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Knife at the Throat
T.J. Clark

5451 wordsFrantz Fanon  is a thing of the past. It doesn't take long, reading the story of his life - the Creole childhood in Martinique, volunteering to fight for the Free French in the Second World War, his career in Lyon as arrogant young psychiatrist, the part he played in the war in Algeria, the encounters with Nkrumah and Lumumba, his death at the age of 36 - to realise that his is a voice coming to us from a vanished world. 'Annihilated' might be more accurate. Yet the voice breaks through to the present. Its distance from us - the way its cadence and logic seem to shrug aside the possibility of a future anything like ours - is transfixing. Its arguments are mostly disproved, its certainties irretrievable. The writer is trapped inside a dialectical cage. That's why we read him.
Fanon's prose defies translation: even his titles are obscure. Les Damnes de la terre doesn't mean The Wretched of the Earth. Not really. Not unless you know what 'la terre' signifies to the French (too much, alas) and where the whole phrase fits in the history of class struggle:
Debout! les damnes de la terre
Debout! les forcats de la faim
La raison tonne en son cratere,
C'est l'eruption de la fin.
Du passe faisons table rase
Foule esclave, debout! debout!
Le monde va changer de base
Nous ne sommes rien, soyons tout!
Arise! Damned of the earth
Arise! Prisoners of hunger
Reason thunders in its crater
It is the eruption of the end.
Let's make a tabula rasa of the past
Slave crowd, arise! arise!
The world is going to change its basis
We are nothing, let us be everything!

How the British and Americans have struggled with Eugene Pottier's great hymn. All those imperative exclamation marks! Two of them in one line, eventually, shouted out to a 'slave crowd' ('slave', not 'enslaved' or even 'slavish' or 'servile'). The opening cry is almost as much a problem. How can 'Debout!' go into English ('Arise!' is dreadful)? It wasn't until Socialist Songs in Chicago in 1900 that 'ye wretched of the earth' was hit on as an equivalent to 'les damnes de la terre' - the 'ye' too familiar, maybe, but 'wretched' a great leap. (I take it the translator was borrowing from Emma Lazarus's sonnet on the Statue of Liberty.) Reason is thundering in its Etna crater. Those who are nothing - 'the wretched refuse of your teeming shore' - will soon be everything. The Commune is not dead. This is Fanon's world.
I opened my copy of The Wretched of the Earth at random and found myself reading Fanon on the Mau Mau rebellion. It was built, he argues, out of 'the great flood of young Kenyans coming in from the forests and countryside, and finding no place on the market'. The youths turn first to thieving, 'debauchery', alcohol, thuggery - transgression as a way of life. Then to revolt.
The constitution of a lumpenproletariat is a phenomenon that proceeds with its own logic, and neither the best efforts of the missionaries nor the diktats of the state can stop it. The lumpenproletariat, like a pack of rats at the base of a tree, however hard you kick them and pelt them with stones, go on gnawing at the root.
The shantytown represents the biological decision of the colonial subject to invade the enemy citadel whatever the cost, however deep underground the sappers have to go. Once a lumpenproletariat is established, once it threatens the 'security' of the city, it signifies an irreversible necrosis of colonial power, a gangrene at its core. And then, when they are called on, the pimps, the jobless, the hoodlums, the petty criminals launch themselves into the liberation struggle like so many staunch working men ['comme de robustes travailleurs']. These desoeuvres, these declasses ... they find their way back to the nation.

It is a vanished idiom. (I've translated the passage again, trying to approximate its interweave of jargon and poetry. But English chokes on the mixture.) All Fanon's nouns embarrass us: 'nation' and 'logic' perhaps even more than 'lumpenproletariat'. His metaphors are dazzling and incorrigible, his psychology of insubordination naive. Sociologists disdain his hopes for the underclass. Marxists concur - his revision of class hierarchies is a scandal. And for all these reasons his writing escapes its archaic frame. In our unlikely present, wandering the ruins of neoliberalism - baking slum-cities, collapsing borders, 'migrant crisis', racism redivivus, drowned littoral, drone genocide, sexual violence unabated, war on terror shifting from continent to continent, leaders (as always) competing for murderer or charlatan-in-chief - only a language as outdated as Fanon's will do.
Impeccable Frenchman though he may have been, the French were never prepared to take Fanon seriously. An Antillais, a psychiatre not a psychanalyste, a non-philosopher in thrall to a simplified existentialism, an alien unable to sympathise with the double bind of Algerie francaise. ('The texts of Fanon ... are frightening in their irresponsibility,' Pierre Bourdieu told an interviewer. 'You would have to be a megalomaniac to think you could say just any such nonsense.') It is no accident, then, that the two finest biographies of Fanon have been written by an Englishman and an American. David Macey's Frantz Fanon: A Biography was published in 2000: it is the kind of book that has always (justifiably) attracted the epithet 'magisterial'. Macey's account is now joined by The Rebel's Clinic by Adam Shatz: necessarily a more troubled, undecided and dialogical book, aware on every page of the press of claimants on Fanon's legacy as the years go by - absorbing and resisting the various readers, trying to reconcile them, admitting the strangeness and multifariousness of the figure they leave behind. It seems right that both biographers are explicit about the circumstances in which 'Fanon' - the image, the books, the voice inveighing against wretchedness - first lodged in their lives. Macey doesn't recall exactly when he first read Fanon, but he knows what prepared him to be his reader: seeing a crowd of Algerians on the Ile de la Cite in 1970, in search of work permits at the prefecture de police, systematically turned away and humiliated. (So many bicots, for whom even tutoiement was too good.) Shatz's memories are less immediate, more American. He sees a picture of Fanon on the back jacket of his father's Black Skin, White Masks. Black face, tweed jacket, striped tie. On the family bookshelves Fanon keeps company with The Autobiography of Malcolm X. Some years later he reviews Macey's biography for the New York Times. In 2002 he goes to Algeria, trying to understand the chaos and vengefulness - Islamists at war with the state from 1992 onwards, the army determined to reverse the victory of al-Jabhah al-Islamiyah lil-Inqadh at the ballot box, more than 100,000 dead in the civil war - that had so quickly become the truth of post-colonialism. In 2015, back in Algeria, Shatz turns his mind to Fanon - looking for traces of the writer, talking to friends, hearing from new disciples. He tries twice to go to Blida, the town where Fanon ran his clinic. Both times he's refused a visa. Protesters are on the streets again.
The differences between Macey's biography and Shatz's aren't easy to sum up. Perhaps we could say that for Macey at the turn of the millennium, the idea of revolution - of a Third World freeing itself, through armed conflict, from the stranglehold of the First - was still close enough, alive enough, for it to provide the main thread of his story. He knew, of course, that the revolution had failed at the same time as it had succeeded. Yet the promise it had held out, of a world scoured of the cruellest forms of abjection and exploitation, had been real for so many, and one senses Macey all the time fighting off the feeling of its having been no more than illusion. Fanon's death, therefore, can be narrated as tragedy. It is a downfall that tells us things - unwelcome things as well as wonders - about the nature of the original aspiration. Hubris and duplicity are twisted in with clarity and self-sacrifice. We're reminded that Stalin and Mao were the Algerian insurgents' contemporaries. Lenin was a sacred text. Among his comrades, Fanon had admired above all Abane Ramdane, the architect of the insurgency's first provisional government and tactician of its armed struggle. How much Fanon was privy to, or part of, the power struggles within the crystallising FLN - the familiar structural enmity between a guerrilla army, its class constituents in free flow, its politics still in the making, and a 'movement' ensconced in Tunis, growing steadily into a Party - is something we shall never know for sure. (Shatz is scrupulous, maybe a touch generous, in handling the evidence.) But it's clear that Fanon was aware, in 1957, of how Abane had died - lured to a meeting with the king of Morocco, stopped on the road by his FLN rivals, strangled to death. When Fanon's newspaper, months later, pictured Abane as 'dead on the field of honour' - when it declared that he had been wounded in a firefight with the French, and had fought for his life at the start of 1958 - it was a necessary lie.
'Necessary' is a Fanon word; Shatz is alert to this too. Fanon's world has a logic. His pages are full of identities, contradictions, Aufhebungen - master and slave, being and nothingness. His agregation French moves crisply among the categories. Any biography, however, has to decide in the end which of the various identities and contradictions its subject struggled with the hardest. Macey seems to believe that Revolution and Revolutionary, both with a capital R - their unfolding reality, their scope, their enemies, their idiom, their imagery, what sorts of conduct might be entailed in their service - are the fragile, but discernible, threads through Fanon's labyrinth. But is he right? Wouldn't it be more reasonable to see Fanon's story as turning, whether he wanted it to or not, on the colour of his skin? Isn't Black Skin, White Masks his best book by far? Many now think so. To the extent that Fanon ever surpassed it (as a writer, as a psychologist, as someone able to give voice to an aspect of the human condition) doesn't his subject become 'alienation and freedom'?1  And aren't these categories essentially further ways, better ways (he hoped), of thinking the problem of black and white? The dreadful opposites are now envisaged, most vividly in Fanon's psychiatric case histories, as moments in a dialectic - individual and social salvation depending now (he hopes) on reversal, transfiguration, nothing becoming everything. 'Je suis solidaire de l'Etre dans la mesure ou je le depasse.' Black, for instance - as a category, as a positive or negative - is always on its way in later Fanon towards social and perceptual non-being. (Joining the dead, the ancestors, the gods, the crisscross of kinship, the totems, the tricksters, the evil eye - all those crowding materialities that humans lived with for most of their time on earth.)
But was black on its way to extinction? This too is a Fanon question, groaning between the lines. Isn't civilisation - the very notion of humanity - unthinkable without a savagery or animality always threatening it? And isn't the bearer of non-humanness always non-white? Isn't black versus white indelible - as constitutive a fact of the species as infant helplessness, the incestuous family, the drama of attachment and loss ... aggression, misogyny, fetishism, fear of the Other, belief in the self? Aren't all of these vulnerabilities and disavowals bound to be stuffed, in the end, within racism's shining armour? Doesn't the evidence suggest as much?
I believe that Fanon would have answered 'No' to all the questions above, except the last one. He was a psychiatrist, therefore a pessimist, never able to forget the catastrophe of (not) growing up; his patients never let him forget the monotony of human bad faith; but he was a dialectical thinker, and therefore always at least half convinced that the worse things are, the worse things had been, the more a revaluation of all values might be in the making. A revolution, he believed - we've seen him already stating the case - is more likely to be made by rats and pimps and petroleuses than spokesmen in phony fatigues. And it is the peculiar nature of this optimism-pessimism - the way so many of Fanon's sentences give voice to a 'Debout!' that truly issues from the depths - that makes his pastness contemporary. I read the most powerful texts written under his aegis in recent years - the merciless Afropessimism (2020) of Frank Wilderson III, for instance, or Daniel Jose Gaztambide's new Decolonising Psychoanalytic Technique: Putting Freud on Fanon's Couch - and see them learning from him to look horror in the face.2
This leads me to a difficult central point in Fanon's writing: the opening chapter of The Wretched of the Earth. It remains a provocation that this chapter, speaking for violence's purgative power, prefaces the book - seeming to suggest that all its later, less 'irresponsible' analyses, on the limits of spontaneous action, on the paradoxes of nationalism and so on, are as nothing without it. It's not only boors like Bourdieu who pretend to be outraged as they turn the pages. The chapter is outrageous - real readers (Hannah Arendt first among them) are saddened and taken aback by it. The question is whether the case it presents is a realistic one.
Let's start with Fanon's conclusion: that violence is not simply a sad necessity in a struggle for liberation, but is in itself a constructive and cathartic form of life - the word Fanon uses is 'praxis'. The conclusion depends on several premises. First, and fundamentally, there is Fanon's view of the reality concealed by the inert word 'decolonisation'. To us, outsiders looking back, the word seems to indicate a change of ownership of the state. But that isn't, or wasn't, what happened, Fanon believed: it may or may not be a shorthand for the end result, but certainly not for the process itself. And the process was what mattered, what moved the event out of the endless round of 'politics by other means'. It mattered because no one in his right mind (the mind of the Marxist and sociologist) thought it could or should have happened at all. Revolutions, after all, are made by 'rising classes', in circumstances of change, contradiction, re-constellation of the social order. They are not made by the hopelessly oppressed. They do not come out of an immobile nowhere. They cannot be built from the silence, the bitterness, the subjection and passivity of the peasantry - from the fatalism of those without history, from all their superstitions and fears, their fixation on ownership, their religion of the earth. But in Algeria it was. Mass violence brought down an empire.
Right minds will no doubt remind us that none of the peasant characteristics just listed was conjured away in Algeria by the decade of armed struggle. They will point to the bloodbath of the 1990s - to Islamism and conservatism and jacquerie. But how are we to decide if the complex realities summed up, or condescended to, in those three terms are not necessary weapons in any peasantry's battle with the state, surviving - intensifying, becoming more violent - because the enemy, the 'modernisers', are now intent on a fight to the finish? This question haunts Fanon's pages, and Shatz's.
Another way  of putting Fanon's difficult originality would be this. The essential move in The Wretched of the Earth is simply to envisage 'decolonisation' from the point of view of the oppressed. Clearly Fanon, like any bourgeois intellectual, is not going to be able to occupy that point of view, or sustain it. I did say 'envisage'. What had happened in Algeria in the later 1950s, in the mountains and countryside, remained in many respects a mystery. Fanon admits he is pushing at the limits of his knowledge when he deals with it, building his picture of revolution, in the places where it had been crucial, from clues and speculation, gleaned partly from testimony from comrades returned from the hinterland, partly from his work as a psychiatrist. But about one thing he is clear. The wretched of the earth had risen. The atmosphere of peasant society had been transformed for a while, and the transformation had taken place at the level of the everyday - the 'lived'. That was the level, it followed, at which the Algerian revolution had to be thought about.
Fanon was very far from being a naif. He knew that campaigns of terror in key cities had been crucial to the revolution's survival, and that without Abane's guerrilla army the French would no doubt have regained control of the countryside. He is aware that 'decolonisation' was taking place (in his time) in the context of Cold War and a globalising capitalism. He knows that it had turned out to be in the interest of capital for empires to dissolve into markets, 'strategic alliances', open sources of labour and materials, congeries of consumers. He did not expect Algeria - still less South Africa or Angola or the Congo - to reach an independence free from the attentions of puppeteers. He writes at length, in The Wretched of the Earth and elsewhere, about the making of nationhood ('conscience nationale') that had to begin once the revolution was over: the reconstruction of institutions, the invention of new ones, the struggle to perpetuate the participation of 'the masses' once the fighting had died down. (What Fanon would have made of the effort, for two or three years immediately following independence, to organise various sectors of the Algerian economy, including various kinds of agriculture, into comites d'autogestion and conseils des travailleurs, we shall never know. Similarly, the suppression of such councils from 1965 onwards, a dimension of the counter-revolution that has been largely forgotten.)
But none of these later qualifications and recognitions alters the message of Fanon's 'On Violence'. At the heart of the revolution had been a peasant uprising, vengeful and appalling. The French state's answer - the torture chambers, the fortified hamlets, the bombing, the mass executions - was, with its obfuscation and hypocrisies, even worse. But comparisons are useless here. What matters is to understand the function of violence - indeed, of vengefulness and atrocity - at moments of crisis and breakdown. What, in a word, does violence do to a 'social group'?
It depends, Fanon says, on the group. He is an empiricist. Here's where his first serious interpreter and critic, Hannah Arendt, gets him wrong, I think. Inevitably, and eloquently, she parses his argument in universal terms - as a description of one extreme state of the human, one recurrent human condition, and its effect on understanding, being-together. Violence and the proximity of death go together, she reminds us. (The word 'death' is a rarity in Fanon's pages.) Death, faced individually, is the most anti-political experience there is. It drives us back to absolute individuality. 'But faced collectively and in action, death changes its countenance; now nothing seems more likely to intensify our vitality than its proximity.' We experience 'the potential immortality of the group'. 'It is as though life itself, the immortal life of the species, nourished, as it were, by the sempiternal dying of its individual members, is "surging upward", is actualised in the practice of violence.'
This is inspiring, and maybe, from Arendt, unexpected in its lyricism. The date of composition - 1969 - is important. But I wonder what Fanon would have made of it. When he talks of collectivity and vitality, and of the effect of violence on either, his language is entirely different. Arendt's integers are the individual and the species (or its representative, a bonded indestructible group). Fanon's are the subjected and the subject, the non-being and the being - those last two nouns with or without the substantive. And always behind the absolutism of his categories lies the seeming indelibility of race, of skin colour. For subjection is black. Only the bicot knows what non-being truly is.
Fanon's account of violence is uninspiring - that is his hardest message. Violence is entirely ordinary, known to its usual victims through and through, as the very texture of their everydayness. When they take this banality into their own hands, it is to transfigure not it, but them. The thing itself is vile. But it is the only weapon at their disposal. It is the only way out of their psychic stalemate: the immense structure of fears and false palliatives that has naturalised - super-naturalised - their grovelling to the master. Fanon is merciless on this subject: no one has ever offered a more withering picture of 'traditional society' and the disabling side to its ideologies. The evil eye, the leopard men, zombies, night-time terrors, the thousand threats of pollution. Possession by spirits. Dance (even dance) as a hopeless pseudo-release of libido.
Of course, the master is there in the peasant's phantasmagoria. He is hated and belittled: monstered, dehumanised, served his own dish in return. But this 'permanent confrontation at the level of phantasy' is useless.
By entangling me in this inextricable web, where every action repeats itself with crystalline inevitability, it is the permanence of my world - our world - that is affirmed. Believe me, zombies are more terrifying than colonials. And the problem, it follows, is no longer knuckling down to the barbed-wire world of colonialism, but thinking twice before urinating, spitting or venturing out after dark.

Only real violence, Fanon thinks, spilling out from the shadows, is enough to break the spell. Vampires and djinns at last leave the village. The possessed recognise themselves as the dispossessed. The bards stop singing the tale of the tribe. 'Le dos au mur, le couteau sur la gorge ou, pour etre plus precis, l'electrode sur les parties genitales, le colonise va etre somme de ne plus se raconter d'histoires.'
This is, to be sure, an extreme moment in 'On Violence'. The contempt packed into 'somme de ne plus se raconter d'histoires' is hard to reproduce in English. Constance Farrington, translating in 1961, had it as 'have no more call for his fancies'. Richard Philcox in 2004 is more literal: 'bound to stop telling stories'. But reducing the whole world of mythology and magic to 'telling stories', as Fanon does - the cruelty and confidence of the seven French words he uses, the certainty that with them 'du passe faisons table rase' - that's Fanon in full untranslatable flight.
Violence as Fanon conceived it, then, was a cure for the almost incurable. It was a weapon in the hands of non-beings, a way out of nothingness. 'The last shall be first.' 'We are nothing, let us be everything.' (Remember that Pottier's poem was written in 1871, with the cruelties of 'la semaine sanglante' only weeks in the past.) The moments in Fanon's text when his rhetoric tends towards ennoblement or rhapsody are very few. Violence is ugly. The sentiments that fuel it are not high-minded. 'We want what the people in power have.' 'Land and bread: what shall we do to have land and bread?' 'Ce que le peuple demande, c'est qu'on mette tout en commun.' (This is clear enough, but seems to panic translators. Both Philcox and Farrington opt for 'pooled'.) 'For the colonised, life can only grow from the decomposing cadaver of the colonist.' 'At the individual level, violence detoxifies.' At last, the misrecognitions begin to be seen as such. Other people are acted with, acted on - they come out of the world of phantoms. Violence is totalising - which for Fanon is a positive, meaning the making of new unities, new acknowledgments of the Other, new disbelief in the inviolability (or total vulnerability) of the self. And when it comes to nation-building, which Fanon knows is a process with many stages and false steps, it emerges that this too is held together by an initial 'mortar mixed in anger and blood'. Violence, he says, produces a hands-on scepticism in those who know it first hand, a taste for the concrete in politics, a distrust of charisma. Violence drags down demagogues.
Whatever we think of these propositions, and however many crosscurrents there are to them in Fanon's pages, I believe they represent the main line of his thought. It is a horrifying thought, no doubt - one that most readers, I suspect, will not want to entertain. All the more so, as I've said before, because it is at once so archaic and up-to-date. It speaks to Khan Younis and Kibbutz Be'eri. It says things we know are true, don't want to think about, and dares to give them a shape. 'Knife at the throat, electrodes on the genitals.'
It is easy to see why readers want to know about Fanon's life. His voice is relentless yet forgiving. It can't be the voice of an intellectual. How close was Fanon to the realities he talks about? How much did he share the hatreds and nullities? There is a hard edge to his prose - does it speak to a hardness in his life? Did he love other people? How did sexual violence, which he talks about often in his harrowing case histories, fit into his map of oppression and freedom? How good a doctor was he? What kind of 'story' did he tell himself about himself? Maybe he was impatient of any such indulgence. But he was a psychiatrist - he knew there are stories and stories, not all of them spurs to inaction. Even fate is a double-edged fantasy. Blackness may be my fate. That may make me all the more determined to have it be something that is mine - something I live as opposed to fight against. Or both.
Shatz,  just as much as Macey, wishes to tell the story of the making of a revolutionary. He too knows that in Fanon's case the identity 'revolutionary' held together (just) many half-identities, many human conditions, some embraced and some rejected, some explicit, others living on in an inflexible Unconscious. There was his Creole upbringing - his privilege and inferiority, his love-hate for his father, his belonging and not belonging to France. There was, to repeat, his being and not being black - in Martinique, then in France and Algeria (who was he in either place?), then in sub-Saharan Africa. And his being in love with a language. And being a doctor of souls - confronted daily by bodies and minds in pain.
I came away from The Rebel's Clinic admiring its treatment of all these aspects of the man. But most of all I warmed to the book's failure to make them add up. There are many examples of this, but the one that seems most telling is 'Voice of the Damned', the long chapter in which Shatz takes the measure of 'On Violence'. Or maybe I should say, takes the measure of his own ambivalence towards it - and, one senses, towards Fanon as a writer. 'Fanon's argument for violence was, in part, an official defence of the FLN's historic decision to launch the armed struggle on 1 November 1954 ... Yet his observations about violence were often rich and suggestive. [The 'yet' here is interesting.] As always with Fanon, they were based on a mixture of clinical analysis and literary inspiration.' But was the result a mixture or a mishmash? '"On Violence" can be read either as a psychiatric, phenomenological account of the lived experience of armed struggle or as an impassioned defence of armed struggle as a uniquely authentic path to collective and individual liberation.' Or maybe both. 'The chapter is perhaps best read as a Hegelian parable, in which the dialectic of the lord and the bondsman [I prefer the old master and slave] is transposed to the struggle of coloniser and colonised.' Fanon is under the spell of Alexandre Kojeve, that crucial interpreter of Hegel for existentialists. '"On Violence" tells a story with only two characters: settler and native ... The stark binarism of the chapter, with its vision of disintoxicated former natives experiencing rebirth as men over the corpses of their colonial tormentors, is, moreover, a source of its disturbing power as literature.'
I'm not sure what Shatz intends by his last word and its italicisation. But unthinkingly I agree with both, and try to understand why. What I think I mean by 'literature' in Fanon's case is, yes, partly the invention of a style. The style is peculiar (if my response to Fanon's French is at all accurate) because it is graceless without being deliberately ugly: the correctness of Fanon's spoken French was a matter of note in his lifetime, and Shatz produces testimonies to the effect that correctness had on 'native speakers'. It was too correct, and unnerved them. Perhaps because - this is my speculation - they couldn't work out if it was the sign of an outsiderness, or of an irony at the kind of insiderness that only 'French' provides. An irony, or an impatience. An impatience with style can (if you're good enough) make a style of its own.
[image: ] Frantz Fanon (1957)




