Bouillon again.') She did - she went back twice more, and for long stretches - but the way she said it, and what it implied, seemed so dark to us, and so final beyond any abstract notion of her death, which by then wasn't abstract at all, that it felt as terminal as her diagnosis. As far as she was concerned, it was the diagnosis.
Bouillon teemed with cousins, great-aunts and great-uncles, not all of whom we knew. Our great-aunt Olga turned out to be running a cafe five hundred yards from our house. She and my grandfather, her brother, hadn't spoken for decades, and any reconciliation would have been so disruptive it would have caused more problems than it solved. We were told that she had gone to become an exotic dancer in Paris in the 1930s and stayed there. What we didn't know was that she had returned (if she ever went), and that she was in fact the kind but hard-as-nails woman behind the bar at the Cafe des Sports who smoked local Semois cigars. She died in the early 1990s, and the cafe has been for sale for so long that the estate agents keep having to replace the damp-sodden 'a vendre' signs. In the life beside this one, the one where I'm still in Bouillon, I'm running the Cafe des Sports, polishing the bar and drying the Stella glasses with the same cloth I use to wipe the ashtrays.
The cafe was bought, once, by a local hotelier, but he was killed in the terror attack on Maelbeek station in Brussels in 2016. We never thought, as children, of the way history touched on our small town. Yet we were surrounded by it: during the Second World War our grandparents' house had been taken over by German officers, and they were sent away to work as agricultural labourers. They were lucky: our great-grandfather was killed in a German bombing raid in 1940, while the father of my cousin Guy was executed by the Gestapo, leaving behind a widow and three sons. Bouillon also produced Leon Degrelle, the founder of Belgium's fascist Rexist movement, a man whom Hitler claimed he would have wanted for a son, and who died an unrepentant, even exultant, Nazi in Malaga in 1994. His long life in exile made him a magnet for the far right, and among his admiring visitors was Jean-Marie Le Pen, who called him 'an extraordinary historical figure'. For his daughter's wedding Degrelle wore full SS uniform, and every year, around his birthday on 15 June, Rex signs still appear around Bouillon, chalked onto walls or pavements. The older generation didn't speak much about Degrelle, or the war, but when German tourists came past our house and asked the way to the castle, my grandfather would reply: 'Meme qu'en trente-neuf.' ('Same as in 1939.') Elsewhere in town, a former cafe owner is reputed to have done terrible things as a mercenary in Africa in the 1960s, while the barber we went to as children claimed inside knowledge of Patrice Lumumba's last days from his time as a member of the Belgian colonial police.
The Bouillon we grew up in was newly post-industrial: the factories had closed but people still kept the rhythms of work and the ecosystem of shops and businesses clung on. By the time I reached my twenties Bouillon's shops were closing down and windows were being boarded up. There had been dozens of cafes and restaurants, five butchers', half a dozen bakeries, shops selling workwear (overalls, aprons, boiler suits, chefs' hats) and a co-operative supermarket. There was a whole stratum of businesses dedicated to mending things - from tailors' and counters selling material, thread and bobbins to electrical shops that fixed TVs and washing machines. Although we were a long way from the coast we had a fishmonger, and even a 'boucherie chevaline' - a horsemeat butcher. Horsemeat was tough but cheap - and it went well minced in lasagne and Bolognese. When, a decade or so ago, there was a scandal about horsemeat being used to bulk out lasagnes in the UK, many of the older generation in Bouillon found it comforting that not so far away, people were still tucking into horse.
The restaurants sold chips in cornets from the back windows of their kitchens, where the chefs used the windowsill as a pop-up bar for locals who fancied a beer as they went about their errands. Most of these establishments were also people's homes: they lived 'above the shop'. At our butcher's, the family's lounge was on the other side of the chopping room where the cuts were prepared. At weekends and in the evenings, curtains were drawn and shutters pulled down over shop vitrines and the TV would come on, its blue fizz and muffled noises seeping out between the shutter slats or the gaps in the curtain lace. Flypaper encrusted with bluebottles twisted like bunting. As people left their shops, businesses were embalmed, coming to look like old film sets.
Thinking about being a child in a place like Bouillon - of which there exist so many equivalents in so many countries - I see how the grand narratives of post-industrial decline, with their emphasis on migration, property crashes and derelict industrial zones, are only one side of the experience - the outward signs, the computable data of it. My feeling, as I remember it, was that we were all still there: it was the place itself that was emigrating beneath our feet.