The picture of the man in action that seems to me most telling is of an FLN press conference in Tunis in 1957, at which he's reading a statement denouncing the French state's censure of a massacre - an episode of revolutionary terror - that had taken place earlier that year in the mountains near Melouza. (We owe the correct identification of the event to James S. Williams, whose pithy Life of Fanon bears down hard on many items of received wisdom.3 The photo is usually said to be of a writers' conference in 1959. As Williams puts it, the idea that Fanon had time for such things in 1959 is fanciful.) By the time of the 1957 conference, Fanon and the rest of the central committee - they're looking on as their spokesman reads from his script - were well aware that Melouza had been a settling of accounts between factions in their own movement. Fanon 'performed his duty', Shatz writes. 'In any case, he had few other options: he was the spokesman of a secretive and authoritarian organisation that did not hesitate to punish - and eliminate - members who disobeyed orders.' The photograph is evidence in the case. Look at the concentration on the face of Commander Hamai, the man in the light jacket to the left. But then look back at Fanon. Isn't there a relish and authorial pride - a care for every full stop - in his eyes, his pursed lips, the two exquisite fingers tracing the text? 'The rhetorical force of The Wretched of the Earth is undeniable,' Shatz writes at one point. 'Yet it also has, at times, the air of an official document: a message to the prince, delivered by his most virtuous, incorrigible, omniscient adviser.' This seems right. The photograph, to me, shows a man convinced of his virtue. And who are we to say he should not have been?
'For the good of the cause.' These are defunct agonies and duplicities, we are meant to think; but they keep coming back from the dead. Listen to Fanon in the chapter 'Mesaventures de la conscience nationale'. 'Yes,' he says, 'everyone must be compromised in the fight for le salut commun.' (Farrington settles for 'common good' here, Philcox for 'common salvation'. Philcox puts 'involved' for 'compromised'. I too recoil from the Great Terror diction. But Fanon has only just started.) 'There are no clean hands, there are no innocents, no spectators. We are all constantly dirtying our hands in the filth of our homelands and the terrifying emptiness of our minds. Every spectator is a coward and a traitor.' Shatz shudders at the lines - he calls them eerie, but at the same time he knows they are boilerplate. He mentions Sartre's Les Mains sales - required reading for Stalinists in the 1950s. He thinks inevitably of Lenin (one of the few mentions of Fanon's Leninism in the book): Lenin in the same breath as Rousseau, with Robespierre his essential reader. 'Volonte generale, salut public, il faut compromettre tout le monde.' The lines, read again, are horrible, slightly gloating, slightly beautiful, slightly overdone (Sartre on amphetamines). They are literature - and they won't go away.
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Outside Appointments
  Tom Hickman writes that 'the convention concerning ministerial appointments ensures only that ministers who aren't already members of either house join the other political appointees in a chamber  that has no democratic authority' (LRB, 15 August). There have been a few exceptions. Three ministers come to mind who sought entry to the House of  Commons after their appointment. Ernest Bevin was general secretary of the Transport and General Workers' Union when Churchill appointed him minister of labour and national service in May 1940. He  was elected (unopposed) to the Commons the following month in the Wandsworth Central by-election. And after the 1964 general election Harold Wilson appointed two cabinet ministers who weren't  members of either house. The foreign secretary, Patrick Gordon Walker, had lost his seat at the election. The minister of technology, Frank Cousins, was general secretary of the TGWU. Cousins was  elected to the Commons in the Nuneaton by-election held on 21 January 1965, while Gordon Walker was defeated on the same day in the Leyton by-election. He immediately resigned his office: his  constitutionally anomalous position clearly could not be sustained indefinitely. The House of Lords nonetheless served a purpose in these cases. All three by-elections followed the elevation to the  peerage of the sitting member.


Adrian Shaw

				London W5
			

  Tom Hickman is right to point out that ministers appointed from outside government and simultaneously made members of the House of Lords are not directly accountable to the electorate. That raises  important constitutional questions in a parliamentary democracy. But in the case of the attorney general, the position is surely different. Although my former colleague Richard Hermer KC was not  previously an MP and was given a life peerage when he was appointed in July, this does have the advantage that when he is called on to give independent advice to the government his objectivity  ought to be heightened because he hasn't previously adopted a party political position on any legally controversial matters. He is nonetheless accountable to Parliament through the Lords. Of  course, that is no guarantee as to how he will actually discharge his office: Lord Goldsmith, to take one example, was attorney general and never sat in the Commons, yet his advice on the legality  of the Iraq War was legally indefensible and tainted by political considerations.


Alex Bailin

				Matrix Chambers
			


Who is he?
  Susannah Clapp notes that Julia Margaret Cameron's sitter for Iago isn't named (LRB, 15 August). An intriguing article by Scott Thomas Buckle in  the British Art Journal (Vol. XIII, No. 2, 2012) entitled 'Is this the face of Alessandro di Marco?' gives enough evidence to suggest that di Marco may be the man who posed not only for  Cameron, but also for Burne-Jones's painting The Beguiling of Merlin and for works by Lord Leighton, Alphonse Legros, William Blake Richmond and Evelyn de Morgan.


Marie-Adele Murray

				Garsington, Oxfordshire
			


Not Quite Anyone
  Francis Gooding writes that in the UK 'you can marry anyone you can legally have sex with' (LRB, 12 September). He is specifically drawing attention to  the way the prohibited degrees of affinity for sex and marriage are now co-extensive, but the statement was also accurate more generally - until last year. Under the Marriage and Civil Partnership  (Minimum Age) Act 2022, passed into law in February 2023, you can no longer marry anyone under eighteen, regardless of parental permission.


Sacha Levey

				London E5
			


Orgasm isn't my bag
  Tom Carson corrected most of Felice Picano's claims that the Village Voice did a poor job of covering gay issues and culture, including disco music, during the 1970s and 1980s (Letters, 15 August). Carson mentions that the Voice contributor Vince Aletti wrote about disco, but he could also have included Andrew Kopkind's 'The Dialectic  of Disco: Gay Music Goes Straight', in the issue of 12 February 1979. The late Kopkind, a gay man, Marxist and disco fan, wrote about the shift that occurred as a formerly underground musical style  and culture was absorbed into consumer capitalism:
    The performance and production of disco music creates a technical and economic foundation on which the intangible aspects of culture and sensibility develop. The ways in which the sounds are    chosen, the records produced, the performers packaged and the cultural artefacts marketed will profoundly influence the styles we see ... Sensibility is dialectical - which is to say that it grows    from the material of history and the experience of society. It does not descend from the heavens of invention or corporealise out of thin air. The Seventies sensibility emerged from the    achievements and excesses, the defeats and triumphs of the years before. Our end is always in our beginning, and we are, as Candi Staton croons, the victims of the very songs we sing.  



George De Stefano

				Long Island City, New York
			


Off the Top of His Head
  Thomas Meaney mentions that the Omaha Public Library used to display William Thompson's scalp (LRB, 18 July). While it is no longer a permanent fixture  on the floor (150-year-old human hair doesn't do well under constant fluorescent light), visitors can still schedule a scalp-viewing appointment in the Local History Room.
  Thompson was an Englishman working for the Union Pacific Railroad, an ocean away from home. He took his scalp back to England with him when he returned, before mailing it to the doctor in Omaha who  had given him the unfortunate news that it couldn't be reattached.


C. Allen Jenkins

				Omaha, Nebraska
			


A Tove on the Table
  A.W. Moore writes that I am not to be trusted as an exegete of Wittgenstein because I attribute to Wittgenstein a view that he does not hold (LRB, 1  August). At one point in my introduction to Alexander Booth's translation of Wittgenstein's Tractatus, I try to help non-specialist readers make sense of Wittgenstein's obsession with  logic as the 'incomparable essence' of thought and language. My proposal is that such an obsession might stem from the experience of necessary truth, and I offer, as an example, comprehension of  Euclid's proof that there is no greatest prime. Moore takes issue with this possibility on the grounds that in 6.21 Wittgenstein claims that propositions of mathematics do not express thoughts.
  The simple reply to this objection is that Euclid's proof is not a proposition in Wittgenstein's sense. No proofs in mathematics are. At 6.2321, he tells us that a proof is something that allows us  to recognise that what a mathematical proposition expresses is correct without having to compare the expression with reality.
  A problem remains. While the nature of thought and its relation to language are Wittgenstein's subjects in the Tractatus, he rarely employs the German word for thought as mental activity,  Denken. Overwhelmingly, his focus is on Gedanke - 'the thought' or 'a thought' - which he defines as a 'proposition with sense', tied to the possibility of being true or false  about the material world. For this reason, I should not have used the phrase 'speaks of thought' in framing my proposal; it was bound to generate confusion. I'm grateful to Moore for the stimulus  to reconsider, and to Penguin for the opportunity to remedy the wording for the paperback edition.


Jan Zwicky

				Quadra Island, British Columbia
			

  A.W. Moore writes that Wittgenstein's Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus was the only book he published within his lifetime. While this is true of his academic work, philosophy was not  Wittgenstein's only career; he also spent six years as a teacher. In 1926, while working at a school in the Austrian countryside, he published a pronunciation and spelling dictionary,  Worterbuch fur Volksschulen, which aimed to aid his students in learning to read. This book, though almost entirely forgotten by Wittgenstein scholars, took a pluricentric approach to  language which held the forms of German widespread in Germany and Austria as distinct yet equally legitimate, years before such an approach became widespread.


Peter Lilley

				London N1
			


In the Atacama
  Neither Pierre Huyghe's work Camata, featured in the exhibition Liminal at the Punta della Dogana in Venice, nor John-Paul Stonard's account of it, offer any reflection on the  historical resonances of the gesture of dumping human remains in the Atacama (LRB, 12 September). This was a tactic adopted in the 1970s by Pinochet's  death squads. Relatives of the victims continue, at times successfully, to comb the Atacama's sands for fragments of bones, a ritual documented in Patricio Guzman's film Nostalgia for the  Light (2010). Huyghe has been taken to task on various occasions for his 'imperialist', 'Eurocentric' neglect of the specificities of the places (or creatures) that feature in his work.  Camata seems an obvious example of this. Maybe Huyghe hasn't taken the trouble to inform himself about the history of the work's location. Or maybe he doesn't think it matters.


Rachel Withers

				Bath Spa University, Somerset
			


Use your human mind!
  Brandon Taylor castigates Rachel Kushner for 'the plethora of ... ideas and facts' in her new novel Creation Lake (LRB, 12 September). No, wait,  that was Virginia Woolf on H.G. Wells. Taylor proposes that 'in fiction, information has become the new character, and information is endless.' Hold on, that was James Wood on Zadie Smith. Taylor  writes: 'We can only hear [the author's] voice telling us facts about rents and freeholds and copyhold and fines.' Sorry, that's Woolf again, this time about Arnold Bennett. It was 'the effect of  ploughing through paragraph after paragraph of factoids' in Kushner's novel that tired Taylor. He suggests that she is a refugee of the 'Attention Span Wars'. Either those wars have been going on  for some time or there is a need to admit that there are a number of different approaches to writing novels.


Ian Webster

				Monksilver, Somerset
			


Not a Stylus
  As no doubt many others have pointed out, the instrument referred to by Brigid von Preussen as a stylus is not a stylus but a portecrayon - and Angelica Kauffman was not one of the wild women in  the background of Nathaniel Hone's painting but the admiring pupil leaning on the conjuror's knee (LRB, 20 June). The depiction of the portecrayon  reflects the popularity of drawing with both red and black chalk. Its descendant was the propelling pencil.


Nicholas Penny

				London W4
			


In Search of Twelve Men
  I am researching a project with the intention of identifying, tracing, interviewing (where possible) and celebrating the 25 anonymous/uncredited men who appeared as dancing sailors in Derek  Jarman's The Tempest, from 1979. Some were student and professional dancers, others were art students or friends of Jarman, and some were people he met on the club scene. So far I have  found thirteen of them. If you are - or you know or knew - one of these men, or have any information about them, I would like to hear from you.


Ben Webb

				London W1
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The Debate
Eliot Weinberger

2078 wordsPoor Don.  He thought it would be an easy golf-cart ride back to the White House, rolling over the recumbent body of Sleepy Joe. Then the Dems pulled a switcheroo and suddenly he was faced with a middle-of-the-roader without much of a damaging paper trail, whose demeanour was the unlikely combination of tough prosecutor and warm human. Worse, she was a woman. And even worse, a woman of colour, like those vengeful district attorneys burning him at the stake in the courts of New York and Georgia, or the journalists who laughed when he said he was the greatest president for Blacks since Lincoln.
Don has always been a Las Vegas kinda guy, with his showgirls and gold-plated toilets, a long-running joke in New York high society, and his rhetorical style is modelled on the Rat Pack's favourite comedian, another Don - Rickles, the king of insults. He's been pretty good at it: 'Little Marco Rubio', 'Low Energy Jeb Bush', 'Birdbrain Nikki Haley' doomed them in the primaries. But Kamala Harris had him flummoxed. He tried recycling some of the old Hillary Clinton epithets - 'Crooked Kamala', 'Lyin' Kamala' - but they didn't stick, since Harris is attached to no known scandals. He tried the old 'Barack HUSSEIN Obama' un-American birther line, deliberately mispronouncing her name at his rallies and spelling it 'Kamabla' - rather oblique as a joke - on his incessant Truth Social posts. He called her a Marxist, 'Comrade Kamala', and posted AI-generated images of her in a Red Army uniform, but Harris is an establishment Democratic centrist who has never been an icon of the progressive left like Elizabeth Warren or Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. 'Dumb as a rock' and 'low IQ' - he may be the last person on earth who mentions IQ - had no traction, considering that the stars of MAGA include the congresswomen Lauren Boebert and Marjorie Taylor Greene, with their 'gazpacho police' and California wildfires started by Rothschild space lasers. In the end he was reduced to blowjob jokes on his dismal social media platform.
The Republican National Convention in Milwaukee, when Biden was still in the race, had been his triumph. He had - it is astonishing - completely purged the party. Almost no Republican who was prominent fifteen years ago showed up, nor did his own former vice president or most of the former members of his cabinet. Instead they had aged wrestlers, obscure rockers, Z-list actors, a star of the 'adult' website OnlyFans and the Twitterati faction of Congress addressing the flocks of red-crested warblers in their MAGA caps. Dizzying for those of us who grew up in the Cold War, this was a Republican Party that was now the enemy of the FBI, the CIA, Nato, the Department of Education and Walt Disney, and was the ally of Russia.
Don was so confident of his party's eternal rule that he allowed Don Jr and Tucker Carlson to persuade him to anoint, without any vetting, a successor who would embody 'MAGA: The Next Generation'. JD Vance, formerly known as James Donald Bowman, James David Hamel and J.D. Vance, now strangely rebranded without the stops, is a self-styled 'hillbilly' whose backwoods was Middletown, Ohio, an industrial suburb of Cincinnati (pop. 50,987), where he went from poverty to Yale Law School. He wrote a bestselling book excoriating poor white people for being lazy and not as self-motivated as himself, then became the disciple of the uber-libertarian billionaire Peter Thiel, who believes that 'freedom and democracy' are not 'compatible', that it was a mistake for women to be given the right to vote, and that the future lies in colonies in space and on the oceans, free from government repression. Thiel hired Vance for a few years as a venture capitalist in Silicon Valley, then gave him $15 million to run for the Senate in Ohio.
Vance turned out to be the first vice-presidential pick with an immediate 'unfavourable' rating in the polls - even the matchless Sarah Palin had her fans - for it was soon discovered that JD held some unusual opinions. People who do not have children are 'sociopaths'. 'Our country is basically run by childless Democrats who are miserable in their own lives and want to make the rest of the country miserable too.' The childless should not be allowed to teach in schools. (Although a recent convert to Catholicism, he seemed to have forgotten the nuns.) And he unpolitically characterised those sociopaths as 'childless cat ladies', swiftly alienating tens of millions of cat lovers, as well as Taylor Swift.
Vance said he doesn't 'really care what happens to Ukraine one way or another'. Attacked by white supremacists for being married to an Indian (and having a son named Vivek), he said: 'Obviously, she's not a white person ... but I just, I love Usha. She's such a good mom.' (Usha Vance was, until a few weeks before the campaign, a corporate litigator.) He appears to wear eyeliner. A totally false story that the young JD had a predilection for sex with his couch went viral because it didn't seem all that unlikely.
In contrast, Harris made a brilliant selection: Tim Walz, the governor of Minnesota, who was largely unknown nationally and is the type of Midwestern progressive populist that American politics hasn't seen in decades. He is straight out of a 1950s sitcom as All-American Dad: beloved teacher, coach who took the losing high school football team to the state championship, long-term military man, hunter and fisherman, star of YouTube videos where he fixes his car or talks about the importance of cleaning out the gutters on your house. Yet he has also been perhaps the most progressive governor in the country: strong supporter of unions, veterans, LGBTQ and reproductive rights, provider of free breakfasts and lunches to schoolchildren and free university tuition for poor students. Most of all, he is the plainest plain speaker on a presidential ticket since Harry Truman. It took just two remarks to launch him out of obscurity. After months of the Democrats treating Trump as a Godzilla who will trample democracy, Walz deflated Trump and Vance in a single sentence: 'These guys are weird as hell.' (Trump responded: 'They're the weird ones! Nobody's ever called me weird.' He later clarified, 'I think we're extremely normal people,' and suggested that Walz was talking about Vance, not him.) And, in the most perfect defence of the right to abortion, Walz said that in the Midwest 'we respect our neighbours and the personal choices they make ... we've got a golden rule: mind your own damn business.'
The Supreme Court's overturning of Roe v. Wade has proven to be immensely unpopular, and the Republican convention was notable for the near total absence of the word 'abortion'. Gay marriage, the major threat to American values in George W. Bush's campaigns, turned out not to destroy the country after all when Obama enacted it. Now the enemy within is transgender people. According to Trump, 'You're a parent and your son leaves the house and you say, "Jimmy, I love you so much. Go have a good day in school." And your son comes back with a brutal operation!' (It's a MAGA meme that those childless liberal teachers are forcibly transitioning our kids at school.) This threat has now spread beyond the actually transgendered. The theocrat and Thiel disciple Senator Josh Hawley says that 'no menace to this nation is greater than the collapse of American manhood.' Tucker Carlson recommends that men tan their testicles, as 'bromeopathy'. Jesse Watters, who replaced Carlson as the most popular anchor on Fox News, notes: 'I heard the scientists say the other day that when a man votes for a woman, he actually transitions into a woman.' (Watters also attacked Walz as unmanly for drinking a milkshake with a straw at the Minnesota State Fair. The problem, he made clear, was the straw, not the milkshake.)
At the presidential debate - the first time Trump and Harris had ever met, as he refused to attend Biden's inauguration - Trump was hunched over and permanently fixed in his famous scowl (modelled, he has said, on Winston Churchill). He was, once again, the Messenger of Doom: 'Our country is being lost, we're a failing nation.' The prisons of the world are empty because they have sent all the criminals across our border. Doctors in blue states are performing abortions after the baby is born. World War Three is imminent. 'People can't go out and buy cereal or bacon or eggs or anything else. The people of our country are absolutely dying.' And, as usual, there were the delusions of grandeur. Had he been president, Russia would never have invaded Ukraine, Hamas would never have attacked Israel, but he can end both wars overnight. He even provided a character reference: 'Viktor Orban ... said the most respected, most feared person is Donald Trump.'
Trump seemed to think he was still running against Biden. He made Sleepy Joe jokes, claimed that Biden had personally received millions from the wife of the mayor of Moscow and, almost inevitably, mentioned the hapless Hunter Biden. Harris had to remind him that he was running against her. She feigned astonishment at some of his wackier comments, and could barely suppress her glee when Trump couldn't help himself and went ballistic as she pushed his buttons: his rallies are boring, he got a lot of money from his father and mainly lost it, hundreds of Republican former officials and even Dick Cheney support her. She almost laughed when Trump claimed that Biden 'hates' her and that she, with a Jewish husband, 'hates' Israel.
And of course Trump had to bring up the cats. Vance's cat lady crack wasn't going away, so the Republicans had demonstrated their cat-loving credentials by creating the completely false story that Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, were stealing cats off the front porches of real Americans and eating them. This led Senator Ted Cruz and countless Russian bots to post cute kitten pictures with captions like 'Don't let the immigrants eat me!' When the debate moderator pointed out that the story was untrue, Trump shrugged and said he had seen it on TV.
The actual issues being discussed at presidential debates hardly ever matter. (In the famous Nixon-Kennedy debate, the main question was the fate of the islands of Quemoy and Matsu.) What matters is the image. Trump was grumpy and sometimes angry, rambling and unfocused and, in the absence of an even more elderly Biden, just plain old. Harris was calm and prosecutorial, and had anticipated all the questions. She has wisely avoided Hillary Clinton's continual rhetoric about breaking the glass ceiling, making it seem merely normal to have an intelligent and qualified woman of colour as president.
Above all, Harris seemed sincere. All winning presidential candidates, regardless of ideology or policy, have been perceived - rightly or wrongly - as believing what they say: Biden, Trump, Obama, George W. Bush, Bill Clinton, Reagan, Carter. The losers - Hillary Clinton, Romney, Kerry - were seen as repeating whatever they thought the voters wanted to hear. (John McCain, Trump's nemesis, was a special case, and may prove exemplary for Trump. A sincere guy, now a Republican saint, he appeared to be in poor health and possibly incapable of completing his term. The spectre of Sarah Palin as president made the choice of Obama, the 'guy with the funny name', less risky. Vance may well be Trump's Palin.)
At the time of writing, the polls indicate the race is in a dead heat. It seems incredible that almost half the country still supports Trump, despite the felony convictions, the porn stars, the blatant graft, the endless lies, the allegations of assault and rape, the 6 January insurrection, the continuing refusal to accept his defeat in 2020, the classified documents in his bathroom at Mar-a-Lago, the vows to prosecute all his many enemies, including journalists, and to fire everyone in the government bureaucracy who is not loyal to him, the claims to dictatorial power. Even more incredible is that there is a slice of the voting population that is still 'undecided'. Republican legislatures in various states have already set in motion procedures to keep people from voting and to deny the results if Trump loses. A Harris victory may well be dependent on a landslide, and that is unlikely to happen.
13 September
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Sunday Best
Mark Ford

4756 wordsIn July  1917, shortly after his arrival at Craiglockhart War Hospital for neurasthenic officers on the outskirts of Edinburgh, Wilfred Owen drafted the first of the five poems published during his lifetime. 'Sing me at dawn,' it exclaims,
                             but only with your laugh:
Like sprightly Spring that laugheth into leaf;
Like Love, that cannot flute for smiling at Life.

'Song of Songs' appeared in the September 1917 issue of the Craiglockhart in-house magazine, the Hydra, of which Owen was the editor, and the following May was awarded a consolation prize in a poetry competition organised by the Bookman. His next poem, 'Has Your Soul Sipped?', also makes use of pararhyme, insistent alliteration and languorous, decadent, erotic diction: 'Sweeter than nocturnes/Of the wild nightingale/Or than love's nectar/After life's gall'. A few weeks later, Owen began writing a poem that is about as far as it is possible to get from these melodious lyrics. The first draft of 'The Dead-Beat' begins:
He dropped, more sullenly, than wearily,
       Became a lump of stench, a clot of meat,
       And none of us could kick him to his feet.
He blinked at my revolver, blearily.

A subheading notes that this vignette from the trenches is 'True - in the incidental'.
It's hard to think of a poet more decisively transformed by meeting another poet than Wilfred Owen by Siegfried Sassoon. As Owen's star-struck letters frequently acknowledge, the social gulf between them was considerable: six years older than his protege, and more than a foot taller, Sassoon went to public school, was well connected, wealthy and published. What they had in common was poetry, homosexuality and their time at the front. Sassoon had not been admitted to Craiglockhart for 'shell-shock' - often seen as a euphemism for cowardice and especially frowned on when afflicting officers - but for his outspoken opposition to the war: egged on by pacifists such as Ottoline Morrell and Bertrand Russell, in June 1917 he had written a statement that was later read out in Parliament and published in the Times: 'I have seen and endured the sufferings of the troops,' he declared, 'and I can no longer be a party to prolonging those sufferings for ends which I believe to be evil and unjust.' To limit the scandal, the authorities cannily decided not to court-martial Mad Jack, as he was known because of his reckless bravery, but to hospitalise him instead.
On 18 August Owen finally summoned up the courage to knock on his fellow inmate's door, clutching several copies of Sassoon's first book, The Old Huntsman and Other Poems. He found Sassoon cleaning his golf clubs, resplendent in a purple dressing-gown. Along with 'The Dead-Beat', 'Song of Songs' was one of the poems Owen showed Sassoon at their second meeting, and in a letter to his poetry-writing cousin Leslie Gunston, whose first and only volume, The Nymph and Other Poems, was about to be published, Owen reported that Sassoon was much taken by his lyric, pronouncing it 'perfect work, absolutely charming, etc. etc. and begged that I would copy it out for him, to show to the powers that be'. To one of the powers that be, however, Sassoon was less enthusiastic, noting under the poem in the copy of the Hydra that he sent to Morrell: 'The man who wrote this brings me quantities & I have to say kind things. He will improve, I think!'
Owen's improvement in the annus mirabilis that followed is among the wonders of English poetry, comparable only to that of his greatest poetic hero, John Keats, who inevitably features in the list of luminaries with whom Owen compares Sassoon in a particularly excessive epistolary tribute:
Know that since mid-September, when you still regarded me as a tiresome little knocker on your door, I held you as Keats + Christ + Elijah + my Colonel + my father-confessor + Amenophis IV in profile ... If you consider what the above Names have severally done for me, you will know what you are doing. And you have fixed my Life - however short. You did not light me: I was always a mad comet; but you have fixed me. I spun round you a satellite for a month, but I shall swing out soon, a dark star in the orbit where you will blaze.

The colonel sandwiched between Elijah and Owen's father-confessor was the old Etonian Noel Luxmoore, an army veteran who had lost a leg in the Boer War. Luxmoore led the battalion in which Owen first saw action in January 1917, and his inclusion in this eclectic pantheon is revealing of Owen's continuing investment in the values and hierarchies of the military machine. Although exhilarated by Sassoon's satirical attacks on the top brass, on bald, puffy, port-quaffing majors eager to 'speed glum heroes up the line to death', in the main Owen directed his scorn not at his army superiors but at the civilians back home who remained so blithely indifferent to the suffering being endured by those they'd cheerily waved off to war. 'These men are worth/Your tears,' he reprimands all who have not shared in the 'sorrowful dark of hell' of combat in 'Apologia Pro Poemate Meo' of late 1917: 'You are not worth their merriment.'
Much of the power of Owen's war poetry derives from his creation of an 'us and them'. This kind of division was common in gay writers of the era, but in Owen's case it also reflects his upbringing in a lower-middle-class evangelical household, presided over by his often ill but always adored mother, Susan: 554 of the 674 letters of his that survive are to Susan, and while he clearly kept quiet in these about his attraction to men, and rather downplayed the weakening of his faith, the bond between them remained astonishingly resilient. His first letter to her, written at the age of five, ends 'With love from Wilfred I remain your loving son Wilfred,' and his last, twenty years later, concludes equally affectionately: 'I hope you are as warm as I am; as serene in your room as I am here; and that you think of me never in bed as resignedly as I think of you always in bed. Of this I am certain you could not be visited by a band of friends half so fine as surround me here.'
Filial love and male comradeship are intricately entwined in this final bulletin dispatched from a smoky billet on 31 October 1918, four days before Owen's platoon was ordered to construct a floating bridge across the Sambre-Oise canal. Despite a fearsome early morning barrage from British artillery, German machine-guns rained bullets on the advancing Manchesters, and Owen was killed either on the bank or while at work on the bridge in mid-canal. The telegram announcing his death to his family arrived exactly a week later, on the day the armistice was declared.
It was, however, Owen's experiences during his first spell at the front that gave rise to the poems analysed by almost every GCSE student in the country. He arrived in France at the very end of December 1916, where he was assigned to the 2nd Manchesters and given command of No. 3 Platoon in A Company. 'Have no anxiety,' he writes with some bravado and pride to his mother on the eve of his first offensive, 'I cannot do a better thing or be in a righter place.' His next letter, of 16 January 1917, reveals that no place could possibly be less right.
I can see no excuse for deceiving you about these last 4 days. I have suffered seventh hell.
I have not been at the front.
I have been in front of it.

By this he means that after a night-time sortie across 'an octopus of sucking clay', his unit had taken up residence in a German trench beyond no-man's-land. Here they were subject to wave after wave of bombs, an ordeal described in the opening lines of 'The Sentry', which, like 'The Dead-Beat', Owen began shortly after he met Sassoon:
We'd found an old Boche dug-out, and he knew,
And gave us hell; for shell on frantic shell
Lit full on top, but never quite burst through.

Until one did. The sentry Owen had stationed at the entrance to the dug-out was blown down the stairs, and the poem brilliantly recreates the victim's anguish and the officer's authoritative but futile attempts to comfort him:
'O sir - my eyes, - I'm blind, - I'm blind, - I'm blind.'
Coaxing, I held a flame against his lids
And said if he could see the least blurred light
He was not blind; in time they'd get all right.
'I can't,' he sobbed. Eyeballs, huge-bulged like squids',
Watch my dreams still ...

Eyes and eyeballs feature prominently in Owen's poetic versions of incidents he witnessed at the front or during his recuperation: it is 'the white eyes writhing in his face' of the gassed soldier in 'Dulce et Decorum Est' that most haunt him, while in 'Mental Cases' shell-shocked combatants are so traumatised that their eyes 'shrink tormented/Back into their brains, because on their sense/Sunlight seems a blood-smear.' At the other end of the scale are the eyes of the men in the burying party recalled in the last lines of 'Exposure': wielding their picks and shovels in the frozen mud, they 'pause over half-known faces. All their eyes are ice.'
Owen's letters to his mother contain the germs of many of the images he later worked into poems. On 19 January 1917 he attempts to convey to her the horrors of no-man's-land: 'It is pockmarked like a body of foulest disease and its odour is the breath of cancer.' Under snow it is 'like the face of the moon, chaotic, crater-ridden, uninhabitable, awful, the abode of madness'. This apocalyptic and lunar imagery is redeployed in 'The Show', in which he translates the battlefield and its opposed armies into an allegorical panorama of horror and disease: the troops are depicted as uncoiling caterpillars creating slimy paths across 'a sad land, weak with sweats of dearth,/Grey, cratered like the moon with hollow woe,/And pitted with great pocks and scabs of plagues'. It becomes apparent from his graphic and appalled letters home that it was the urge to make his mother, in the first instance, see and feel what the Western Front was really like that drove Owen to mobilise all his literary resources - above all his knowledge of the Bible and of Keats and Shelley - to express what to many seemed inexpressible; later in the year, after meeting Sassoon, he found a way of allowing the same urge to transform his Swinburnian poetic idiom into something radically different.
One can hear a proleptic echo of this metamorphosis in his next letter to Susan, of 4 February, in which he ponders for the first time the bizarre gap between patriotic poetic effusions and the actual experience of the trenches:
Hideous landscapes, vile noises, foul language and nothing but foul, even from one's own mouth (for all are devil ridden) - everything unnatural, broken, blasted; the distortion of the dead, whose unburiable bodies sit outside the dug-outs all day, all night, the most execrable sights on earth. In poetry we call them the most glorious. But to sit with them all day, all night ... and a week later to come back and find them still sitting there, in motionless groups, THAT is what saps the 'soldierly spirit'.

And yet the 'soldierly spirit' that Owen here lightly mocks is also crucial to the emotional effects of his most famous poems. It is the intensity and - although it may sound an odd word in the context of trench warfare - the innocence infusing his depictions of camaraderie that charge the poems and differentiate them from the work of other soldier-poets of the First World War. Like Walt Whitman before him - whom, oddly, he seems never to have come across - Owen fashioned from battlefield carnage a homoerotic sublime. 'Red lips are not so red/As the stained stones kissed by the English dead' 'Greater Love' begins, and goes on to conjugate a series of parallels between dead or wounded soldiers and the poetic tropes available to an ardent lover. The irony implicit in such a conceit is obvious, but Owen's absorption in the physical being of the soldiers, his ability to feel and express 'pity', to use his own favoured term, banishes whatever satirical intent he may have had: 'Heart, you were never hot/Nor large, nor full like hearts made great with shot.' The us and them division is to the fore in such lines, which on one level seem to present death in war as a high romantic consummation devoutly to be wished; whatever emotions a civilian in love may feel, they can never match those of a soldier making his sacrifice in accordance with 15.13 of St John, 'Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends':
And though your hand be pale,
Paler are all which trail
Your cross through flame and hail;
       Weep, you may weep, for you may touch them not.

Like Keats when enraptured, Owen at his most fervent moves beyond inhibition and self-consciousness, here boldly evoking both Christ's Noli me tangere and his crucifixion. Such analogies were commonplace in the iconography of pro-war propaganda, and on occasion, as in 'Le Christianisme', were ridiculed by Owen himself, but here they serve to elevate his band of brothers into an Elysium of martyrs united and transfigured by the 'pity of War', or at least by the poetry that war inspired in Owen.
On occasion he allows himself the momentary comfort of sharing in rhetoric that would have delighted any Kaiser-hating politician or chief of staff. At the end of January, he and his platoon spent two days and nights without shelter in a snowstorm on Redan Ridge, an ordeal he told his mother was 'almost wusser' than constantly being shelled in their Boche dug-out. It was so bitter their water cans froze, so they had nothing to drink. 'The marvel,' he wrote home, 'is that we did not all die of cold.' 'We were marooned on a frozen desert,' he went on. 'There is not a sign of life on the horizon and a thousand signs of death. Not a blade of grass, not an insect; once or twice a day the shadow of a big hawk, scenting carrion.'
In the event, only one of his company perished, the country boy elegised in the sonnet 'Futility', whose corpse the 'kind old sun' is unable to reanimate. The much longer 'Exposure' presents an unrelenting account of their desperate vigil, and makes superb use of the off-rhymes with which Owen had begun experimenting as far back as the summer of 1914:
Our brains ache, in the merciless iced east winds that knive us ...
Wearied we keep awake because the night is silent ...
Low, drooping flares confuse our memory of the salient ...
Worried by silence, sentries whisper, curious, nervous,
                       But nothing happens.

Military terms such as flares, salient and sentries are interwoven with the battered remnants of the Romantic tradition that first made Owen yearn to be a poet, with Keats's 'My heart aches' here morphing into 'Our brains ache.' The letter recounting their time on Redan Ridge suggests it was his feet that hurt:
My feet ached until they could ache no more, and so they temporarily died. I was kept warm by the ardour of Life within me. I forgot hunger in the hunger for Life. The intensity of your Love reached me and kept me living. I thought of you and Mary [his sister] without a break all the time. I cannot say I felt any fear.

In 'Exposure' itself the numb, drenched soldiers' attempt to ignore their plight by thinking of home proves a failure, or so the narrator, more a collective voice than an individual one, records; they get as far as imagining hearth fires and jingling crickets before the vision fades: 'all closed: on us the doors are closed, - /We turn back to our dying'. But why are they dying?
Since we believe not otherwise can kind fires burn;
Nor ever sun smile true on child, or field, or fruit.
For God's invincible spring our love is made afraid;
Therefore, not loath, we lie out here; therefore were born,
                       For love of God seems dying.

The only way to make sense of this stanza is as a resurgence of the 'soldierly spirit' that must have helped Owen's platoon survive their fifty hours on this forsaken ridge, where 'for ten minutes every hour whizz-bangs fell a few yards short of us.' The belief bonds the beleaguered platoon, however dubious and cliched its terms and expression, however transparently a fantasy. The transition that follows to shrivelled hands, puckered foreheads and the icy eyes of the burying party leaves this sudden recourse to keep-the-home-fires-burning rhetoric in a vacuum, a symptom of the multiple, inconsistent forms the 'hunger for Life' may assume.
Owen spent around thirty days in action during his five months at or near the front line in the first half of 1917. In March he was hospitalised for a week after tumbling in the night into a fifteen-foot hole, possibly a ruined cellar, and suffering concussion. It is not known how long he lay there, since the letter describing this accident has been lost, but it must have formed the basis for the scenario of his most famous poem, which borrowed its title from some lines in Shelley's Revolt of Islam: 'and all/Seemed like some brothers on a journey wide/Gone forth, whom now strange meeting did befall/In a strange land.' Owen's copy of Henry Cary's translation of the Divine Comedy indicates that he had read at least cantos X to XV of the Inferno, and it was surely the Dantesque aspects of 'Strange Meeting' that drew a belated compliment from T.S. Eliot, who in 1964 described it as 'not only one of the most moving pieces of verse inspired by the war of 1914-18, but also a technical achievement of great originality'.
As  in early Eliot, an entire tradition of visionary poetry disintegrates or implodes in the 'profound dull tunnel' into which the narrator escapes from battle, there to meet his doppelganger, the enemy he deprived of a life figured in richly Keatsian terms ('I went hunting wild/ After the wildest beauty in the world'). Underlying both 'Strange Meeting' and The Waste Land is Dante's appalled exclamation on arriving in Hell: 'io non averei creduto/che morte tanta n'avesse disfatta,' or as translated by Eliot, 'I had not thought death had undone so many.' The prophetic, evangelical strand of Owen's idiom - his vision of the poet as both soothsayer and martyr - is vividly dramatised in the German soldier's bitter monologue, but also made wholly hypothetical: biblical, Homeric, Wordsworthian, Shelleyan echoes are tumbled together in a series of fragments not so much shored against ruin as whirled around and broken apart, as if hit by a mortar:
Then, when much blood had clogged their chariot-wheels,
I would go up and wash them from sweet wells,
Even with truths that lie too deep for taint.
I would have poured my spirit without stint
But not through wounds; not on the cess of war.

It is the 'cess of war', however, that enables the astonishingly intimate final lines, in which death and eros formulate a pact that makes 'Strange Meeting' almost into a love poem. Here more than anywhere one becomes aware of the peculiar double bind enacted in Owen's poetry, the thrill and satisfaction that accompany his tableaux of chaos and maiming. It is the ghost of Oscar Wilde, whose loyal confidant Robbie Ross had befriended Owen some months before the drafting of 'Strange Meeting', who haunts the violent Liebestod enacted in the poem's conclusion:
I am the enemy you killed, my friend.
I knew you in this dark, for so you frowned
Yesterday through me as you jabbed and killed.
I parried; but my hands were loath and cold.
Let us sleep now ...

'Yet each man kills the thing he loves,' as Wilde wrote in 'The Ballad of Reading Gaol'. Although the contest is asymmetrical, since the German finds himself unable to fight, once his account of their struggle is concluded the poem allows the combatants to drift, as if released for ever from their antagonism, into shared slumber.
Although Owen claimed not to feel 'at all fuddled' by the blow to his head, on discharge from hospital he began to show the first signs of shell-shock: 'My long rest has shaken my nerve,' he reported to his mother on 4 April, on the way to rejoin his battalion. His next stint of action proved particularly arduous and dangerous and ended in another ghastly entombment. After a shell landed near where he was resting by a railway cutting, Owen spent days stranded 'in a hole just big enough to lie in, and covered with corrugated iron', in the close proximity of the body parts of a fellow officer whose corpse had been disinterred by the blast. Relief eventually arrived, but Owen was soon after diagnosed as suffering from neurasthenia - the doctor is 'nervous about my nerves', as he put it to Susan. His new commander, Major Dempster, seems to have taken a less understanding view, and may even have accused Owen of cowardice, a slur that found its way into Robert Graves's Goodbye to All That. But the army should be given credit for the treatment Owen received at hospitals in France and Hampshire, and then at Craiglockhart, where Arthur Brock implemented a regime that he called 'ergotherapy', a kind of work-cure, to which the poet responded well, not least because it involved writing poems on themes set by Brock, such as the battle between Hercules and Antaeus: the result was a fine blank verse depiction of two men in close physical combat, as in 'Strange Meeting', called 'The Wrestlers'.
In Craiglockhart Owen also observed, and wrote movingly about, soldiers whose problems were similar to his own, the 'Mental Cases', he calls them in the poem of that title, 'whose minds the dead have ravished'.
- Thus their heads wear this hilarious, hideous,
Awful falseness of set-smiling corpses.
- Thus their hands are plucking at each other;
Picking at the rope-knouts of their scourging;
Snatching after us who smote them, brother,
Pawing us who dealt them war and madness.