Now, as I walk from my house in Oxford to the hipster coffee shop on Magdalen Road, which has recently been rivalled by two more hipster coffee shops, a deli and a second sourdough bakery, I pass Silvesters, a hardware shop that has finally closed down after a hundred years on what was once a busy local shopping street on the Cowley/Oxford borderland. This once working-class area is now so gentrified that the old grocery shop, Best Buys, has recently become an upmarket children's bookshop. The area is full of ghost frontages and ghost signs naming the old establishments, recuperated by gentrification into decor. Magdalen Road has begun to refer to itself as 'the village': at one end, two very smart pubs, a theatre and the high-end bakery/cafe zone; at the other, a car wash where global migration, exploitation and possibly modern slavery meets the world of mid-priced family saloons. In between there are Asian supermarkets, an exotic fish shop that functions as a free zoo, a disco-hire shop, a homeless shelter called the Porch, a Buddhist centre and a memorial mason's. The sourdough delis, pubs and theatre are on the Iffley Road side, the car wash on the Cowley Road side, as if illustrating something about the road's status as urban sliding scale between local and global, rich and poor, gentrification and the places gentrification doesn't want to think about.
Gentrification has an eye for the folkloric elements of transformed neighbourhoods, their capacity for targeted nostalgia. Faded letters on the side of a house advertising Bile Beans, or the old font of a shop name, its lettering long gone but marked out in dirt and grease and exhaust fumes, remind us comfortingly of the past, though the prices inside are positively futuristic. They also give us the illusion of the local, and of our place in it. In any gentrified area, it's the local that costs more: the honey from the Camden rooftop, the sausages from three miles away, the micro-brewed beer from Adlestrop. Gentrification sells you back the local it destroyed, but as a fetish object at fetish object prices.
There's no money in Bouillon, though there is excellent bread (known, simply, as 'bread', the alternative being unimaginable), so the old shops and businesses get demolished, and the traces of what they were disappear. I've always been alert, in Oxford, to those small details that I can fix on that remind me of Bouillon - that sense of being caught in a local wedge between global forces. No one likes to think that their community - the cafes and the table beer, the factory social or the miners' library - is dependent on money being moved around bank accounts two continents away. But the most local, essential, community-defining things I remember - the smells of the outhouse (rabbit-piss straw, tobacco, various kinds of turps), the sight of lathe oil under fingernails, blue overalls hanging on communal washing lines - were really the vanishing points of global forces. Even the local patois, French flecked with Walloon and often pronounced like Walloon ('tais-toi', which I heard a lot, became 'taiche-teu'; 'j'aime autant', 'djame ostant'), was the result of generations of linguistic mixing and grafting, and of in-migration from other industrial areas of Belgium and France.
When, on Magdalen Road, Silvesters closed at last, Stuart, the owner and son of Bert and Gwen, from whom I bought most of the paint, crockery, polish and DIY kit for my first house in 1998, sold off the stock in a three-stage 'Everything Must Go' sale whose phases I find symbolic. First, there was just a sale, 25 per cent off, then 50 per cent. Phase two consisted of time slots where you'd pay PS10 and get five minutes in the shop to take whatever you fancied, modulating, as the shelves became barer, into PS5, for which you could also have the shelves themselves. Phase three I witnessed coming back from the pub one night: the skip rumbling as people climbed inside and picked it clean. The building is now going to be demolished and turned into flats.
Spending a lot of time in a place like Bouillon, I became attuned to the goingness of things - the second going, as it were, in 'going, going, gone'. I noticed it everywhere, and felt as if I'd been given a nose for it by my childhood. That feeling was always connected to places and their details, but also to the way in which the places I remembered were defined by class, and by the mobility and barriers between the classes. This too connects Bouillon to Magdalen Road.
My grandmother was a dressmaker, a couturiere. She was the best in town, and is still known, in the last of the tailors' shops, as 'la grande Lucie'. It was she who made the dresses and suits of many of Bouillon's inhabitants, for a range of budgets: from neighbours or work colleagues to the sons and daughters of the factory owners. People said that her clothes were worn 'meme a Bruxelles'. My grandfather Eugene worked in the metal factory but retired early with emphysema and ailed at home, or in cafes or on his allotment. My sister and I were surrounded by very old people - women in their eighties and nineties, like my great-grandmother Julia and her sister, Eugenie - but it's my grandfather who symbolises old age for me, even though he was only in his late fifties when I was a child. He died aged 66 when I was fourteen, my grandmother Lucie when I was in my early thirties, just before her first great-grandchild was born.