It's possible that Owen saw his return to the front as the war neared its end as an opportunity to distance himself from such 'set-smiling corpses' as well as to banish suspicions about his own 'soldierly spirit'. His conspicuous bravery in an attack on the Beaurevoir-Fonsomme Line on 1 October earned him the Military Cross, and in the letter telling his mother he recounts shooting a man with his revolver at thirty yards, before adding pointedly: 'My nerves are in perfect order.' The citation in the London Gazette suggests that Owen's exploits in this skirmish could stand comparison with those of Mad Jack: 'He personally captured an enemy M[achine] G[un] from an isolated position and inflicted considerable losses on the enemy. Throughout he behaved most gallantly.'
In between his two spells of active service Owen composed the poems that, along with Oh, What a Lovely War! and the final series of Blackadder, have shaped the First World War in the British imagination: 'Anthem for Doomed Youth' (which Sassoon helped him lick into shape), 'Dulce et Decorum Est' ('Gas! GAS! Quick, boys! - An ecstasy of fumbling,/Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time'), 'The Send-Off' ('So secretly, like wrongs hushed-up, they went'), 'Disabled', 'Spring Offensive'. Owen also began to sense the direction his life might take after demobilisation. Courtesy of his friendships with Sassoon and Ross, by late 1917 he was moving in a circle of gay men that included Osbert Sitwell and C.K. Scott Moncrieff - who would translate Proust and who shared with Owen a love of Alec Waugh's ardent public school romance, The Loom of Youth (roughly the equivalent of wearing a green carnation). He also met Graves, whose wedding to Nancy Nicholson he attended and who, his Uranian days far behind him, later described Owen as 'a passive homosexual' who was in love with Sassoon. Owen's biographers argue that it was unlikely his relations went beyond flirtation, beyond the exchange of 'delicious winks' with men such as Harold Monro, the gay (although twice-married) founder of the Poetry Bookshop.
These must have been heady days for someone of Owen's class and education, who had been neither to public school nor university, and whose father was a moderately salaried employee of the railway. Edith Sitwell approached him for contributions to Wheels, the anthology that she and Osbert edited, and in June 1918 'Futility' and 'Hospital Barge' appeared in the Nation. While literary London was not exactly at his feet, Owen was entitled to feel that he was considered by distinguished writers and editors as a promising young poet, and his work accordingly grew in confidence, range and daring: the question-and-answer poem, 'Who Is the God of Canongate', depicts the life of a rent boy, while 'The Ghost of Shadwell Stair' is explicitly in dialogue with Wilde's 'Impression du Matin'.
It may be that more of Owen's private life filtered into his correspondence than we will ever know. Before issuing the Collected Letters he co-edited with John Bell in 1967, Owen's younger brother Harold scissored out certain passages and scored through others in heavy Indian ink. Harold later claimed that most of his obliterations were trivial and were made to avoid offending the families of individuals mentioned. He also tinkered with Owen's choice of words in order to raise the tone of his brother's correspondence, eliminating slang terms as well as 'words with mildly disagreeable associations such as pimples, boils and so on', although it seems many of these 'improvements' were reversed while he and Bell were putting together their edition. Owen could be censorious and priggish, and he was also acutely class-conscious - indeed he might even have commended his brother's desire to make sure the letters presented him in his Sunday best. Harold's meddling has been much lamented by Owen scholars, but it seems that archivists at the Owen Collection at the Harry Ransom Centre in Texas have recently been experimenting with modern technology that may allow the redacted passages to be recovered. The introduction to Jane Potter's excellent new edition of the correspondence carefully assesses the damage done by his brother and presents a fine summation of the contexts and interest of the letters themselves. She includes most of those written after Owen joined the Artists' Rifles in October 1915 as well as a judicious selection from his prewar years in Dundsen near Reading, where he was the assistant of an evangelical vicar, and in Bordeaux, where he taught English, initially in the Berlitz School, and subsequently to the offspring of wealthy families.
Owen's return to the front in September 1918 might easily not have happened. Scott Moncrieff began pulling strings to secure him a job in the War Office, and in a letter of mid-June to his mother, Owen presents this prospect as almost certain. In August he failed a medical, his 'cardiac valves' being deemed suspect, while his feet remained damaged by the frostbite he suffered on Redan Ridge. But Scott Moncrieff's manoeuvring backfired, and on 26 August Owen was instructed to report to Folkestone, from where he embarked for France. 'Impossible to feel depressed,' he wrote to Susan on arrival in Boulogne. 'All Auguries are of good fortune. How blessedly different from last year!' A sense of triumph infused many of his bulletins over the following two months - as if now the front line really was the right place to be. It must have helped that the Allies were steadily advancing. 'I came out in order to help these boys,' he wrote home after the Manchesters' successful attack on the Beaurevoir-Fonsomme Line, 'directly by leading them as well as an officer can; indirectly, by watching their sufferings that I may speak of them as well as a pleader can. I have done the first.' In time it became clear that he had done the second too.
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Short Cuts
All Talk, No Ceasefire
Tom Stevenson

1854 wordsFor  the last nine months, representatives from the United States, Israel, Egypt, Qatar and Hamas have ostensibly been negotiating a ceasefire in Gaza. The delegations have met more than a dozen times, though it's hard to point to anything that would be different had they not. Over the months the talks have taken a predictable form. Negotiators are convened. Unnamed officials say that, this time, they are optimistic about a deal - right up until the proceedings break down. The US has presented a succession of final proposals that have led nowhere. On 25 March, the UN Security Council passed Resolution 2728, which called for a ceasefire over Ramadan followed by 'a lasting sustainable ceasefire'. The resolution was months overdue, meagre in itself and passed after thousands of Palestinians had already died. It has not been heeded. Since the beginning of Israel's assault on Gaza, Benjamin Netanyahu has repeatedly said that Israel will not agree to a ceasefire without 'eliminating Hamas' and 'total victory'. Yet the talks continue.
Information about the negotiations has come out in controlled bursts. Hand-picked reporters write up stories based on intimations from members of the US and Israeli governments. Headlines are written about hard work and steady progress that are contradicted even within the story below. Negotiators shuttle between Cairo and Doha - there have also been a couple of excursions to Paris and Rome, presumably for reasons of scenery and gastronomy. There has been no ceasefire, but for the mediators there are consolations. For the witless chief of Egyptian intelligence, Abbas Kamel, trips to Tel Aviv and the opportunity to pretend to be more than an office manager to President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi. For Qatar's foreign ministry officials, a chance to display their country as neutral ground where the US and its allies are 'pressuring both sides to commit to a deal'. For the CIA director, William Burns, the whole thing has seemed to be more of a burden, only occasionally relieved by passing off duties to the Middle East proconsul, Brett McGurk.
In Doha, the delegations from Israel and Hamas are installed in separate rooms, across the corridor from each other, in a private wing of a luxury hotel. American, Qatari and Egyptian officials go between them carrying messages. In Cairo, they are whisked off to an unknown location, probably in one of the many compounds owned by the Egyptian armed forces. At the end of May, Joe Biden announced a framework for an agreement on what he described as an 'Israeli ceasefire proposal', which was immediately rejected by Israel. According to the plan, a ceasefire would be declared and Israeli forces would begin to withdraw from Gaza. The remaining hostages would be released in stages, in exchange for Palestinian prisoners held by Israel. Over the first six weeks, the Israeli army would withdraw from major population centres and humanitarian aid would be allowed in. Air operations over the strip would be suspended for ten hours a day. During two subsequent phases the remaining captives would be exchanged, and the details of a permanent ceasefire would be confirmed. The only problem was that the Israeli government had no intention of halting military operations. And Hamas persisted with the vexatious demand that a ceasefire should involve the ceasing of fire.
As early as March, the White House was said to have 'lost its patience' with Israel's intransigence. Yet enough patience was left for it to be running out again in June, and in August. In May, a 'source close to the White House' noted that one difficulty was the scale of Israel's demolition of Gaza, which meant that getting messages to and from Hamas leaders there had 'at times been difficult'. On 7 July, Netanyahu reiterated that any agreement must allow Israel to continue fighting in Gaza. In other words, there could be no agreement. Yet three days later in Doha, US officials were 'more optimistic than ever'. When Israel's rejection of the May framework was at last admitted, the US presented a new 'comprehensive bridging proposal'. It was vague about whether a ceasefire or a temporary truce was needed, and whether Israeli forces would remain in Gaza indefinitely. Israel was now insisting that Hamas agree to indefinite Israeli control over Gaza's southern border with Egypt and over the Netzarim corridor that now bisects the strip. After a negotiating round in Cairo, the White House spokesperson John Kirby said on 23 August that 'there has been progress made.' All that was needed was for 'both sides to come together and work towards implementation'.
The background to the negotiations has been the continued destruction of the Gaza Strip. Between two rounds of talks in July, a polio outbreak was reported in Gaza, which had been polio-free for more than 25 years. Epidemics were a predicted consequence of Israel's actions, with even soap having quickly become rare (in the tent camps, many people resort to using abrasive sand). Talks in Rome were capped off with the assassination in Tehran on 31 July of the head of Hamas's political bureau, Ismail Haniyeh. On 28 August, the day its negotiators travelled to Doha, the Israeli army launched an attack on Jenin in the West Bank. Even the roads were bulldozed. 'Israel has decided to turn the West Bank into the Gaza Strip,' an editorial in Haaretz claimed.
After the talks in August in Doha, the US national security adviser, Jake Sullivan, said the discussion had got 'to the point where it is in the nitty gritty, and that's a positive sign of progress'. In reality the central problem remained: Hamas is willing to exchange the remaining hostages for a ceasefire; Israel isn't. At the beginning of September, US officials said they were about to present a 'take it or leave it' deal. The director of Mossad, David Barnea, travelled back to Doha. He said Israel was ready to withdraw from the so-called Philadelphi corridor (along Gaza's southern border) in a potential deal. But hours later, Netanyahu gave a televised address in which he said that Israel must occupy the Philadelphi corridor indefinitely. It's very unlikely that Israeli forces would be able to control the corridor without also maintaining control of the roads leading to it, which means there will be no withdrawal of Israeli soldiers. The Doha talks duly collapsed and US officials, who had the day before briefed that a deal was close, switched to saying that the talks had been derailed in advance by Hamas when it executed six of the hostages it took on 7 October, whose bodies were located by Israeli forces on 31 August.
The former Israeli prime minister Ehud Olmert had a different view: Netanyahu, Olmert said, had 'sabotaged the negotiations'. More than that, the talks themselves were a sham. 'We must shake off the illusion that the negotiations for a deal to free the hostages under Netanyahu's guidance are being held in good faith,' Olmert wrote in Haaretz. Instead, the talks were better understood as 'a game in which there is no intention of reaching an agreement'. Netanyahu has made clear at every opportunity that he does not intend to withdraw Israel's armed forces in a negotiated ceasefire. During the one-week truce last November, Hamas released 105 hostages (by contrast, only eight have been recovered by Israeli forces). But despite pressure from the families of the hostages for some sort of deal, the Israeli security cabinet has at every stage thrown up decoys to mask the obvious fact that it prefers to continue its genocidal rampage and is unwilling to stop in exchange for the lives of the remaining hostages.
What then does Israel intend? The evidence from Gaza is that it wants to go on as it has been. A week after the 7 October attacks, Israel's Ministry of Intelligence produced a white paper outlining three options for the future of Gaza after an Israeli assault. The first was to install the Palestinian Authority in Gaza, the second was to form a new authority under the supervision of the Israeli army, and the third was the wholesale deportation of the population. Israeli forces have driven most Gazans from their homes, but not from the strip. On 28 August, the IDF appointed General Elad Goren as its chief officer in Gaza. A 'senior defence official' told Ynet that 'this is not a temporary project; this position will be with us for years to come.' Some parts of Israel's security apparatus are ambivalent about whether they are capable of operating in Gaza over the long term. But for now Israel's preference appears to be for some version of military control.
The 'ceasefire talks' seem to exist mainly so that the fact they took place can be reported. At every stage they are said to be 'constructive'. Progress is being made. Details are being ironed out. Never mind that nothing has in fact happened. The rolling diplomatic pseudo-event is an end in itself. In this respect the talks are similar to the debacle of the US floating pier, when US forces jerry-rigged a pontoon to get humanitarian aid into a territory that its closest ally was besieging. The pier was afloat and operational for less than three weeks, during which it enabled the delivery of a token quantity of food aid, some of which rotted on the shore. It was then dismantled, with its mission declared 'complete'. The absurdity of the scheme almost seemed to be the point. The ceasefire talks have a similar air. What have they been except a smokescreen for the killing? A face-saving exercise, perhaps. And, in a US election year, the smallest possible concession to domestic aversion to the horrors in Gaza. More than that, they were an attempt to impart the impression, against all the evidence, that the US is a neutral party tirelessly working for peace.
It's an old motif in the mythology of Israel-Palestine: peace negotiations stalled by intransigent participants, with supposedly neutral mediators sweating through their suits in search of an elusive breakthrough. On 7 September, Burns and the head of MI6, Richard Moore, wrote a joint article in which they claimed their two organisations were 'working ceaselessly to achieve a ceasefire and hostage deal' - presumably in between ammunition runs and sending Israel targeting imagery of Gazan tents from their satellites and reconnaissance planes. On 2 September, the British government was widely reported as having shifted its policy when it annulled thirty arms export licences to Israel. In fact Britain has maintained 92 per cent of its arms supply contracts, including all of those that include components for Israel's F-35 fighter jets. British bases on Cyprus remain a critical node of international support for the destruction of Gaza. For the US, the exoteric appearance of acting as neutral arbiter (while in practice being the war's main sponsor) is not a new role. Israel could not continue the war without the support it enjoys from the US. Were that support to be withdrawn, and the flow of munitions, aid, diplomatic cover, intelligence and surveillance services to stop, Israel would be forced to change its actions.
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Euripides Unbound
Robert Cioffi describes a new papyrological discovery

2956 wordsIf you want  to get to know someone, especially if you're an ancient historian, you should go through their rubbish. At the end of the 19th century, two Oxford academics, Bernard Grenfell and Arthur Hunt, set off for the ancient Egyptian city of Oxyrhynchus in search of Greek texts written on papyrus. Over six seasons, assisted by scores of local workmen, they excavated thousands of papyri from the city's rubbish mounds and transported them to Oxford, where the collection still resides. They uncovered enough material to occupy generations of scholars. Alongside works such as Sophocles' Trackers and the apocryphal Gospel of Thomas, a sensation in the early years of the collection, Oxyrhynchus has yielded a student's whiny letter to his father, legal petitions alleging everything from high crimes to petty acts of violence and endless accounts and receipts. Papyri have played a decisive role in rewriting the history of the ancient Mediterranean.
But sometimes it's not enough to root around in the bin; you have to look in the cemetery. In November 2022, the archaeologist Heba Adly uncovered a clump of papyri while excavating a shallow grave in the tombs at the ancient city of Philadelphia in the Faiyum Oasis, two hours' drive south of Cairo. She didn't need to unfold it to know it could be significant. Philadelphia, founded in the early third century bce by Ptolemy II, had already yielded another remarkable cache of papyri: Zenon's archive, which consists of two thousand documents that attest in extraordinary detail to the finances and logistics of a large estate between 261 and 229 BCE. The cemetery sits to the east of the city in a wadi, a desert valley where the sand forms eddies and currents, a river in negative. Adly's team, led by Basem Gehad, has been studying the necropolis for the past decade. Their research has revealed new information about the way burial practices changed over time, as Egypt underwent a series of transitions from the rule of the pharaohs to that of the Macedonian Greek successors of Alexander the Great and, eventually, the Romans. Now they can add to that list of finds a signal contribution to the study of Greek tragedy. One of the papyri excavated by Adly contains 97 lines of two plays by Euripides - Ino and Polyidus - that were known to us only through scattered quotations and summaries of their plots. In terms of number of lines alone, this is the most substantial discovery of Euripides in half a century.
Once the artefacts had been cleaned, documented, photographed and mounted under glass, Gehad turned to his colleague Yvona Trnka-Amrhein and the Euripides expert John Gibert, both professors of classics at the University of Colorado Boulder, to decipher the text (it has just been published in the Zeitschrift fur Papyrologie und Epigraphik). The papyrus was probably produced in the third century ce at the height of the Roman Empire. Like almost all papyri, the Philadelphia Euripides is an imperfect witness to the original as well as an invaluable source: many papyri are the only evidence of their texts. It dates to more than six hundred years after the plays were first performed, but this was a period when far more Greek tragedy could be read than is known today. After Alexander's conquest, Egypt became both a consumer and a leading producer of Greek literature, and in the intervening two thousand years its arid climate has preserved papyri better than anywhere else in the Greek-speaking world.
For almost two years, I have been part of a new archaeological mission led by Gehad and Trnka-Amrhein in the ancient city of Hermopolis Magna, about three hours south of Philadelphia, and I have followed the progress of the Euripides papyrus. Work on papyri begins in a rush, as letters reveal themselves, words come into focus, hypotheses form, parallels are found and texts are identified. But then the pace slows: what remain are the most difficult sections, the loci desperandi. When I visited Boulder last summer, Gibert and Trnka-Amrhein were focused on one such passage. Like Shakespeare, Euripides made his characters speak in iambs, but they also sang and danced in complex metres to the accompaniment of musical instruments. This papyrus has only the words themselves, however, and a few 'reading marks': a horizontal line called a paragraphos that often indicates a change in speaker, and a curious variant with a hook known as a forked paragraphos whose function is still debated. There are no stage directions and no speaker attributions. Three experts in Greek could easily spend a whole day working on just two or three tricky lines of poetry. The excavation of the papyrus might take an afternoon, but producing a full account and interpretation of its contents can take years. For this papyrus, the commentary runs to more than twenty thousand words.
Every edition of a classical text is a minor miracle. Euripides' dramas have travelled from stage to page, from scroll to codex and finally to printed book. They survived for centuries on papyrus and then on animal skin (even today, a parchment codex smells of flesh). Time is the enemy of all substrates. The writing becomes abraded; sand, soot and tar stick to the surface; pieces break off; insects and worms extract their price; exposure to the air makes the pages brittle and water accelerates the process of decay. Although there must have been tens of thousands of copies produced, we have full texts of fewer than forty of the nine hundred tragedies we know were performed in Athens in the fifth century bce.
Euripides is the best represented of the Greek tragedians, which would have annoyed his contemporaries. He was lampooned in his day for his novel sonic effects, his corruption of Athenian values and his penchant for female protagonists and characters dressed in rags - an innovator, according to his critics, but not necessarily in a good way. In the end, he got the last laugh. We have seven plays each from Aeschylus and Sophocles, but Euripides' corpus was augmented by the chance survival of a Byzantine manuscript which contained nine of his plays arranged in alphabetical order. Nineteen plays have been attributed to him, of which eighteen seem to be definitively his - more than twice as many as survive from any of his contemporaries. This is partly a matter of luck, but the signs point to Euripides' popularity in antiquity. He is second only to Homer and Demosthenes in the number of ancient copies of his texts that survive. All three were regularly read at school in antiquity. Still, we have lost far more of Euripides than we will ever recover.
Until the discovery at Philadelphia, Polyidus was known to us only from the 38 lines quoted by other authors and from ancient summaries. Thanks to the papyrus, our knowledge of the play has grown considerably. The plot goes like this: Polyidus, a seer whose name means 'much knowing' or 'seeing many things', has been summoned by King Minos to find his missing son, Glaucus (in most accounts young Glaucus has fallen into a jar of honey). The play turns on a second request: that Polyidus bring him back to life. When he refuses, Minos entombs him alive with Glaucus. While interred, he learns from two snakes how to use herbs to revive the boy. They are rescued when a passer-by hears them shouting.
Ino is the darker of the two plays, and if the summaries are correct, it is one of the bloodiest tragedies on record. Ino was the second wife of Athamas, king of Thessaly, with whom she had two children, Learchus and Melicertes, before her sudden disappearance (to Mount Parnassus, possibly against her will, to become a follower of Dionysus). In her absence, Athamas has remarried and had twins with his new wife, Themisto. The play probably begins when Ino returns in disguise and becomes nursemaid to all four children. Themisto enlists her help to kill Learchus and Melicertes, but Ino outwits her and tricks her into killing her own sons. The play culminates in a further series of deaths - Themisto takes her own life; Athamas accidentally kills Learchus while hunting; Ino leaps into the sea carrying Melicertes - and concludes with a deus ex machina: Dionysus appears to explain how Ino and her son became the recipients of cult worship. This aetiological ending, in which past mythological suffering is converted into contemporary worship, is characteristic of Euripides, though not unique to him. The play has resonances with his Medea, another tale of remarriage, divine intervention and child murder. It is an accident of history that the stages of London and New York have seen so many Medeas and no Inos.
The Philadelphia papyrus contains 37 lines from Ino and 60 from Polyidus, arranged in two columns of text and divided by an inset title, 'From Polyidus'. Of these, about twenty are known from other papyrus fragments, quotations or, in one case, Greek letters carved in stone. (These quotations have been crucial for identifying the plays and helping the editors to understand who is speaking to whom.) The Polyidus selection preserves an argument between Polyidus and Minos over whether Polyidus should use his powers to revive Glaucus. Their discussion hinges on the limits of human knowledge and the abuse of power. Minos advances a theory of natural kingship: just as the dolphin rules over the sea, the eagle over birds and Zeus over the gods, the tyrant commands those on land. Polyidus, however, sees Minos' threat as the vain boast of a bereaved father and a petty despot: 'Don't offer me wealth in exchange for my life.' The lines from Ino are somewhat more obscure, but if the editors are right they come from the section of the play after Themisto has unwittingly killed her own children. One character, possibly Ino, says: 'There is no reprieve of groans in the house.' Neither excerpt seems to come from the beginning or end of the play. Rather than a collection of complete dramas, the papyrus may contain a selection of greatest hits.
Both passages are unmistakably by Euripides. They share his love of aphorisms, his obsession with the overreach of the powerful and the dangers of cleverness. In one passage, Polyidus rebuffs Minos' demands: 'So you're rich. Don't think you understand anything else. Wealth makes you useless. It is poverty that produces wisdom.' His defiance is expressed in a crafty reversal of terms: wealth becomes a deficiency and poverty a virtue; tyranny is a slippery, 'unreliable thing'. But even as he refuses to revive the boy, Polyidus acknowledges Minos' predicament: 'You're childless ... But you are overturning established law and upsetting custom with your thoughtlessness.' Grief demands sympathy, but Minos has taken it too far.
There are some astonishing lines in the papyrus. A lyric passage from Ino, probably belonging to Themisto, imagines 'the ephemeral, changeable god working in secret, moving this way and that, obscurely through the clouds'. The image, uttered in a moment of abject grief, is as striking for its expression of the opacity of the divine as for its mixing of worlds - ephemerality and changeability are the defining characteristics of the mortal condition. Here, for perhaps the first time in extant Greek literature, an unnamed divinity takes on the human attributes for which he or she is responsible. The Ino passages have a wider emotional and technical range than those from Polyidus, combining the metres of speech and song as two mothers, one who has lost her children and the other who is responsible for their death, confront each other for what may be the last time. This portion has been among the hardest to reconstruct. Near the end, the editors can make out only a word or two per line: 'after a long time ... lifting up ... bloody ... Indeed when you ought ... to have come into the light, you have come ... and hateful to the gods ... stop ... providing me little benefit and much pain ... foolish ... follies'. Suggestive as they are, we cannot be confident about more than their general meaning. As in Polyidus, the two characters spar over the death of children, argue about the proper way to cope with an unjust fate and find themselves confronted with the limits of the mortal condition.
Papyrology  stands at a crossroads. Texts on papyrus have revolutionised the study of ancient Greek literature, but their reputation has suffered in recent years as discovery after discovery has been called into question. In 2016, the journalist Ariel Sabar proved that a matchbox-sized fragment which depicted Jesus as married was a forgery.* Questions have been raised about the provenance of a poem attributed to Sappho that was published to much fanfare a decade ago. These revelations have been difficult for scholars. 'This is not the kind of research I ever imagined myself undertaking,' the papyrologist Michael Sampson wrote at the end of a long discussion of the source of the Sappho papyrus, 'and it's not research that should have been necessary in the first place.'
Even in the best of circumstances, a scholar who works with ancient Egyptian artefacts must grapple with ethical questions about the history of archaeology and colonialism, American and European soft power and the relationship between scholarship and the antiquities market (not least because the work of identifying and authenticating artefacts can affect their value). The problem is compounded when the provenance of a particular object is missing, disputed or improbable. As recent history has shown, even distinguished academics can fall prey to temptation.
There is good news, however. Artificial intelligence promises to recover texts from scrolls thought to be beyond repair. Earlier this year, three young researchers revealed that they had used AI to read a papyrus scroll carbonised during the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 ce. The scroll was one of many discovered in Herculaneum in 1752 among the remains of a large seaside villa, believed to have belonged to Lucius Calpurnius Piso Caesoninus, the father-in-law of Julius Caesar and a follower of the Epicurean philosopher Philodemus of Gadara. Although Cicero claimed that Piso had so perverted the Epicurean principle of pleasure that he was not a 'teacher of virtue, but an enabler of lust', the Herculaneum papyri have almost exclusively yielded Epicurean philosophy, and many of the texts are works by Philodemus himself. They remain the largest collection of Greek and Latin papyri discovered outside Egypt.
The only problem has been reading them. Between 800 and 815 scrolls were removed, but many of them have since broken: 1830 items have been catalogued as 'Herculaneum papyri'. As Camillo Paderni, the head of the Herculaneum expedition, wrote in November 1752, the scrolls had turned 'to a sort of charcoal, so brittle, that being touched, it falls readily into ashes'. At first they were mistaken for actual pieces of charcoal and taken home by local labourers. It was only when one of the briquettes broke open and revealed ancient writing that Paderni realised what they were. The first attempts to open the scrolls involved chopping them in half and pulling apart the layers of papyrus sheets like orange segments. Antonio Piaggio's device that unrolled them millimetre by millimetre was an improvement, but it was tremendously slow and risked destroying the papyri in the process. After nearly a century of work, only 423 papyri had been opened.
For decades, Brent Seales, a computer scientist at the University of Kentucky, has attempted to find a non-destructive, virtual process to 'unwrap' the scrolls. In 2019 he was part of a team of researchers who took two scrolls to be scanned at the Diamond Light Source particle accelerator in Oxford. The scans revealed the surface of the papyrus, but the text remained invisible to the naked eye: the carbon-based ink and the carbonised papyrus had the same density, so weren't distinguished by the scanner. A second intervention came from Nat Friedman, an American tech entrepreneur. In 2023 he launched the Vesuvius Challenge, which offered prizes for anyone who could read the scrolls. It took less than a year for Luke Farritor, Youssef Nader and Julian Schilliger to train a machine-learning model to recognise subtle changes to the texture of the papyrus where ink had saturated. Last October, the letters porphuras emerged: a form of the Greek for 'purple'. Since then, the project has released a reconstruction of some fifteen columns of text. They appear to derive from a philosophical treatise on sensation and pleasure. One section reads: 'We do not immediately believe that scarce things are absolutely more pleasurable than abundant things ... Such questions will be considered frequently.' The implications of the work are promising not only for the remaining scrolls from Herculaneum, but for other cases, such as papyrus used during the process of mummification.
The Philadelphia papyrus is no less important for papyrology. In a field that is as much an art as a science, technology will only get us so far. Papyrology requires years of specialised training of the type that is available only at a few universities, most of them in the US and Europe. The quantity of papyrus legally exported from Egypt and available for study in those institutions is limited and the collections are not always easy to access. For papyrology to continue, techniques and expertise must be shared. It is likely that a far greater quantity of papyrus remains to be discovered in Egypt. The Euripides papyrus was uncovered using basic archaeological tools - a trowel, a brush and an instinct for reading the sand - but its deciphering required collaboration between American and Egyptian scholars. In just under two years these passages from Euripides have gone from papyrus buried in the sand to being printed on paper. It is still possible to bring the dead back to life.
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Cartwheels down the aisle
Barbara Newman

2104 wordsWhen an innkeeper's  daughter accused the monk Marinos, a hardened ascetic, of fathering her child, his brethren were appalled. But Marinos, meekly confessing his sin, accepted the punishment of exile and even nursed the infant with milk supplied by shepherds. After several years, the monks readmitted him to the usual monastic routine, along with extra penitential labours. It was not until Marinos died that the monks discovered his secret: he was a biological woman - now honoured liturgically as St Marina.
Marinos, who may have lived in the fifth century in what is now Lebanon, is one of more than thirty transgender monks commemorated in Byzantine and Western texts. Many are revered as saints. Despite an explicit biblical prohibition on cross-dressing, reinforced by canon law, trans monks caught the imaginations of worshippers because they so fully embodied the ideal of 'becoming male', which allowed women to rise above their sex and achieve parity with men. According to the apocryphal Gospel of Thomas, 'every woman who makes herself male will enter the kingdom of heaven' - a doctrine that transcends even as it reinforces the misogyny of classical culture. The legends of trans monks offer endless variations on a theme. St Pelagia (or Pelagios) had once been a glamorous prostitute. Athanasia and her husband, Andronicus, after losing both their children in one day, decided to separate and enter monastic life, but Athanasia chose to become a monk rather than a nun. Much later, the couple reunited and spent their last twelve years cohabiting chastely in a single cell. Andronicus, it's said, never recognised his former wife.
What did it mean - physically as well as metaphysically - to 'become male'? In his provocative study of Byzantine sex and gender, Roland Betancourt points out that more than the adoption of masculine dress was at stake. Ascetic fasting withered the breasts, hardened the facial features and caused menstruation to cease. Skin hues could also change: both cis female and trans male ascetics are described as having the rough, dark complexion of men. Like other cultures from Minoan Crete to Victorian England, the Byzantines coded whiteness as feminine and darker skin tones as masculine. Eunuchs, members of a third gender who held prominent roles at court, were portrayed in art with light skin and soft features. But we have ample evidence for the lives of eunuchs, whereas no one knows whether the trans monks were real people or mere literary characters.
For Betancourt it doesn't matter: not only because the evidence is inconclusive, but for moral reasons. He wants to give these figures 'an agency ... that treats them as real and viable possibilities for lived subjectivities'. In other words, he believes so deeply in the historical reality of trans and non-binary lives that to fail to affirm them is, he claims, 'to be complicit with violence ... not just in the past but also in the present'. For all its erudition, Byzantine Intersectionality is not just an academic book but a moralising one, though its morals run counter to most previous explorations of the subject. Betancourt warns readers that 'we must' call out medieval authors for their rhetorical violence against non-normative subjects, even as we appreciate the room to manoeuvre such people could enjoy.
Betancourt also implores us to avoid 'toxic respectability politics', a demand that comes through most sharply in his treatment of Empress Theodora, the anti-heroine of Procopius' sixth-century Secret History. Procopius accuses Justinian's low-born empress (who had been a stage performer and sex worker) of the most sensational depravity, ranging from the invention of new sexual positions involving 'all three orifices' to procuring abortions to forcing men to perform sex acts against their will. Like the historicity of trans monks, Procopius' credibility has been hotly debated. Some Byzantinists see his work as our most reliable source on the period, while others think it a malicious fiction. Betancourt calls it 'slut-shaming' and asks the reader to tread a fine line in response. To praise the empress for her shamelessness (as a form of queerness) would be to endorse the Secret History's 'violent bullying', while - conversely - to laud her supposed repentance and public works is 'neither feminist nor ethical'. Instead, we must embrace the image of 'a sexually active, promiscuous, abortion-having, orgy-partaking, oral-sex-enjoying, sodomitical Theodora who nevertheless persisted and thrived'. Everything is celebrated, whether or not it actually happened. But it's hard to admit or understand Betancourt's distinction between true queerness and slut-shaming. While he is keenly sex-positive, such matters will always be contentious and readers have a right to make their own ethical and historical judgments.
Such harangues are rare, however, and offset by Betancourt's immersion in his sources and an astonishing amount of fresh evidence. Considering medical treatises, he notes that the Byzantines significantly advanced existing surgical techniques. Castrations were routine, breast cancer was successfully treated with mastectomies and doctors could perform both medical and surgical abortions. Although the Church strongly disapproved, the procedure was in demand. 'Those with recourse to safe, reliable, effective and private abortions' were not impoverished sex workers but members of Constantinople's elite. In other words, Theodora could have ended her unwanted pregnancies more easily as empress than as a prostitute. We even find a Byzantine-trained surgeon in Visigothic Spain (a bishop, no less) performing a C-section to remove a dead foetus from its mother, who lived. In the West, this operation was only attempted after the mother's death, in the hope of baptising the infant before it also died.
Trans women are vanishingly rare in the historical record, since for a man to assume a female gender identity was invariably shaming. Betancourt finds one: the third-century Roman emperor Elagabalus. A fragmentary work by the historian Dio Cassius, reconstructed from Byzantine sources, goes into lurid detail about Elagabalus' gender and sexuality. She (Betancourt's pronoun) imitated the dress and behaviour of prostitutes, calling one lover her 'husband' and even - no doubt to prove her femininity - taking special delight when he abused her. Elagabalus wore a feminine wig, preferred to be called by a woman's name and even sought 'gender-affirming surgery', offering large sums of money to any surgeon who could give her an artificial vagina. But this was one procedure no one dared attempt.
The 11th-century philosopher Michael Psellus anticipated contemporary thought in treating gender as a spectrum rather than a binary. Here Betancourt's close attention to the nuances of Greek literary language pays off. Psellus claimed to have a compassionate, deeply emotional - and therefore feminine - soul, 'receptive towards every form of both Muses and Graces'. The historian Anna Komnene, by contrast, lived as a woman but felt her spirit to be male, blaming nature for giving her female genitals while bestowing a penis on her effeminate husband. Gender fluidity, in short, was well recognised, and though many writers deplored it, some were proud to claim identities that would now be called non-binary.
Much of the book draws on Betancourt's expertise as an art historian. His first chapter is a study of the Annunciation in iconography and homiletics. It was vital not only for the Virgin to consent to the angel's message, but to do so prudently and after careful cross-examination. Eve, after all, had consented too hastily to the serpent's lies; Mary as the new Eve had to reverse that disaster. And in a culture still steeped in pagan mythology, Christian theologians needed to show that their God was no rapist like Zeus or Apollo, but respected the free will of his bride. That is why the Virgin does not respond joyfully to Gabriel's tidings, but turns away in fear and makes self-protective gestures while she 'cast in her mind what manner of salutation this should be', as Luke's Gospel has it. Homilists emphasise Mary's 'rigorous inquiry and critical thinking', for she is committed to her virginity and does not easily accept the miraculous. As Betancourt demonstrates, an intriguing change took place between the early Byzantine period, which treated Mary's consent and conception more casually, and the post-Iconoclastic era, when some liturgists turned their praise into virtual treatises on the psychology of perception and assent. This development paralleled broader social changes. In many areas of Byzantine life, consent was becoming more important, not only to sexual intercourse and marriage but also to monastic life, since inconvenient people could be forced into monasteries to dissolve their marriages or eliminate them as political threats. Even in medicine, the patient facing a difficult operation had to hand the scalpel to the surgeon as a symbol of consent, absolving him from blame if things went wrong.
Another iconographic subject, Doubting Thomas, lends itself more easily to queer readings. Thomas is allowed to penetrate Christ's open wound with his finger, a moment often treated as homoerotic (Mary Magdalene had been warned not to touch the risen Lord). Monastic frescoes of Thomas lead Betancourt to reflect more broadly on monasticism as a same-sex institution, even a kind of 'queer utopia'. For instance, could the ritual foot-washing on Maundy Thursday have aroused or satisfied erotic desires? While washing feet myself as an acolyte, I once encountered a foot fetishist, who experienced such joy that he turned cartwheels down the aisle on his way out. Anything is possible. But Betancourt's queer utopianism sometimes feels like special pleading, for surely not all monks were gay or trans. When he chides historians for neglecting 'asexual subjectivities' as yet another form of queerness, I had to wonder what he makes of the voluminous literature on chastity, celibacy and virginity. One possible orientation - rare today, but not in the Middle Ages - is the desire for God tout court, not just the physical body of Christ. The Byzantines distinguished between two forms of desire: eros, the longing for a present object, and pothos, the yearning for one that is absent. As the ultimate motivation for monastic life, that kind of desire deserves more attention from the apostles of queerness. It could even provide a bridge between an up-to-the-minute work such as Byzantine Intersectionality and more traditional accounts of spirituality and devotion.
Intersectionality itself surfaces most clearly in Betancourt's chapter on the Ethiopian eunuch. This character, the high-ranking treasurer to the Nubian queen who was converted by the apostle Philip in Acts 8.26-40, occupied a privileged place in the early Church; the Episcopalians have recently added him to the calendar of saints under the name Simeon Bachos. Oddly, most Byzantine depictions portray him as white, despite the common use of 'Ethiopian' as a signifier for any black person. Betancourt argues that this is because the eunuch's gender identity (feminised, hence fair-skinned) normally took precedence over his ethnic identity. But he dwells on one especially fine manuscript (c.1000) in which the Ethiopian is indeed black, an elegant figure dressed in the garb of a contemporary Byzantine courtier, while Philip wears classical dress. The eunuch appears as someone who would be perfectly at home in Constantinople in the painter's own day.
In this respect, the culture of the Eastern Roman Empire differed starkly from the medieval West. While racism was not absent, it was less prominent and virulent: the Byzantines were proud of their empire's ethnic diversity. A 12th-century courtier lauds the emperor's multiracial subjects as a sign of his beneficent rule, while Michael Psellus boasts about the multilingual, multicultural students who sought him out. Artists did not paint all Ethiopians or Egyptians with the same skin tone, but emphasised their variety - itself an important aesthetic value. Hence Betancourt states that 'the Byzantines were not white.' Although they did use black to represent demons, a legacy of early Christianity, they also used it without prejudice to depict a wide range of imperial subjects, and sometimes delighted in turning stereotypes on their heads.
Even within medieval studies, Byzantium occupies a strangely marginal place. Few universities employ Byzantinists except as art historians, and many are liturgists or theologians in seminaries. Ever the provocateur, Betancourt asserts that this neglect is all about queerness. 'Modern historians view Byzantium as very queer,' he insists, beginning with Edward Gibbon, who disdained the 'servile and effeminate Greeks' and famously lamented the 'triumph of barbarism and religion'. A fellow Byzantinist, Leonora Neville, agrees that 'the Western denigration of Byzantium is a discourse about gender.' While that is hyperbole, it is not altogether far-fetched, and Byzantine Intersectionality is poised to make a difference. Wearing his ideology on his sleeve, Betancourt aims to compel Western medievalists to pay more attention to the East, while persuading conservative colleagues in his own field to broaden their views.
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At the Movies
'Only the River Flows'
Michael Wood

1292 wordsOne of the  most fascinating aspects of Wei Shujun's film Only the River Flows is the continuing contrast between its look and its story, between the faithful realism of the first and the elusive options of the second. An early instance of the former is the picture of a police station in a provincial Chinese town in the 1990s taking over a closed cinema as additional office space. Desks occupy the stage but the rows of seats for the audience are still where they were. Nothing ironic or meta here, just the world as it is. The use of a 16 mm gauge throughout the film adds to this effect. The movie is in colour but it feels as if it's in black and white, and this impression continues even as we recognise that we are (mentally or materially) in a cinema that's still open.
A good example of the other effect is the fate of a jigsaw puzzle the wife (Chloe Maayan) of the leading character (Zhu Yilong) has nearly completed. The couple have a row and the husband, in a fit of inventive pettiness, throws a handful of the remaining pieces down the toilet. A few scenes later he is looking at the finished puzzle, all pieces there, nothing missing. Which of these shots tracks a hallucination? Wei is not going to tell us, but he invites us to think that the answer to our question may lie neither in probable history nor in fantasy but in absurdist philosophy or certain modes of detective fiction.
The film opens with a quotation in French from Camus's play Caligula: 'We don't understand destiny and that is why I became destiny. I assumed the stupid and incomprehensible face of the gods.' Perhaps this is just what detective fiction refuses to do. The novella on which the movie is based, Yu Hua's Mistake by the River (1988), puts us in the same double or alternative worlds.
The first scene is a tiny allegory. Three children are playing in an abandoned, broken-up building, with papers littered everywhere. They run down a corridor and disappear, and a fourth appears, obviously chasing them in a game. He has a toy gun, aims it, kicks down several doors but finds none of his friends in the rooms. Then he comes to a door at the end of a passage and kicks that open too. All he sees is space, and he only just saves himself from falling into it. The building has no side wall at this point. We look down on ruins and rubble. There may be an allusion here to Yu's answer (in the Paris Review) to his interviewer's question about violence in his work at the time of writing Mistake: 'The violence just poured out every time I sat down to write - I couldn't help it. I think it might have had something to do with my childhood, growing up during the Cultural Revolution. I would see people getting bloodied with sticks and beaten to death in the streets, getting pushed off three-storey buildings.'
The setting of the film is the fictional Peishui City. It rains a lot there and it sometimes seems as if there is no daytime - we are constantly seeing policemen using their torches. The soundtrack returns occasionally to the repeated tapping of a Chopin prelude, as if to suggest that beauty and boredom might be the same thing. The city's police force, led by a genial but strict commander (Tianlai Hou) and an earnest and troubled chief detective, Ma Zhe (the man who did or did not dispose angrily of the jigsaw pieces), is trying to solve the mystery of a murder. And then of two more. There is an amazing sequence in which Ma dreams of watching a movie of each murder as it happens, with different suspects in two cases and an absent figure in the third. This is a portrait of a mind in action, not an uncertain riddle, as later images in the movie are.
We have already seen other takes of what Ma sees, but with the murderer carefully left out, or never put in. There is an ageing lady by a river. We look at her confronting some geese, then at her head from the back, at an axe or heavy knife in close-up, at the police examining the murder scene. Later we see a man walking by the river; then his glance at the camera, which may mean, within the story, that he sees someone coming; then a high row of beautiful trees; and then, again, the police at the crime scene. The third murder, that of a young boy, is announced by his smiling at the person he doesn't know is about to kill him. That's all we see until the police occupy the next shot.
Who is it that we don't see in these instances? This is where we arrive at the question belonging to philosophy and the detective genre. The mystery appears to have a solution from the start. A person known only as the Madman, who lived with the old lady and was looked after by her, disappeared at the time of the crime, was found and interned in a mental hospital from which he escaped at the time of the boy's killing, was caught again, and is waiting for the police to make a case against him. This is what the commander wants to do, but Ma can't believe things are so simple. There are other suspects, and one of them, after gratefully thanking Ma for his exoneration, commits suicide, falling in an extraordinary combination of realism and fantasy on top of Ma's car.
The commander's view of things is plausible and may be correct, but it fails the tests of both active philosophy and detective fiction. It is too close to Caligula's idea of embracing chance by calling it destiny. And it's not just simple, it's quick and straight, as if common sense ruled a crazy world and it was the plodding policeman who is usually right, rather than the eccentric private eye or rogue cop. What would we do with Dupin or Holmes or Marlowe or Morse if this was the case?
Ma is distressed by the suicide of the ex-suspect, and tormented by other life and death issues, like the possible abortion of his child, who is likely to be born with serious health problems - this is what he and his wife are arguing about. He drinks a lot and has run out of suspects. After he dreams of the murders, the movie offers a sequence of scenes that can't all be true at the level of the story's notional reality. Wei fiercely refuses to adjudicate among them, probably to counteract a habit he identifies in an interview: 'If we can't explain something, we get upset.' Let's just say the scenes present violent failed solutions - all but one, that is, which offers a trite tribute to Ma's success in catching the murderer.
The most subtle moment in this sequence (and one where look and story have serious creative trouble in occupying the same space) shows Ma pursuing the Madman and later claiming he has killed him, shooting at him four times. His boss doesn't believe this and asks to see Ma's gun. Ma produces it and the boss asks him how many bullets it holds. Ma says seven and drops three bullets on the boss's desk. The camera lifts slightly so that we don't see what happens next, only hear the clicking of four more bullets as they fall.
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Strange Outlandish Word
Clare Jackson