Lucie made clothes for the bourgeoisie, which gave her a class-crossing cachet. Many of her clients came to the house, but for the very rich, she paid house calls. She saw the inside of their mansions; she was the canary in their mines of luxury. She would describe what they were having for dinner that day, which cars were parked in their stables. One day she told us the factory owners were having a swimming pool built. The pool was a legend, and sometimes we'd hear the sound of the splashing carrying over the walls. We finally saw the pool in 2011, when we were invited to the house. Life had equalised us, or made me sufficiently peripheral to the hierarchies that it didn't matter, now that I was an Oxford academic and I'd been interviewed in Le Soir. The old class divisions had been wiped out, as the structures of work and community disappeared, though the money that underpinned them remained. Soon, our children were regularly walking from my grandmother's house up to 'la grande maison' to swim, play football or eat sweets in the house's art nouveau orangery. That three-minute walk would have been unthinkable two generations ago.
I'd always thought, as an academic, about questions of class and class conflict as they presented themselves through organised labour and theories of collective action and identity. In Wales, where I have spent much of the last 25 years, I thought in terms of industrial and union action, which I recognised, in miniature, from Bouillon. Reading Raymond Williams at university in the 1980s and 1990s, I never heard in lectures that he was Welsh, or that his fictional writings were located - in all the senses of that word - in a time and place and culture. Williams's novels, especially Border Country, are about declassement of the sort we find in Tony Harrison's poems or the autofiction of Edouard Louis and Annie Ernaux. While the larger, historical rupture between classes might take a generation or more to work itself out, there is always a rupture at the individual level, between people: parents and children, siblings, or, in my grandparents' case, between husband and wife.
Lucie Nicolas (my grandmother kept her maiden name) was self-employed and independent. She would have been happy to be called petite bourgeoise - unlike her husband, who was resolutely classe ouvriere and had no truck with the hearth-crossing relationship with factory owners. When they dropped by with cloth they'd ordered from Paris, or for impromptu fittings, he would harrumph and slam doors, then go into the courtyard and hammer or drill something loudly. Lucie voted liberal, Eugene socialist. Their house was strictly demarcated between their spheres of activity, and staying there gave me a taste for borders and frontiers, not just between spaces but between eras and periods, and between futures - the future as it once looked and the future as it actually came.
Eugene's sphere was the back of the house: the kitchen, where he preferred to eat, except on Sundays; and the adjacent outhouse, once the pigsty, where he kept his tools and his rabbits. He had a small, very fine knife, the blade so whetted it had gaps where the metal had become friable. He used it to slice saucisson, prune plants, gut fish and peel the skin off rabbits with such precision that it looked like he was simply disrobing them. The back door gave him access to a courtyard from which he could escape up the shared ruelle towards the castle, where there was a cafe called La Cabane because it was made of logs, and a rudimentary urinal known simply as 'le pissodrome', or down the alley to Le Polydanias, aka Chez Ghislaine, a cafe where he'd watch football or play cards.
My grandmother's zone was the front of house: a front room, which was her workshop; a fitting room, or rather an understairs alcove with a curtain across it; and a corridor-cum-catwalk with a painting by the local art teacher (Guillaume Edeline, who became quite well known). In my father's family in Wallsend on Tyne, the dynamic was the same: his father, Alfred, worked in the shipyards and died in his late fifties, and his mother, Edith, worked in the cafe at Fenwick in Newcastle city centre. My father's father was a union man and staunchly Labour, his mother aspired to the petite bourgeoisie. I think of what my grandmother Lucie must have done to make such a success of herself: not just the work itself, skilled as it was, but the attendant knowledge she had to master to earn her living - the bookkeeping, the maths, the literacy both numerical and verbal. She radiated empowerment. My grandfather didn't: marginal in both his domestic and professional spaces, he spoke little and wrote less, and wasn't allowed (by her) to send us postcards because his spelling was too bad.