2589 wordsOn  a recent visit to Apethorpe Palace in Northamptonshire, I was told by the English Heritage tour guide that James VI of Scotland was 'the person whom Elizabeth I had chosen to be her successor'. Only days after Elizabeth's death aged 69 in March 1603, Henri IV of France's ambassador, the comte de Beaumont, similarly reported from London 'the immediate election and nomination of the king of Scotland as her successor'. Beaumont added that support for his accession as King James I of England was strengthened 'by the fact that he has sons' and was 'already versed in government' (he had been crowned king of Scotland as an infant in 1567), not to mention his strong hereditary claim as Elizabeth's first cousin twice removed. Beaumont nevertheless marvelled at the prevailing mood of tranquil unanimity, given that 'for years, all Christendom held for certain' that the death of England's Virgin Queen would 'be attended with trouble and confusion'. As Susan Doran points out on the first page of From Tudor to Stuart, only a few years earlier at least a dozen candidates for the succession had been identified, with James jostling alongside Philip II of Spain's daughter Isabella Clara Eugenia and his own English-born first cousin Arbella Stuart.
The term 'regime change' was coined in the US in the 1920s, but Doran applies it to the dynastic shift in 1603, which 'despite all the contradictory claims and constitutional uncertainties ... was remarkably efficient and unproblematic, even something of an anticlimax'. Elizabeth's principal secretary, Robert Cecil, had without her knowledge masterminded a succession plan, starting a clandestine correspondence with James two years before her death. Accordingly, James had been shown the proclamation announcing his accession that was read aloud at Richmond Palace a few hours after the queen's death on 24 March, and thereafter across London; his accession was confirmed by a specially convened Great Council which met at Whitehall that evening. James himself did not arrive in London until 7 May, having deliberately waited until after Elizabeth's funeral.
All the same, accounts of Elizabeth's 'nomination' and James's straightforward succession are ultimately misleading. The queen had not only steadfastly refused to name a successor but had also overseen legislation rendering it treasonable (and therefore a capital crime) to discuss the succession. Elizabeth's refusal to make a will or leave directions for her funeral reinforces the impression of 'a woman fearful of death' (in Doran's words), whatever the subsequent reports of her deathbed piety and preparedness. The playwright Thomas Dekker described the news of her death as landing 'like a thunderclap' among her stunned subjects, who 'never understood what that strange outlandish word Change signified'.
Having 'studied the Tudors for decades', Doran tells us that she decided to 'embark on an entirely new period of research' by studying the decade following Elizabeth's death. She finds James 'an intriguing figure: as clever and witty as his predecessor and just as skilled in the arts of deception and realpolitik'. Any fresh appraisal must reckon with the question posed more than forty years ago by Doran's former Oxford colleague, the late Jenny Wormald. Given the starkly divergent judgments of Scottish and English historians, was he 'two kings or one'? Wormald contrasted Gordon Donaldson's cool assessment that, as king of Scotland, James was 'a man of very remarkable political ability and sagacity in deciding on policy and of conspicuous tenacity in having it carried out' with Lawrence Stone's shrill insistence that 'as a hated Scot, James was suspect to the English from the beginning, and his ungainly presence, mumbling speech and dirty ways did not inspire respect.' According to Stone, the new king's 'blatantly homosexual attachments and his alcoholic excesses', as well as his poor personal hygiene, meant that 'the sanctity of monarchy itself would soon be called into question,' and civil war become imaginable. Though she is clear that 'James I of England differed little from James VI of Scotland,' Doran is not concerned with how James's English self diverged from his Scottish one, but with the ways in which he differed - or didn't - from Elizabeth, his fellow monarch and godmother, whom he never met, but with whom his relations had been complex and often fraught, despite the diplomatic amity agreed between England and Scotland in 1586.
Doran shows mastery of the extensive state papers and private archives surviving from the 1600s - not least the voluminous Cecil papers at Hatfield House - and the majority of her references cite manuscript sources. At the same time, she synthesises numerous historiographical debates, steering readers to well-informed conclusions. She is also refreshingly willing to state her views. Assessing decades of salacious speculation regarding the nature of James's teenage relationship with his older French cousin Esme Stewart, duke of Lennox, she concludes: 'My guess is that James was physically attracted to Lennox, but that their relationship was sexually unconsummated.'
Elsewhere, she summarises divergent readings of the king's epic poem, The Lepanto, first published in 1591, a retelling of the major naval battle fought two decades earlier which resulted in victory for Catholic Habsburg forces over the Ottoman Turks. While some scholars discern early evidence of James's religious ecumenism in the poem, others find elements of militant Protestantism. Doran plumps for an alternative argument suggesting a deliberate authorial ambiguity.
In the book's conclusion, Doran acknowledges that her comparison of Elizabeth and James emphasises areas of continuity in order to redress a long-standing tendency to dwell 'on the contrasting personal traits of the two monarchs'. There was considerable common ground on religion; as a result, James was the first adult English monarch since Henry VII whose reign was not accompanied by a radical change in policy. Although disaffected puritans sought further reformation of the Church of England, Doran insists that 'James was no more inclusive of puritans and Presbyterians than Elizabeth had been.' When he directed parish ministers to avoid 'the deep points of predestination' in their sermons, 'Elizabeth would have approved.' Politically, James ensured continuity by retaining many of his predecessor's advisers - most notably Cecil, later earl of Salisbury, as his principal secretary - and by avoiding 'any radical overhaul of the administration or governance of the realm'. Discussing The Trew Law of Free Monarchies (1598), James's main work of political theory, Doran argues that 'there was actually very little in the book with which Elizabeth would have disagreed,' though she did believe that arcana imperii were better preserved as private credos than printed manifestos.
Meanwhile, 'visitors to James's court would have found many similarities in its culture to the previous reign.' The comparisons are, if anything, to James's advantage, since he achieved 'remarkably frictionless connections' between his household and those of Queen Anna and his eldest son, Prince Henry, and presided over an international and sophisticated court. With Shakespeare and Ben Jonson benefiting from extended seasons of royal revels, there was an increase in the number of plays commissioned and staged, as well as 'more imaginative and expensive' masques, which celebrated a monarch who, Doran says, 'arguably ... did more to promote culture - especially poetry - in Scotland than ever Elizabeth did in England'. At the other end of the social scale, for those with 'little or no political voice, the accession of James brought little that was new, and their lives went on much as before'.
Doran's enumeration of the scale and seriousness of the challenges confronting James on his accession nevertheless makes clear that some amount of change was not only inescapable, but desirable. England was 'a divided and disaffected realm' in 1603: its population had increased by around 35 per cent during the queen's 45-year reign, with a significant decline in real wages. There were recurrent periods of famine and dearth, while rising fiscal levies were exacted in order to support the Dutch in their efforts to overthrow Spanish rule, as well as to fund a simultaneous, ruinously expensive campaign to suppress rebellion in Ireland. Rural resentment erupted in riots against land enclosure, while urban animosity was directed at courtiers who enriched themselves through monopolies and other lucrative privileges conferred by an ageing monarch. Unsurprisingly, popular 'expectations were unrealistically high that as a new broom [James] would sweep away old abuses and corruptions in the system.'
The  arrival of a married king with three living heirs - Henry, Elizabeth and Charles - did, however, resolve the long-standing uncertainty surrounding the English succession. Doran remarks that a 'young and good-looking royal family was more glamorous than the elderly figure of Elizabeth, who could not hide her wrinkled skin and rotting teeth during the last years of her life'. (After the family moved to London, two more daughters were born, though both died in infancy.) But dynastic security came with an expectation, on James's part, of major constitutional change. The new king wanted to unite England and Scotland into a single polity - Great Britain - with, in Doran's words, 'one law and one society though not total uniformity in the customs of each place'. Despite an extensive pamphlet debate and protracted parliamentary wrangling, James's unionist ambitions failed, and were only partially realised, more than a century later, when his great-granddaughter Queen Anne signed the Treaty of Union in 1707. A new British state was created, with a single legislature at Westminster, a common currency and single economic market, while separate national churches, legal systems and educational provision were retained in Scotland and England.
At the time of James's move to England in 1603, Anglo-Scottish tensions were such that Doran judges his decision to downgrade the privy chamber and create a separate bedchamber entirely staffed by Scots to be 'a political error'. The king also swiftly reorganised the English court timetable to enable him to spend significant amounts of time away from London, preferably hunting (Doran calculates that 'the time James spent at his favourite recreation amounted to about six months each year'). Politically, the Westminster Parliament was 'the institution which James found most alien': he was dismayed by the rambunctiousness of the House of Commons, which contrasted unfavourably with the smaller, unicameral Scottish Parliament, where legislative initiative, as well as freedom of speech, could be tightly controlled. Doran summarises complex Westminster debates, including those relating to crown finance, prerogative fiscal dues, parliamentary privileges and the royal proposals for Anglo-Scottish union. She points out that, despite all the rebarbative rhetoric and mutual recrimination, the first session of James's first English parliament in 1604 was 'more legislatively productive than any Elizabethan parliament': 39 private acts and 33 public statutes were passed, including major legislation relating to witchcraft and game laws.
As with any regime change, 'expectations were high but also contradictory.' While puritans with reformist aspirations were frustrated, many Catholics had regarded a Stuart accession as auspicious, welcoming James as the son of Mary, Queen of Scots, who was widely regarded as an unofficial Catholic martyr after her execution on Elizabeth's orders in 1587. Although relatively few openly declared themselves as such, Doran suggests that a quarter of the population 'self-identified as Catholic', grudgingly attending Protestant church services only to avoid punitive fines. But Catholic hopes that James might grant religious toleration proved illusory. Indeed, radical religious reversal - accompanied by murderous mayhem - was only narrowly averted by the discovery of the Gunpowder Plot in 1605. Doran remarks that 'although conspiracies to murder monarchs were not new to Britain nor the Continent, the Gunpowder Treason was distinct because it intended the "destruction" of the whole governing class. Nothing like it had ever been attempted before; and it also came within a hair's breadth of success.'
From Tudor to Stuart provides a learned and judicious guide to English politics that James would have benefited from reading as he travelled south from Edinburgh in 1603. At the same time, however, he might well have cavilled that comparison with his predecessor is not the sole means by which his first ten years as English king should be evaluated. As anyone who has started a new job succeeding a long-serving postholder knows, constant comparisons with previous incumbents are inescapable - and often distorting and grating. Doran quotes James 'bluntly' pointing out that he was not obliged to follow 'the causes of his predecessor' in axiomatically extending military and financial support to the Dutch.
James, moreover, wasn't a political neophyte. In June 1616, speaking to judges in the Star Chamber the day after he turned fifty, he recalled that 'when I came into England', he had been 'an old king, past middle age, and practised in government ever since I was twelve years old'. In 1621, he said that he had relied 'upon the old councillors that I found, which the old queen had left', but claimed that he had been badly advised. Doran accepts that 'James's criticisms may have been fair' - the House of Commons was permitted to adjudicate disputed election results without royal interference, for instance - but denies that he was insufficiently warned about likely opposition to his plans for Anglo-Scottish union. Rather: 'It is hard to see how the privy council could have diverted him.'
Although James attracted many more supporters than detractors at his accession, he was always likely to breach English etiquette inadvertently. Having had to postpone summoning his first parliament on account of plague, he eventually opened it on 19 March 1604. But he was 'unaware of the exact ceremonial procedure for the occasion' and unexpectedly embarked on an hour-long address 'setting out his vision for England and his relationship with his subjects', although a tenth of the MPs had still not entered the chamber. Alerted to the 'mishap', James repeated his speech the following day and oversaw its publication (it ran into four editions that year). But one senses a new king quickly blotting his parliamentary copybook. Four days later, Parliament held its first working session, and the MP for Middlesex, Sir Robert Wroth, 'opened the batting' - in Doran's very English metaphor. A 'veteran of nine Elizabethan parliaments', Wroth outlined 'a seven-point programme of reform'. Clearly, there was no shortage of Elizabethans keen to dictate the agenda.
Some degree of royal frustration seems inevitable. Doran cites James's response to concerns that he was spending too much time away from London for reasons of what we might now call 'self-care'. To reassure his English ministers, James promised that
if my continual presence in London be so necessary, as my absence for my health makes the Councillors to be without authority or respect, one word shall bring me home and make me work till my breath work out, if that be the greatest well for the kingdom; but I cannot think that course so needful if ye make not mountains of molehills.

One suspects that his criteria for distinguishing between mountain and molehill might have differed from those of his advisers.
Although not explored by Doran, the one area where James's accession as king of England brought significant and irreversible change was north of the border. Scotland became an absentee monarchy whose state business was conducted through conciliar bodies and trusted ministers, notably George Home, earl of Dunbar. Despite publicly pledging in 1603 to return to Scotland at least every three years, if not more frequently, James returned only once, in 1617. From Tudor to Stuart concludes with the period during which James suffered the deaths of Dunbar in 1611, followed by those of Salisbury and his heir, Prince Henry, in 1612. James would reign until 1625, with Doran suggesting that he became 'far less sure-footed' in his later years. But that is 'the subject of another book'.
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Spaces between the Stars
David Bromwich

7968 wordsThe  great American film directors have suffered from a common predicament. Democratic fealty and, more important, financial constraint meant they were bound to respect popular taste. That requirement need not have been oppressive - silent movies, after all, were descendants of the popular fiction of Balzac and Dickens. What dampened the spirits of all but the most cunning veterans was the incessant pressure to follow a proven formula - which actor was bankable, what story might attract or offend which particular audience. And ultimately there was no choice. An original like Howard Hawks could defy the odds with Scarface and His Girl Friday, but a personal 'signature', too, becomes a formula in the end, and Red River gives way to Rio Bravo and Rio Lobo. To step seriously out of the groove of the big studios condemned a director to failure and the posthumous honour of indie renown. The largest exception to the rule, as Robert Kolker and Nathan Abrams show in Kubrick: An Odyssey, owed his escape to a coalescence of luck and preternatural self-confidence.
Kubrick is a comprehensive Life. It yields, in orderly procession, almost every fact a scholar or a fan might want; and a fair number of motifs are traced between one film and another, and between Kubrick's experience and what went into his films. For the last thirty years of his life he was a cult, dense in formation and resistant to external view. As an episodic (non-dues-paying) member, I have now read, in addition to the biography, the full-length critical studies by David Mikics and James Naremore, watched Jan Harlan's excellent documentary, Stanley Kubrick: A Life in Pictures, and explored every entry in The Stanley Kubrick Archives edited by Alison Castle: a 13-pound art-historical tome containing solid articles on every Kubrick film, together with miscellaneous interviews, excerpts from published memoirs and reviews, and photographs taken on and off the set. It may be a close call for non-initiates, but I think the trip is worth the expense. Aficionados tend to divide between two touchstones, Dr Strangelove and 2001: A Space Odyssey. I belong to the first group but can see the point of the second: which way you go may depend on the affinities that separate physics and metaphysics. As a speculative romance about the way human life could find rebirth and transformation, 2001 was a natural successor to the black and white projection of the way this world would end. Dr Strangelove was still showing in second-run theatres soon after I learned about the effects just one hydrogen bomb would have, but what struck me then was not the political warning so much as the strange credibility of the parallel outdoor and indoor journeys that shape the story: the fatal progress of the B-52 over the Arctic wastes, and the protocols obeyed and decisions taken by the president and the joint chiefs of staff in the darkened war room.
Stanley Kubrick  was born in the Bronx in 1928, the son of a successful neighbourhood doctor. Jack Kubrick and his wife, Gertrude, were literate secular Jews; there were plenty of books around the house, and Jack owned a 16 mm camera suitable for home movies. For his thirteenth birthday, instead of a bar mitzvah, Stanley received a Graflex Speed Graphic camera: a model favoured at the time by press photographers. In school, he did well in science but was bored by most of the assigned reading, and his prospects for college were sunk by a cumulative average of 67. The disappointment mattered less than it might have done: by his senior year, Kubrick had begun placing photographs in Look magazine. A regular position there would support him over the next four years, and from travel and miscellaneous assignments he learned a good deal about the way the world worked.
Kubrick's photographs for Look are hard-edged and commanding; they fix an image once and for all. Far from being illustrations, they have a quality - a little like Weegee's - at once random and composed. In one, the circus director John Ringling North dominates the right half of the frame, shouting instructions to an unseen person, while above and to the left a high-wire act has two showgirls suspended from the wheels of a bicycle: the picture frame is divided by a balancing bar carried by the cyclist. In another, a scientist works with a slab of white-hot metal, shielded from the dazzling light by opaque goggles. Kubrick also photographed celebrities like Montgomery Clift and Rocky Graziano. His aesthetic was realist, no gimmicks allowed, but he never stinted on drama: a news vendor, looking contemplative beside a headline that reads 'FDR Dead', was told to look sadder. The vendor complied, and the result was a picture ready to receive the caption 'A Nation in Mourning'. Kubrick told Jack Nicholson many years later that a photograph is a copy of life, but 'in movies you don't try and photograph the reality, you try to photograph the photograph.' Did this mean that the film is the more real of the two copies by virtue of its conscious abstraction? Reality, he seems to have felt, is an unlisted bottom floor - hard to get to and, once you have got there, hard to the touch.
There was a movie theatre on almost every block in his part of the Bronx, and, as he told Jeremy Bernstein in a 1966 interview, 'I used to go to see films ... practically every film.' Art-house theatres scarcely existed yet, but you could buy a ticket to the Museum of Modern Art, where they showed Chaplin, Griffith, Von Stroheim, Eisenstein, Murnau, Pabst, Lang. For the greats of the silent era, Kubrick seems to have felt a veneration free of envy. The typical American product of the 1940s drew a different response: he was sure he could make something better. For Kubrick (according to Michael Herr, his friend and collaborator on the screenplay of Full Metal Jacket), 'there was definitely such a thing as a bad movie, but there was no movie not worth seeing.' He told Herr in an exuberant moment that The Godfather must be the greatest movie ever made. When challenged he backed off a little: it was the movie with the greatest cast. This points to a curious fact about Kubrick's own work with actors. There are magnificent performances in his movies - by George C. Scott, James Mason, Peter Sellers, George Macready, Kirk Douglas, Nicole Kidman, Sterling Hayden; and in smaller roles, Slim Pickens, Peter Ustinov, Sue Lyon, Leonard Rossiter, Shelley Winters, Sydney Pollack - but there is never a trace of ensemble feeling. The actors, and for that matter the characters, are monads, each in a separate cell.
A short documentary, Day of the Fight, was the first film Kubrick sold to a theatrical distributor, in 1951. A sketch of the professional boxer Walter Cartier, his daily life and training regimen, it concluded with the fight itself, recorded blow by blow. It was praised but led to no offers. In his early twenties now, and impatient, Kubrick decided to make a full-length film; the result, the following year, was Fear and Desire, on which 'the entire crew ... consisted of myself as director, lighting, cameraman, operator, administrator, make-up man, wardrobe, hairdresser, prop man, unit chauffeur.' This thoroughness, a demand for complete control, characterised his approach at all stages of his career. Terry Southern said that Kubrick's practice of filmmaking 'starts with the germ of an idea and continues through script, rehearsing, shooting, cutting, music, projection and tax accountants'.
Fear and Desire tells the story of four soldiers on a mission to commandeer a raft, steer it down a river and assassinate an enemy general. The script is grave and poetical; as the narrator explains at the start, it will present 'not a war that has been fought, nor one that will be, but any war ... these soldiers that you see keep our language and our time, but have no other country but the mind.' The mature Kubrick disclaimed any pride in the film; all it did was teach him how a film was made, and that he could make one. Yet it took nerve. Arriving in the middle of the Korean War, Fear and Desire shunned the slightest hint of uplift. It opened at the Venice Film Festival and was shown at a New York cinema. One might have guessed it was the debut of an avant-garde artist who would return to 'no other country but the mind'.
Kubrick had different plans. He plotted his next film as a flatly acceptable genre piece. The human drama would provide the barest pretext for excitement delivered in two action scenes: a protracted chase and a hand-to-hand fight. He asked a schoolmate, Howard Sackler, who had drafted the screenplay of Fear and Desire, to work up a script at high speed in order 'to take advantage of a possibility of getting some money'. The last words are Kubrick's and they reflect his circumstances in 1955: he was paying his bills with unemployment benefits, augmented by his income from playing chess for quarters in Washington Square. Two or three dollars a day, he said, 'really goes a long way if you're not buying anything but food'. In the chase sequence of Killer's Kiss, the hero, pursued by the killer, runs around the perimeter of an industrial rooftop, hoping to find a way down, while the stationary camera watches him for a long minute: a dwindling speck on the horizon, then growing larger again. The shot makes an image of futility. Soon after comes the fight with the killer in a storeroom. The two men's weapons include mannequin limbs and torsos, an axe and a halberd.
Killer's Kiss made an immediate impression on James Harris, a freelance writer and producer. He got in touch with Kubrick; they decided to join forces and together looked to match a project with an investor. Eighty thousand dollars from Harris's own funds and a $50,000 loan from his father backed up a modest $200,000 from United Artists to finance The Killing, which came out in 1956. (The two men continued as a team for Paths of Glory and Lolita - the best and warmest collaborative relationship of Kubrick's career.) The action plot of The Killing and the names in the supporting cast, including Marie Windsor and Elisha Cook Jr, place it in the noir cycle of the 1950s, but Kubrick told the story adroitly in flashbacks from overlapping points of view. The result owes something to The Asphalt Jungle, of which it gave an additional reminder by casting Sterling Hayden in the lead, but Kubrick's film is subtler in its psychology, and an abiding trait emerged distinctly here: this director liked to keep the camera moving without drawing attention to the fact. His exemplar was Max Ophuls, for things like the long tracking shot of James Mason and Barbara Bel Geddes in Caught, dancing in a crowded club, nudged close together and realising that they enjoy it. The credited cinematographer in The Killing, Lucien Ballard, had worked with Josef von Sternberg and Jacques Tourneur, but on the set Kubrick betrayed a total distrust of anyone else controlling the camera. He took charge when he saw the setups Ballard had arranged for the climactic scene in which a horse is killed on a racetrack to divert attention from a robbery: four cameras had been placed at external locations, but none mingled with the crowd to catch the ripples of enthusiasm and shock. It was hopelessly inadequate, and Kubrick appointed a friend to smuggle a hand-held camera onto the track and take the crowd shots. He would always crave verisimilitude. Was there light on the actors' faces in an indoor night-time scene? You had to know where the light was coming from - the street, the next room, whatever. 'One time,' Windsor recalled, 'when I was sitting on the bed reading a magazine, he came up and said: "I want you to move your eyes when you're reading."'
The Killing was a critical success, not a serious money-maker, but Harris-Kubrick resolved to strike again while the iron was hot, and their next movie came out just eighteen months later. One of the few books Kubrick had read with interest in high school was Humphrey Cobb's Paths of Glory, about a failed attack by the French infantry on a German stronghold in the First World War. It has been said, with justification, that Kubrick's films show a preoccupation with violence. Yet his interest is of a peculiarly unexcitable kind, whether the action is grinding, as in trench warfare, or sudden and concussive, as in a boxing match or a duel. He is never in it for the spectacle, he never invites the audience to share the thrill of men destroying one another: the feeling is cold, a turn-off. The French general (George Macready) who commands the assault on the German position nicknamed the Anthill - after a show of conscience when he learns that 60 per cent of the men can expect to die - is talked into the mission by his military superior (Adolphe Menjou) with the lure of a promotion. The hero, Colonel Dax (Kirk Douglas), marches the length of the trench to lead them, and this happens in an extraordinary tracking shot, one camera facing Dax as he walks forward under the crash of artillery, a second camera facing ahead from his point of view. The shot runs almost two minutes. The first wave of men is met by overpowering bursts of machine-gun fire, shelling and grenades, and when the inevitable retreat ensues, the general commands the French artillery to fire on their own troops. The entire sequence is an education in the process (as Simone Weil said of The Iliad) by which men are turned into things; and the deafening sounds of the battle account for much of the effect. The general orders a hundred of the men who retreated or refused to attack to be shot by a firing squad, then bargains himself down to twelve and finally settles on three: 'Let's not haggle.' A sudden cut: from the end of the court martial straight to the march of the firing squad.
Two anomalies in Kubrick's conduct on and off the set became unmistakeable in Paths of Glory. He was endlessly painstaking in preparing the set, the lighting, the posture and positioning of actors; and he had no scruple about making the cast and crew wait. The same held true for the number of takes necessary to capture the right version of a scene. Once, in the small hours, around the fortieth take of a scene where he ended up asking for 84, Douglas said they had to break and get some rest, but Kubrick shouted back: 'It isn't right - and I'm going to keep doing it until it is right.' His criticism of actors normally came in the form of a muttered hint, often just 'Do it again' - in Kolker and Abrams's copious record, this is the only instance of Kubrick raising his voice - but the occasion is the more remarkable for that. He was a young director, still in his twenties, Douglas a top-billed actor in his prime, but Kubrick asserted his authority for everyone to hear. His identification with his films was arbitrary, complete and brooked no exception.
The final scene of Paths of Glory gave proof of an intuitive strength. A young German woman is singing 'Der treue Husar' - she has been hauled onstage in the nearby pub to entertain the exhausted troops - and the men jeer at first, but one by one their cruelty melts, and they join her and hum the song about love and war whose words they cannot understand. The great scene came from an impulse of Kubrick's after a misjudged offer of compromise. He had thought to brighten the ending and make it commercially safe by giving the soldiers condemned for cowardice a last-minute reprieve; Douglas, rightly, said no; and Kubrick followed up with an alternative: a German woman singing, the men acting like animals and gradually becoming human. Harris thought the idea was daft, but Kubrick said he had the right person: 'Let's shoot the scene, and if you don't like it, we won't use it.' The right person was a German actress, Christiane Susanne (soon to become Christiane Kubrick); he brought her in to close the drama on a montage of the hapless woman and the haggard faces of the men. Paths of Glory is a tremendous film, but it may have conveyed a false idea of Kubrick's temperament. It was received as an antiwar statement. Two of his next three films, Spartacus and Dr Strangelove, confirmed that impression, and accordingly Kubrick was marked as the welcome successor of the American liberal directors: Elia Kazan, Fred Zinnemann, George Stevens. This goes some way to explaining the confessions of disappointment from liberal reviewers in Kubrick's last three decades. Starting with 2001: A Space Odyssey, critics said that he had become inhumanly abstract, or misanthropic, or consumed by technique. But the mistake lay in the expectation.
Douglas hired Kubrick again three years later to replace Anthony Mann as the director of Spartacus. This was a risky opportunity; but in 1960 success with a Roman epic could be trusted to make a director's commercial reputation. An iron law of the genre was that Jesus must be in the movie somewhere. Spartacus dodged that requirement yet answered it by implication: Jesus, like the slave-revolutionist Spartacus, was a rebel against the empire. The crucifixion of Spartacus and his army of slaves could deliver the necessary allusion. Kubrick handled the job like a veteran, and earned the respect of a large professional cast, including Laurence Olivier as the second lead, Crassus. The final cut left Kubrick deeply dissatisfied - he made and kept a vow never again to cede control to a producer or a studio - and he said in interviews that he could take pride only in the gladiatorial sequence. But that section of Spartacus runs for 45 minutes and drives all the sympathy that carries the rest of this three-hour exercise in Super Technirama 70. The other sequence of Spartacus that people tend to remember is the concluding battle outside Rome. This went far beyond Dalton Trumbo's script. The scene was demanded by Kubrick, scheduled late and had to be shot in Spain, but nothing compares with the shudder of watching the single files of the Roman legions separate and realign like sections of a snake. The extended moment is soundless except for the clatter of armour; and the legions cover the horizon.
Though Kubrick bowed to the studio's demand for sentimental interlarding - the love scenes between Spartacus and Varinia, the folk dancing of the joyful rebels, like a socialist summer camp in North Hollywood - no one doubted who was in charge from day to day. In directing Spartacus, he again fell out with a cinematographer of high reputation - Russell Metty, who had worked with Orson Welles and Douglas Sirk - and once again he took over entirely, leaving Metty to drink and comment from the sidelines. Kubrick could hardly change the credits, however, and the paranoid punishment fitted the egotistical crime. Spartacus was denied an Oscar nomination for best picture or best director, but the award for best cinematography went to Metty.
All  of Kubrick's movies, after the two he made on a shoestring, are adaptations in the sense that they have a literary source. Unlike Thackeray's mock romance The Luck of Barry Lyndon or Schnitzler's Traumnovelle (which became Eyes Wide Shut), Nabokov's Lolita had a well-known identity as to plot and style. Lolita pushed a non-moral aestheticism to the limit, and tested that limit. The narrator, Humbert Humbert, is a collector of choice sensations and especially of the pubescent girls he calls nymphets. He narrates his own story - 'You can always count on a murderer for a fancy prose style' - and the puzzle for commentators has always been: does he convict himself, or does he charm the reader into an acquittal? Kubrick took these ambiguities off the map. He minimised the first-person narration and transformed the dark comedy into a romantic story of doomed love. He may have been influenced by Lionel Trilling's review of the novel, but that was an interpretation. The movie had to stand up as a separate work.
Kubrick's film, released in 1962, threaded the needle wonderfully. An early scene between Humbert and Lolita brings out his delicate feeling for the psychopathology of normal life. Lolita is climbing the stairs to deliver the breakfast on a tray that her mother, Charlotte Haze, has lovingly prepared for their lodger. On entering his room, she puts down the tray and confesses, 'Don't tell mom but I ate all your bacon,' as he slides into a drawer the diary in which his lust for the girl and loathing for her mother have just been confided, a furtive gesture prompting Lolita to ask: 'What were you writing?' 'A poem,' he lies, 'about people,' and she responds with cool sarcasm: 'A novel subject. You know, it's funny, it sort of looked like a diary when I came in.' But Lolita agrees to hear him read a poem by someone else, 'the divine Edgar'. Nabokov wrote an overlong draft of the screenplay, most of it never used, but his touch is evident in the choice of this trite and mellifluous patch of romantic agony about a lost love: 'It was hard by the dim lake of Auber,/In the misty mid region of Weir.' Humbert, connoisseur and pedant, asks Lolita to notice how 'mid' echoes and reverses 'dim' across the lines; and she agrees, leaning over the desk, munching a slice of toast: 'Ah, that's pretty good, pretty clever.' But when he utters the sonorous refrain 'Ulalume, Ulalume' with a sigh of transport, she changes her mind: 'Well I think it's a little corny, to tell you the truth.' He asks an anxious question about one of Lolita's friends, and she says she knows some things, but 'You'll blab'; he promises not to, and she says that deserves a reward; and here, though the mood stays the same, the import changes imperceptibly. She asks him to lean back in his chair - 'You can have one little bite' of a fried egg she holds above his open mouth - but he grabs her arm and takes more than allowed. A childish flirtation, on her side, not without an intuition of her charm. And on his side? The movie knows when to cut.
The tone of Kubrick's Lolita is not like anything of its time, or any other time. It teases, without hiding the pain on both sides; for better or worse, it is a love story. Lolita's motive in going along with Humbert is to get away from her mother, and she has her chance when Charlotte dies in a freak accident. A free-form satire on American popular culture and middle-class mores is at work in the movie as surely as in the novel. And there is parody of a more internal kind: to learn what Kubrick sounded like in person, you need only listen to the interrogation of Humbert on a hotel patio by his nemesis Clare Quilty. Sly, insinuating and immensely knowledgeable (with a soft Bronx accent), Quilty seems offhand and yet presses every point. Sellers here delivered an auditory photograph of Kubrick. Lolita was named by David Lynch as one of his favourite films, and when the director of Blue Velvet and Mulholland Drive was asked why, he said: 'It catches something, under there somewhere ... it catches hidden things.'
Dr Strangelove began filming three months after the Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962, but Kubrick's interest in the danger of a nuclear war went much further back. The turn this film took, from thriller to grim satire, occurred after his immersion in the writings of the defence strategists of the day - Herman Kahn, Thomas Schelling and others. Kahn, in particular, Kubrick admired and had got to know, but he detected a flaw in the mathematical genius who game-theorised the odds of survival in the face of the bomb. Kahn and the others were converting matters of human whim and agency into a logical diagram. Their arguments were aesthetically ingenious, Kubrick thought, but far less credible than the take a real imaginative writer would have on the subject; and he came to think of them as 'crackpot realists' (a phrase he borrowed from C. Wright Mills's pamphlet The Causes of World War Three). Sellers in his several roles, Sterling Hayden as the psychotic general Jack D. Ripper and George C. Scott as the well-meaning Pentagon 'moderate' General Buck Turgidson all did some of the best work of their careers, but Kubrick's approach brought them close to caricature. This effect was deliberate. Kubrick had asked Scott to execute each of his scenes first in a straight realistic take and then in an over-the-top one; and Scott was mortified by Kubrick's invariable choice of the over-the-top version. But the tone had changed between the script the actors saw and what resulted from Kubrick's limousine rides to Shepperton Studios, accompanied by Terry Southern. Kubrick had brought in Southern after deciding that his novel The Magic Christian contained 'certain indications' of the turn he wanted to give the screenplay. They arrived at a method of showing, by the sedate and heavy-footed presentation of outlandish events, that the ordinary official routines of self-preservation were compatible with the mania of a world-ending catastrophe.
[image: ] Stanley Kubrick and Tracy Reed on the set of 'Dr Strangelove' (1963)




With  Dr Strangelove, Kubrick began his practice of using a score comprising existing music. It could work as a signal for the cognoscenti: 'Try a Little Tenderness', played over the main titles, as the B-52 is refilled by a tanker plane; or 'We'll Meet Again' sung over the montage of mushroom clouds that ends the film; or the Civil War ballad 'When Johnny Comes Marching Home' accompanying the bomber that has slipped under Soviet radar. But his new method could go much further. For 2001, Kubrick would test several dozen recorded versions of the 'Blue Danube' waltz before he found the right one for the docking of the ship at the space station; and that film's opening notes from Also sprach Zarathustra would key the Nietzschean idea of self-overcoming that gives a semblance of coherence to the plot. His use of familiar tunes, and sometimes of recondite classical works, runs parallel to his curious ritual of playing music on the set in the intervals between filming: something he thought helped the actors and crew to grow attuned to one another.
Kubrick's anthologist-like attention to music also went naturally with his emphasis on the extended scene: a predilection, as time went on, that set him ever more firmly against the preferred fast tempo of montage-based editing. For music, he would take whole pieces or at least integral parts, rather than the opportunistic fractions most movie music was reducible to. So the Dies Irae and its echo in Dvorak's New World Symphony, teetering into jangle and discord over the main titles of The Shining, would give a legitimate promise and warning of the action to come. The way lay open as well for the reiterative - but inspired and explanatory - use of the slow movement of Schubert's E flat piano trio in Barry Lyndon; and in Eyes Wide Shut, the Shostakovich jazz waltz to suggest mild erotic temptation and the two-note piano theme of Ligeti's Musica Ricercata to signal danger and compulsion.
He took a long time over 2001, with many doubts and changes of concept, and the premiere, in April 1968, was disastrous. Many of the invited audience walked out before the end, and Kubrick thought his career might be finished. But that was a New York crowd from 'the industry', average age around 55; not for the last time, Kubrick did some late editing; and the film caught on, thanks to the younger crowd it drew on the West Coast and eventually pretty much everywhere. The invention of 2001 was negative: it bypassed the assumptions of a sci-fi thriller by never showing the alien force, even while adopting a story of unexplained effects that left no doubt of its presence. In the quite extensive publicity for the film, Kubrick spoke of the human sense of the loneliness of space which he found pre-eminently in the fiction of Arthur C. Clarke. And the film owes its lasting appeal to that common sensation: we find it almost impossible to believe that we are alone, and impossibly difficult to imagine how we might not be alone. Yet nothing in the spaces between the stars could be scarier than the scene in which the astronauts isolate themselves to discuss their doubts about the computer HAL and, by a sharp edit, we are made to see that HAL can read their lips. It is the greatest purely abstract recognition scene in the history of cinema. It says in a flash, without sound or words: trouble is coming. At the same time, it raises the possibility that machines can have motives just as people do - a conjecture that would fascinate Kubrick to the end of his life. What is still more strange is that people should come to trust machines more than they trust themselves. Kubrick's stories of love, war and social climbing all in their different ways involve a temptation to eliminate errors and disappointments by a surrender to sheer mechanism.
He had moved to England in 1965, and would remain there, first at Abbots Mead in Hertfordshire, 'a large, semi-rural family house' not far from Elstree Studios, and from 1978, with more equipment in need of storage, at Childwickbury Manor, also in Hertfordshire. All the while, he kept up his reading about two subjects he never tired of, the Napoleonic Wars and Nazi Germany. For a long time, he nursed an interest in a biographical film about Napoleon. Sergei Bondarchuk's 1970 Waterloo, with Rod Steiger, did not deter him, nor did Fielder Cook's 1972 Eagle in a Cage with John Gielgud. But how many movies could the subject take? It is hard to regret his decision to shelve it. The part of Napoleon would have demanded a major actor of considerable energy, but Kubrick had begun to prefer actors with a flat affect, and his direction flattened them further. This might suit the design of 2001, where the science jock Keir Dullea was set off against the all too human computer. Kubrick would ask for, and get, a similar approximation of non-personality from Ryan O'Neal in Barry Lyndon. But the truth is that his relationship to the very idea of actors was bipolar. Should one use them as mannequins (Robert Bresson's word for his practice with non-actors), or find good ones and let them tear up the scenery? The latter sort of permissiveness had resulted in Sellers's work in Lolita and Dr Strangelove and would lead - with more mixed results - to Jack Nicholson's performance in The Shining. Kubrick's ambivalence in this matter faced a final test in Eyes Wide Shut. Was Tom Cruise an actor or a mannequin? The star of Top Gun may have been chosen to fit the Dullea-O'Neal type, but Cruise's ability landed him somewhere in between, and the decision to pair him with Nicole Kidman, an actress to the core, opened the possibility of a mannequin becoming human, which was the point of the hero's all-night adventure. The same puzzle lay at the heart of Kubrick's interest in the Pinocchio story. He put in several years of work on a script and storyboards for a film about artificial intelligence. Eventually, he unloaded the AI project on Steven Spielberg; Kubrick himself was posthumously thanked in the credits. The sentimental ending of AI was a predictable outcome that he would never have permitted as director under his own name.
For much of the 1980s and 1990s Kubrick was also considering a film about the Holocaust. The idea was still in his mind when the screenwriter of Eyes Wide Shut, Frederic Raphael, wondered whether Schindler's List might have satisfied that need. Raphael reports the exchange that followed:
S.K.: Think that was about the Holocaust?
F.R.: Wasn't it? What else was it about?
S.K.: That was about success, wasn't it? The Holocaust is about six million people who get killed. Schindler's List is about six hundred people who don't.

No protagonist of a Kubrick movie is ever crowned with success. Colonel Dax in Paths of Glory fails to acquit the soldiers falsely condemned to death for cowardice; Spartacus marches on Rome but is defeated and crucified; Barry Lyndon is forced to leave England and accept an annual income from the stepson who shot off his leg in a duel.
Probably most people remember from A Clockwork Orange (1971) the mascaraed eye of Malcolm McDowell, as Alex the rebel and gang leader, strutting on the banks of the cement riverbed and beating up the tramp and driving hard through the night to rape the artistic-bohemian woman and force her husband to watch - after which he relaxes with his 'droog' chums in the Korova Milkbar. It was a nightmare vision of Haight-Ashbury or Chelsea in the late 1960s; and the movie in its oblique way registers Kubrick's distaste for the hipster criminality that formed a distinct element of 1960s counter-culture. The message of A Clockwork Orange was not pro-violence but anti-state - so plainly so that Kubrick must have felt ambushed when reviewers for the liberal papers called the movie fascist. The eruptive violence of an individual, this movie says, is a terrible thing, but the disciplinary violence of the state is worse. Beneath the avant-garde surface, A Clockwork Orange is a didactic allegory, on-purpose to a fault, and its energy flags and dies early. The long second half comprises the behaviourist cure of Alex by the carceral authorities, and the climax shows him reviving his animal spirits by the usual means: a fantasy of violent sex, triggered by Beethoven's Ninth; but now his interests have merged with those of the state, and the fantasy incorporates an exhibitionist thrill from being watched by a crowd. No longer a violent rebel, he has become a violent hypocrite - a sociopath in good standing with the authorities. Copycat beatings and killings prompted Kubrick to withdraw the film from British circulation in 1974. It came back only in 2000, the year after his death.
A Clockwork Orange was an oddly undefended mistake. The parodic elements, in the police scenes for example (borrowed from Monty Python), had a crude explicitness that suggested a more fundamental disorientation; and Kubrick would climb back slowly. Barry Lyndon (1975) was a careful first step; but, as with Lolita, adaptation here meant a different work entirely. The Luck of Barry Lyndon is a picaresque novel, stuffed with encounters and anecdotes in the Fielding-Smollett manner, which the screenplay reduces to half a dozen separate settings and big scenes. Thackeray's hero was an adventurer and a rake who told his own story without a stitch of moral-minded piety. Kubrick rejigged it and altered the rhythm to a death march. A narrator (Michael Hordern) guides the audience with a vaguely Johnsonian approximation of dignified and judicious assessment: 'Barry was one of those born clever enough at gaining a fortune, but incapable of keeping one. For the qualities and energies which lead a man to achieve the first are often the very cause of his ruin in the latter case.' The third-person narration here encumbers an easy aside with sententious gravity. Compare the shameless first-person deftness of Thackeray's Barry: 'To the lady's questions regarding my birth and parentage, I replied that I was a young gentleman of large fortune (this was not true; but what is the use of crying bad fish? My dear mother instructed me early in this sort of prudence).' The daredevil charm would have made him too much like Alex.
Kubrick's Barry Lyndon pleased many people of general taste because it confirmed their feeling that the 18th century took a long time. Kubrick picked out the gorgeous backgrounds after careful reconnaissance; with his usual studiousness, he had pored over prints by Gainsborough, Reynolds, Joseph Wright of Derby and, most of all, Hogarth. Yet the satirical portraiture - a dandyish French aristocrat with a mistress on either hand to comfort him for losing at cards - often leans on cartoon-strokes that are out of keeping with the sombre intention. Barry, after all, is a casualty of circumstance, led on by an inscrutable will, and as opaque to himself as the hominid in the Dawn of Man prelude of 2001 who suddenly discovers he can murder a larger mammal with a club.
With The Shining, Kubrick turned again to a well-marked genre, horror-gothic, and the film is admirable for its uncanny moments: the sound-before-image bang of the rubber ball in the hotel lobby where the writer Jack Torrance (Nicholson) is bored out of his mind and getting close to an even more dire slump; the shock discovery of the manuscript that proves his madness, page after page of the sentence 'All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy'; and the tricycle ride by his sensitive child, Danny, in the vacant hotel, along the vast reaches of the floor, around corners that will lead to a place that is not nice at all. The Steadicam, mounted low behind him but creeping forward as he pedals, is a stroke of craft; and when Danny is stopped by the apparition of the dead girls who invite him to play, imagination is given its true importance ahead of panic: his gaze is a compound of fear and curiosity. The Shining was one of the highest-grossing films of 1980, but it also confirmed Kubrick's reputation for outsize expenditures of time and resources. An average ratio of film shot to final cut was then around 10:1. For The Shining, it was 102:1.
Full Metal Jacket arrived seven years later, a step behind Platoon and other movies about the Vietnam War. Formally, however, Kubrick was inventive to an extent unimagined by his predecessors. The first half submerges the viewer in the ordeal of Marine Basic Training, an experience almost as brutal as the war the men will eventually fight. Kubrick hired a real marine drill sergeant, Lee Ermey, to play the part, and was rewarded by the best performance in the movie. The choice confirmed his old insistence on fidelity to nature. 'No one can "make up" a tree,' he said, 'because every tree has an inherent logic in the way it branches. And I've discovered that no one can make up a rock. I found that out in Paths of Glory.' The literalism went hand in hand with his absorption in problem-solving. Major Kong, in the bomb bay of the B-52, was problem-solving when he fiddled with wires to unlock the door and enable the release. The second half of Full Metal Jacket deals with a single problem-solving mission: to clear out a sniper's nest in the evacuated city of Hue. The progress of the mission is slow, continuous and terrifying, but Kubrick never quite decided what he thought of the protagonist, Joker (Matthew Modine), and the perpetual half-smile on Joker's face is an evasion that falls short of irony. Yet the strength of the movie comes from a different kind of refusal. Full Metal Jacket declines to say whether human nature is distorted by war or war itself is an emanation of human nature.
The people who inhabit Kubrick's films are often abstract, hemmed in by their social functions; yet a great many of them appear 'born that way' - stubborn, fully formed and delimited, incorrigible. The gifted Danny, exploring the gigantic hotel on his tricycle, and the German physicist in his wheelchair in Dr Strangelove, calculating the end of the world with a circular slide-rule, differ from the rest of humanity only in their mental abilities, but they also show a hidden passion at work: a disinterested desire to find the truth, to nail it down and map its effects. They want to master the world, a different thing from knowing oneself. There is no hint of an approach to self-knowledge by any character in Kubrick's films, never a moment when someone learns something. There is, however, a false revelation, drawn out and misleading, at the end of Eyes Wide Shut.
The sinister patron and magus in that movie is the wealthy businessman Victor Ziegler (Sydney Pollack). He appears first as the generous host of the extravagant Christmas party whose dangers will set Bill Harford on his chase after new sensations: scene after scene of erotic opportunity in which he remains a spectator. By the end, an old friend of Bill's has disappeared, a woman linked to Ziegler has mysteriously died, and Bill has discovered a secret society of unsuspected reach and cruelty. All this Ziegler explains away in his concluding speech as if he were a therapist. But the explanation proves too much: the romance of the night has so thoroughly enveloped us that no realistic antidote can dispel the illusion. Kubrick knew what he was doing when he instructed Pollack to deliver the plot-resolving speech in an operatic manner that defies credulity. Rational explanation will never outweigh mystique. There are conspiracy theories but there is also conspiracy fact.
Eyes Wide Shut was a project Kubrick had nursed for a long time: it came out in 1999, twelve years after Full Metal Jacket. He was held back partly by a superstitious fear that this story of infidelity could jinx his marriage. It is his most human film; and it was created with his usual exorbitance (fifteen months of filming, exceeding the record held by Lawrence of Arabia). The opening scenes give the motive for the complex plot: husband and wife will be tested by their parallel dreams of infidelity. They are both tempted at the party: he by two models who offer to escort him to a private room, she by an exceedingly handsome old-world aesthete, who praises her beauty and says that he must see her again. Alice says no, and when he asks why, she returns a flirtatious smile and shows him her wedding ring. Cut to Chris Isaak's 'Baby Did a Bad Bad Thing'; Bill and Alice are naked in the mirror, thinking of the almost partners they left at the party, even as they now make love to each other. By the final scene, they will be buying toys for their daughter at FAO Schwarz; it is time to go on with their lives, and the last word of Kubrick's last film is the dirtiest word in the language. It is what they have to do, an imperative of loyalty.
One  unshakeable impression has stayed with me as I looked back at Kubrick's movies a second or a third time. He always means it. The focus never really pulls away; there is a substance, a purpose, a weightiness in the delivery; the film says what it says without the seduction of theatricality. This is a surprisingly rare feeling to have regarding even a very gifted artist. If Kubrick sometimes treated existence itself as a problem to be solved, integrity seems the right word for his willingness to be embarrassed by the result. He put himself into his work. Still, why drive the preoccupation with detail to such an obsessive limit? Why the insistence on working at home? Why the control of every monetary matter, from the key grip's salary to the per-hour rate for extras? Kubrick once offered an explanation by analogy. Usually, the daily work on a film is done by the editor 'as they go along', with the director somewhere in the background, and 'when the film is done, they look at the film and dictate some notes about it, and the film editor tries to do what they say, and then maybe they look at it again and they do it again.' But that, Kubrick objects, is 'like trying to, say, redesign a city by driving through it in a car. You can notice a few things and say, "Put that traffic light in the middle of the street" or "Those buildings over there look kind of shabby" or something, but if you really want to do it right, you must do it yourself.' He planned the shots so that he knew what was in them from corner to corner; and he was present for every minute of the editing. If this sounds like a commitment that excluded any real partnership, that was indeed the case. Between projects, Kubrick would press his friends or relevant associates for information, in phone calls that might last four or five hours, or seven or eight.
The tightening of his inward compulsions and inhibitions kept pace with the growth of his deserved fame. He directed seven films in his first decade, only six in the following 35 years. Four rank among the great films of the last century: Paths of Glory, Lolita, Dr Strangelove and Eyes Wide Shut; one other, The Killing, is a masterpiece in a minor genre. Meanwhile, 2001 stands as the cinematic equivalent of a hapax legomenon, a visionary thought experiment that had no precedent and will have no successor. Full Metal Jacket is the only existing attempt to portray the instincts that lead to war without a trace of either pity or vainglory. Kubrick greatly admired Kieslowski's ten-part Dekalog, and said, in a preface he wrote for its screenplays: 'they have the very rare ability to dramatise their ideas rather than just talking about them'; also, 'they do this with such dazzling skill, you never see the ideas coming.' The encomium makes a fair description of what seems most unusual in his own work.
The happiness of his private life, as Kolker and Abrams make clear, seems to have been a cause of the slow accretion of his body of work in his middle years. He doted on his three daughters, Katharina, Anya and Vivian, and never stopped adding to his collection of cameras and computers, dogs and cats. With every human competitor, however, he had to have the edge, and he kept them in line by beating them at chess. He welcomed the chance to interrupt filming by making large insurance claims for accidents on the set: the interval allowed him to consider the innumerable revisions he might still make. Shortly before his death, he delighted himself by winning a defamation suit against Punch. True, it was a humorous magazine, but it had called him insane and he was following a usual pattern, joking about the solemnity and being solemn about the joke. Once, on the set of Full Metal Jacket, when he had spent a long time double-checking a camera, one of the extras muttered: 'Get off the crane.' Kubrick paid no attention and went on checking until a second extra pitched in, 'Get off the fucking crane,' at which he looked up and demanded: 'Who fucking talked?' One of the men said, 'I am Spartacus,' another fell in, 'I am Spartacus,' and so it went, an act of organised resistance, a homage and parody of a moment he had shot from a different crane. Stanley Kubrick of the Bronx, filming in the demolished Beckton Gasworks which doubled as the bombed-out city of Hue, gave up the pretence of discipline for a moment, laughed and went on with his work.
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Poem
The Restoration
Thomas A. Clark