Lucie was busy, chatty, energetic. She would nip at my grandfather for being idle or smoking or (depending on whether she wanted him around or not) going drinking or not going drinking. His favourite cafe was owned by a man called Mr Hanus (you don't pronounce the 'h') and it was known as 'chez le Cul' ('the Arse'). Hanus's widow is still alive and in a residential nursing home by the Semois river, where my cousin's wife is the manager. Eugene would go 'down the Arse' to play cards and drink beer, and I'd be sent to fetch him. Every now and then he would explode with nuclear fury and everyone had to hide. He was slow to anger but devastating once riled; Lucie was quick to irritation but her moods passed like motorway lights.
The space between the zones of their house was a corridor of the sort academics call liminal: between two classes, two sets of politics, two relationships with work, with wealth and with the wealthy. He at the back, operating the machinery, clocking in and out and speaking patois, she at the front, making the nice things, the luxuries, talking in RTBF French (the equivalent of BBC English) and earning more than he did. It was her money that paid off the mortgage, built the extension, paved the shared courtyard and fitted the new kitchen. It was her money that bought the street's first private telephone. She was in the ascendant, he was on the way down, deskilled, ill and weak. No wonder I look for them both on Magdalen Road.
My great-grandmother on Lucie's side, Julia, was a chambermaid in one of Bouillon's hotels, and her husband, Elie, was a gamekeeper for various landowners. Their side of the family were all employed in domestic labour, or in a version of the service industry. Lucie's ability to take it to the next level, but also to the next class up, was both part of the trajectory and a break from it. The Lejeunes, my grandfather's side, were all industrial workers and they socialised together at the many dances in a place known as 'le casino', a workers' bar and ballroom with a bowling alley. I recognised these class dynamics in Oxford, though on a different scale, when I began as a college fellow. Many of the college staff - kitchen staff, porters, groundsmen - were often not only related, but part of several generations of college 'servants'. I'd be served by a husband and wife, or a father and son. Those dynasties of college staff are now also Polish or Romanian. Somehow, none of the class dynamics I'd learned about in books worked for the way in which we interacted, or for the way they interacted with Oxford's (already declining) car city in Cowley, just up the road from the 'dreaming spires'.
The car factory once employed almost thirty thousand people. Today it's a still impressive four thousand, not that you'd know from a walk around the city centre or a visit to Cowley Road. The main Morris site was demolished in 1993, in what was billed as 'one of the largest land clearance projects in Western Europe'. I was two years into my time as a student in Oxford and too involved in my doctorate to pay attention to what was happening three miles away. Besides, I hadn't yet become attuned to the ubiquity of Bouillon.
John Betjeman said that the car would change Oxford, and even in 1938, when he published An Oxford University Chest, the car seemed to be winning, edging out the university. Over the following decades car fumes altered the college facades, making them dark and gothic rather than honeyed stone. The cars needed more roads, the workers who built the cars needed places to live, and Betjeman feared the class politics all this entailed: as the factory grew, workers from across the country moved in, notably from South Wales, where they were politically literate, organised and radical enough to want unionisation, proper housing and decent pay. They also wanted to sing, and the Oxford Welsh Male Voice Choir, founded in 1928, is still going strong. The choir refused, on principle, sponsorship from the Morris factory where they worked, because their political activities were incompatible with taking company money. The Welsh workers are an important part of Oxford's sidelined radical history, a history that includes Olive Gibbs, chair of CND and, in the 1970s, Oxford's second woman lord mayor, and Abe Lazarus, the communist activist who led, among other defiances, the Pressed Steel Strike of 1934 and the rent strikes in Florence Park off Cowley Road, then known as 'Little Rhondda'.
Betjeman was wrong: the university has won, though it's a different beast from the one he knew, and it was never the cuddly, remote, unworldly sanctuary he imagined it to be anyway. The university and colleges build relentlessly - new student accommodation, technology and business parks - while the students have become cash cows: milked at one end by universities and at the other by private landlords. Meanwhile, Oxford's working-class population has been pushed to the margins, either deliberately - with the demolition of St Ebbes and the relocation of its inhabitants to ring road-hugging peripheries - or semi-deliberately, through lack of affordable housing and planning that favours tourism and the service industry, and respects only the kind of history that comes pre-marinaded in medievalism. It doesn't help that the colleges own so much of the land and buildings. Rents are staggeringly high, but how many 'Official Campus Merchandise' shops do tourists need?
Back in Bouillon, where all this began, we didn't much notice the town's beauty because it was our normality, though we certainly noticed the tourists who filled the town every weekend and throughout the summer. The old houses were bought as holiday homes, and people arrived from Brussels or Charleroi, Liege, Reims or even Paris, with cars pre-loaded with food and drink. After the two factories closed, the population went from about 8000 to 2500, and the place now depends mostly on tourism. The centre of gravity, and the power, now belonged to the petits commerces rather than the big employer. I watched the service industry take over from the industry, just as I watched my grandmother out-earn and then outlive my grandfather across the frontier in our house. The Usine Camion was once a proud industrial building beside the river, overlooked by the castle, and next door to an old convent and the Athenee Royal de Bouillon. It was shut down in 1970 and finally demolished in 1981 - not 'for' anything, but to create a decades long scrappy void of terrain vague. The various shops, cafes and restaurants that catered for a large working population either adapted to tourism or fell away.
Bouillon is a beautiful town. If anyone has heard of it outside Belgium and northern France (Bouillon figures in Didier Eribon's Returning to Reims in a list of rare, short and unremarkable holidays), it's thanks to Godfrey the Crusader, who captured Jerusalem in 1099. It's far from clear that he ever set foot in Bouillon, but his castle still stands, magnificent, on a green rock. Five or so years ago, uncomfortable with the municipal banners and tourist literature celebrating the Crusades, the council rethought the branding in a more culturally sensitive mode. They settled on 'Armed Pilgrimage' - the kind of solution that makes you nostalgic for the problem.
Among the people who fought for the town to commemorate its industrial and class history is my mother's cousin Guy Adam. It's in part thanks to him that, once you've taken in the amazing views, drunk your Orval beer, gone kayaking, had a swim, eaten your moules-frites and seen the castle's illuminations (introduced by Patrick Adam, Guy's son and my oldest childhood companion), you can go and find out about the factory and its workers. The map showing the factory's international exports gave me vertigo when I first saw it: it looked like the flight routes of a global airline, and I was dizzied by the thought of what we made in this tiny town, what my grandfather with his bad lungs and wet roll-ups had helped send out into the world. Also on show are the little metal snack boxes the workers carried, buckled to their belts, and which I remember because I had my own. They are now in glass cases - the same kind that house armed pilgrims' sword handles and golden reliquaries.
Oxford's industrial history has fared less well: the Museum of Oxford on St Aldate's is the poor relation among Oxford's galleries and museums, but it does a good job of telling visitors about 'Town' history: the car plant, the Windrush generation, the old shops and businesses. Up where the car plant used to be is a single stele, known as Nuffield's Needle, shaped like the bonnet badge of a Morris Minor, in the middle of a roundabout on Garsington Road. It fulfils Robert Musil's dictum that public monuments are 'impregnated with something that repels attention, causing the eye to roll off like drops of water off an oilcloth'. It took me almost thirty years to notice it, and even then it was because I was thinking about Bouillon.
When I was nine, thanks to my parents' peripateticism, I was sent to boarding school in England. My English at the time was rusty. I spent the summer of 1977 in Bouillon and my grandmother made me school clothes: two identical grey suits, some trousers and a blue blazer onto which the school crest had to be sewn. I felt like I was being measured for a coffin as she fitted me up and tucked and pinned the cloth around me. Lucie was a big fan of lining, saying that a good lining - a doublure - was as important as the outer garment. There was something intimate and personal about it - the part of the garment only you know, only you feel. She also liked turn-ups on trousers, and I was the best-dressed boy in boarding school (not the bonus it may sound like when you want to fit in). The French for 'turn-up' is revers - reversal, or inside-out. So many variations of doubleness and overlapping, inner and outer, spoken and unspoken, borders and their crossings, reversals and inversions. I now take my clothes to be altered to a shop on Cowley Road. The owners are Syrian, but I recognise my grandmother's posture and her movements as they lean over their sewing machines. I recognise the rulers and the scissors, the chalk and the tracing paper, the smell of hot iron against cloth.
I thought I'd go back to Bouillon, that this English interlude was all temporary. Forty-seven years on I still think that. I still have the house, which I visit with my family and where I feel like its memory-janitor, a concierge to the ghosts of the people who made my childhood so happy and so dimensional that it rivals the life I'm living. My writing is mostly in English, and English has become how I express myself. I don't feel as external to it as I used to, but that is a loss as much as a gain. In French I feel more than I can say, and in English I can say more than I feel. I'm still trying to find the lining, and in the life beside this one, I'm still in Bouillon. But in this life, I'm apologising to the ghosts twice over: first for having left, and second for never properly leaving.
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