213 wordsisolated stands
of woodland
are connected
larch and juniper
wild service tree
small leaved lime
separate moments
of alertness become
more plentiful
rivers run
freely through
alder and willow
*
aspen leaves on moss
light sprinkled over moss
stripped spruce cones
a water vole runs
out over lily pads
lichens hang from light
*
riparian trees repair
degraded river banks
slow the water flow
cool and filter water
hazel aspen alder
provide leaf litter
build shelter where
salmon and brown trout
pause and spawn
*
the dancers exceed the measure
they dance away from the figure
from a round a jig a gavotte
teach gravity without weight
*
willow and sallow
rowan and alder
wild cherry
oboe and clarinet
*
trees love to hide
from form and inference
in shade and nuance
with leaves and bark
with rings of years
they cover themselves
pull the pendulant
undulant canopy
down around you
trees love to hide
then leap out
and catch you
*
nothing happens in a wood
not the flutter of a wing
not the flicker of a thought
without a redistribution
*
in a dappled light
in the clarified air
under birch under pine
reticence as care
shades wintergreen
*
if you sit for a while
in the company of an oak
you might begin to reverse
the massive reduction
of the tree to its name
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Prophet of the Past
Oliver Cussen

3453 wordsFor  the late French historian Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Thomas Robert Malthus was an indispensable guide to the agrarian past. Le Roy Ladurie applied Malthus's argument that population grows faster than subsistence to the archives of Languedoc, where, in the empirical detail of parish registers, cadastral surveys, tax rolls and price series, he perceived 'the immense respiration of a social structure' over the course of three centuries. In the 15th century, after the Black Death, the region's population was at a historic low. Land was left fallow, and villagers complained about the encroachment of wild animals and forests on crops and pasture. Nature was taking its revenge for the great land colonisation movement of the Middle Ages. Civilisation recovered, but growth in a world of limits was ultimately self-defeating. The prosperity of the 16th century soon gave way to famine, drought, war and plague. It was only after modern technology unlocked the productive capacities of the earth that society was able to escape this cycle of expansion, crisis and renewal. Acknowledging his intellectual debt, Le Roy Ladurie pointed out the irony that the 'Malthusian curse' should lift just as it was being discovered in England in 1798. 'Malthus was a clear-headed theoretician of traditional societies,' he conceded, 'but he was a prophet of the past; he was born too late in a world too new.'
Yet the spectre of Malthus continued to haunt industrial modernity. No sooner had the Great Exhibition of 1851 encouraged Victorians to embrace material gratification without guilt than William Stanley Jevons began to warn of the imminent exhaustion of the nation's coal supply. Drawing explicitly on Malthus, Jevons argued that the increased demand on resources from a growing population was forcing mines into deeper and more inaccessible seams. 'We shall begin as it were to see the further shore of our Black Indies,' he warned. 'The wave of population will break upon that shore, and roll back upon itself.' John Maynard Keynes, who made no secret of his admiration for Malthus, attributed the First World War and the Russian Revolution to overpopulation and global competition for food. The 'great acceleration' of the second half of the 20th century, a period of unprecedented energy consumption, economic prosperity and demographic growth, produced its own peculiar versions of Malthusian catastrophism, from the neoliberal to the cosmological (the American scientist Garrett Hardin seriously entertained 'interstellar migration' as a solution to 'the population problem'). When the first edition of the Essay on the Principle of Population appeared in 1798 there were just over ten million people in Britain and life expectancy was under forty. We are a long way from Malthus's Britain, and further still from Le Roy Ladurie's Languedoc. Why does a theory of scarcity endure in an age of abundance?
Malthus was born in 1766, the sixth of seven children in a prosperous family. His education was indulgent and progressive, thanks to a father obsessed with Rousseau and a series of reform-minded tutors who remarked on the contrarian temperament of 'Don Roberto', his love of 'fighting for fighting's sake'. He studied mathematics and natural philosophy at Cambridge, and decided at the age of twenty to take orders and find 'a retired living in the country'. In 1789, as revolutionaries in Paris abolished feudalism and issued the Declaration of the Rights of Man, Malthus was appointed to a curacy near Dorking. He moved back in with his parents and settled into a humdrum rustic lifestyle: recycled sermons for Surrey parishioners, the occasional holiday in the Lake District. But the enthusiasm with which contemporaries celebrated the events in France eventually reawakened the intellectual ambitions of his youth, as well as an adolescent passion for picking fights with the Enlightenment. Supporters of the revolution like Price, Paine, Condorcet and Godwin believed that misfortune and misery were the products of arbitrary social institutions that could be reformed out of existence. For Malthus, this kind of thinking was not only utopian but harmful. Violence, oppression and distress were generated 'by laws inherent in the nature of man'; to pretend otherwise was only to cause further unnecessary suffering. Inspired by 'the fantasy of reason', the revolutionaries in France had stirred up 'disgusting passions of fear, cruelty, malice, revenge, ambition, madness and folly, as would have disgraced the most savage nation in the most barbarous age'.
The task Malthus set himself in writing the Essay on Population was to prove the existence of the natural law that radicals had ignored at such great cost. Drawing on his Newtonian training at Cambridge, he put this law in simple mathematical terms. People need food, and are also impelled by sexual passion to reproduce. Because land is finite, agricultural yields can only increase (by extending cultivation) in an arithmetic ratio: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5. Population, however, can increase exponentially: 1, 2, 4, 8, 16. At such rates of increase, it was clear that the population would soon outstrip the means of subsistence: assuming intervals of 25 years, in two centuries the proportion would be 256 to 9, in three centuries 4096 to 13. Fortunately, such a scenario could never actually materialise. War, famine and pestilence acted as 'positive checks' on population, which was condemned to maintain an uneasy balance with the food supply. This 'great restrictive law' was at odds with the Enlightenment's faith in the 'perfectibility of man and of society', its belief that reason could eradicate poverty, vice and inequality. Where Godwin argued that institutions such as private property and marriage caused avoidable suffering, Malthus's law showed that they kept greater catastrophe at bay - the former by encouraging responsible stewardship of the land, the latter by restraining sexual passions within monogamous relationships. There was very little the government could do to help the destitute; if anything it was already doing too much. Even the meagre provisions of the Poor Laws encouraged the lower classes to marry early and have more children, thereby swelling the numbers of the 'redundant population' and making each of them worse off in the process.
These conclusions were, as Malthus himself later admitted, rather harsh. But they were quickly taken up by an embattled ruling order. A decade of food riots, rebellion in Ireland and war with France had stoked concerns about the nation's reliance on its colonies and overseas trade for basic necessities. Since 1793 the Scottish baronet John Sinclair had been conducting surveys, commissioned through his newly established Board of Agriculture, to compare grain imports with estimates of marginal land which, if 'improved' and converted to arable land, might make up the shortfall. The goal of these surveys and of the board in general was to demonstrate the need for 'wasteland colonisation' and the enclosure of the commons. The Essay on Population, with its simple model that forecast the population of Britain outstripping its food supply within fifty years, offered scientific validity to a movement that wanted to turn every inch of land over to property and plough. It also instilled a remorselessness into the enclosure debate. Where some of the more charitable members of the Board of Agriculture had advocated compensating commoners with money or land, Malthus argued that such measures would only put further pressure on resources. Instead, the dispossessed should learn the discipline of the wage and contribute to an economy funding war across the continent. 'Let us not be satisfied with the liberation of Egypt, or the subjugation of Malta,' Sinclair told Parliament in 1803, 'but let us subdue Finchley Common; let us conquer Hounslow Heath; let us compel Epping Forest to submit to the yoke of improvement!' Almost one hundred acts of enclosure a year were passed between the publication of the Essay on Population in 1798 and the end of the Napoleonic Wars.
The immediate success of the pamphlet cleared a path for Malthus into the Whig establishment. He was appointed professor of political economy at Haileybury College, a training school for the East India Company. He became a member of the King of Clubs, a dining society for Whig luminaries, and was friendly with the editors of the Edinburgh Review. His fame grew with the publication of a vastly expanded second edition in 1803, which substantiated the basic principle of population with references to 18th-century travel literature and statistics gleaned from the latest censuses, but which also elaborated on a moral dimension of the Essay's otherwise abstract, mechanical reasoning. To the positive checks of war, famine and pestilence Malthus added the 'preventive' check of moral restraint - man's unique capacity to abstain from 'promiscuous intercourse', save money and delay marriage. This exception to the otherwise implacable laws of nature signalled an anthropological turn in Malthus's argument, but also, as the historian Boyd Hilton put it, an 'evangelical creep'. Some reviewers had objected to the theological implications of the first edition. Why would God make man too prolific, land too barren, and suffering a necessary condition of the world? Now Malthus could recast the population principle as a kind of 'ecological trap' designed to stimulate prudence, both sexual and financial. In the guise of natural theology, Malthusian political economy soon became the common sense of a middle class brought up to see the world as fallen and life as a trial: scarcity was ordained by providence, nature rewarded self-denial, and the market provided spiritual if not material gratification.
Malthus's vision had always been grand. The first edition of the Essay asked readers to imagine an alternative universe with no limits, in which 'the germs of existence' were left unchecked to colonise 'millions of worlds'. Five years later, Malthus swapped science fiction for armchair ethnography, as new chapters documented the ways the principle of population worked throughout the world. Much of this material drew on literature produced by functionaries of the British Empire - Mungo Park on Central Africa, James Cook and Joseph Banks on the Pacific Islands, William Jones on India - and shared their assumptions about civilisational development. Progress was measured by the extent to which a society exploited its land efficiently, and by the relative predominance of preventive over positive checks. Hunter-gatherers and semi-pastoral nomads in the New World resorted to war, abortion, infanticide and cannibalism to manage resource scarcity, while civilised Europeans enclosed and improved property, avoided sex, and married rich and late. Malthus would grant in a later edition that the forced removal of indigenous populations in the Americas and Australia could be 'questioned in a moral view'. In a practical view, though, these populations were doomed.
With his professorship at Haileybury and his interest in 'new worlds' across the Atlantic and the South Seas, Malthus was a thoroughly imperial thinker. His life began as Cook set sail on the Endeavour and as the East India Company acquired the right to collect taxes in Bengal; it ended as Edward Gibbon Wakefield was developing schemes for the 'systematic colonisation' of Australia and New Zealand. In 1750, around 12.5 million people lived under British dominion. When Malthus died in 1834 that number was at least 200 million, roughly a quarter of the global population. He lived in the age of what Christopher Bayly called Britain's 'imperial meridian', when colonial elites became preoccupied with property, settlement, improvement and population. Which is another way of saying that they became more Malthusian. Malthus's influence can be seen after 1815, when government ministers and private labour speculators, faced with an economic slump and fears of proletarian unrest, began sponsoring schemes that dispatched the newly 'redundant' crofters of the Western Highlands to southern Africa and the St Lawrence Valley. And it prevailed in Delhi in 1876, when the viceroy of India, Lord Lytton, laid on a week-long feast for 68,000 officials and maharajas ('the most colossal and expensive meal in world history', according to Mike Davis) while 100,000 people died of starvation in Mysore and Madras. Lytton blamed the Great Famine of 1876-78, which caused an estimated 8.2 million deaths, on the tendency of the Indian population 'to increase more rapidly than the food it raises from the soil'. His administration withheld the distribution of grain to the starving to avoid setting a precedent for long-term relief - an Indian Poor Law.
A defining feature of empire, in Bayly's account, was the way colonial elites sought to impose order on their new territories, from the permanent settlement of land revenues in Bengal to Stamford Raffles's land rent system in Java. The 'agrarian patriotism' of the enclosure movement was exported to the colonial periphery, and anyone who wasn't tied to the land found themselves, like the commoners of Finchley, designated as a threat to the social order and an obstacle to improvement. Across the Middle East and South Asia, private armed traders became 'pirates', free cavalry soldiers were reclassified as 'ferocious banditti', and nomads and semi-pastoral peasants were forcibly domesticated and settled. According to Deborah Valenze, this too can be understood as a legacy of Malthus. Land accounted for one half of the principle of population, but Malthus had very little to say about it, beyond its finitude. Instead, he assumed that subsistence was best secured through private property and agriculture - and particularly the cultivation of grain. Once this assumption had been incorporated into the ideology of the British imperial state, a whole range of 'marginal forms of rural life' such as hunting, herding, fishing, gardening and gleaning were condemned to obsolescence, making way for a conception of nature as a 'permanent field'.
Valenze is right to point out that when we think about Malthus, we tend to follow him in focusing on the dynamic side of his equation, population. Detractors see his influence in the colonial famines of the 19th century and the forced sterilisation campaigns and racial eugenics of the 20th century. More generous readers stress his sensitivity to cultural difference and the attention he paid to gender relations and reproductive labour. But we don't really interrogate his assumptions about the relatively fixed variable, land. It's a striking oversight, particularly in light of how frequently his argument has been invoked by environmentalists. From the Club of Rome's report on the 'Limits to Growth' in 1972 to Hermann Daly's more recent attempts to popularise an 'ecological economics' that operates within the biophysical constraints of the earth, Malthus has over the past fifty years been revived as a far-sighted theorist of planetary boundaries. Valenze has no time for this view. Her Malthus is pathological, an 'angry young man' motivated by physical disability (he was born with a cleft lip), sexual frustration and Oedipal revolt to regard nature as cruel and unforgiving. And her message to environmentalists is clear: Malthus is the problem, not the solution.
In the summer of 1799  Malthus took a trip to Norway with William Otter, a friend from Cambridge. The first edition of the Essay had appeared the previous year, and Malthus, eager to find empirical evidence for his theory, wanted to observe how other societies managed reproduction and resources. With the continent at war, Scandinavia was the most accessible destination. In the picturesque valleys around Trondheim, Malthus found support for his belief in the benefits of the preventive check. The locals married older, so were richer; compared to their British counterparts their children were 'fatter, larger and had better calves to their legs'. Further north, the Sami reindeer herders of Lapland offered a glimpse into the past. In the 18th century a tourist industry had developed around these hunter-gatherer 'Lapps', a Scandinavian safari complex that enabled Enlightenment intellectuals to gawk at a primitive mode of existence which endured at the edge of European civilisation. Malthus, his head full of tales about the noble savage of the South Seas, spent a day with a Sami family and their six hundred reindeer, observing their pastoral duties (herding and milking the deer), eating their cheese and trout, and listening to their music. But the experience doesn't seem to have had an effect on his ideas. His chapter on Norway in the 1803 edition made no mention of the Sami and focused entirely on the far more familiar, affluent inhabitants of the fjords.
Malthus was unable to fit the Sami into the rigid categories of his political economy, which ranked societies according to the way they became subsistent: agricultural, pastoral, nomadic and, at the lowest stage of civilisational development, hunter-gatherer. The Sami relied on reindeer for food, clothing and labour, but they didn't own them, and the animals weren't fully domesticated. What Valenze calls the 'interspecies industry' of the Lapps was therefore a confounding mixture of the pastoral and the nomadic. Malthus had grown up reading Gibbon, from whom he learned that history began with settled agriculture and that roaming herders were good only for 'deep gaming and excessive drinking'. In Europe, progress had been achieved through property and the cultivation of grain, not dependence on animals. Neither the Sami nor their reindeer conformed to this narrative of civilisation, so they had to be erased from the Essay on Population.
In other words, Malthus had a very narrow appreciation of the ways people lived off the land. Only big agriculture could feed a developed, complex society. Valenze wants to recover alternative and altogether less intensive ways of extracting food from the earth, not just the reindeer economies of the northern Lapps but also methods that thrived in England under Malthus's nose, from cottage industries like apple orchards and small-scale dairies to activities such as fishing, hunting and foraging for berries. It might be easy to dismiss these activities as relics - Malthus did, if he saw them at all. But as the pioneering agrarian historians Joan Thirsk and Jeanette Neeson showed, well into the late 18th century they remained vital parts of efficient, even flourishing communal agricultural systems that were being destroyed by enclosure. On other continents they survived European colonialism and endured into the late 20th century. The Danish economist Ester Boserup exposed the narrow-mindedness of neo-Malthusian postwar development economics - which held that societies in India, Africa and China were incapable of agricultural improvement, so any further population increase would exhaust the land - by pointing out the many subsistence activities beyond cultivation that local communities adopted to feed themselves. Like Boserup, Valenze thinks that Malthus and his many followers 'knew nothing about agriculture', and so ignored and foreclosed alternative 'paths to the present' that existed in gardens, wastelands and forests.
A sceptic might point out that our present has been achieved through developments in agriculture and subsistence that were unimaginable to Malthus. By 1815 Britain imported thirty thousand tonnes of bones a year as fertiliser; within decades it was also shipping in coprolites (fossilised dung) and Peruvian guano, and experimenting with using the excrement of urban settlements as manure. The invention of chemical fertilisers in the early 20th century loosened the organic constraints of the nitrogen cycle, but by that point Britain was already heavily reliant on the rest of the world to feed its population. According to the environmental historian Chris Otter, Britain in 1930 'imported 99 per cent of the world's exports of ham and bacon, 63 per cent of its butter, 62 per cent of its eggs, 59 per cent of its beef, 46 per cent of its cheese, and 28 per cent of its wheat and wheat flour', despite having only 3 per cent of the world's population. Malthus may well have helped build the infrastructure of this empire, but he would have been horrified by the way it enabled Britain to live beyond its means and to ignore a natural law designed to stimulate not gluttony, but self-reliance and restraint.
Neo-Malthusians are adamant that the escape from hunger and constraint has only ever been partial, and can't possibly last for ever. Paul and Anne Ehrlich claimed in 2013 that if everyone on the planet ate like an American, we would need five Earths. The space available for global food production declined from just over an acre per person in the 1960s to half that amount four decades later. What if Malthus was right in the long run? Valenze turns the question on its head. What if all of this is Malthus's fault? In the early 19th century the quest to turn the world into a permanent field displaced Fenland commoners and Bengali peasants, who then needed to be fed, which justified yet more enclosures. Today the same logic is driving a 'new global land grab' in areas such as the Guinea Savannah Zone, the vast expanse of grasslands south of the Sahara which is, according to the World Bank, 'one of the largest underused agricultural land reserves in the world'. It is also home to 600 million herders and peasant farmers. Speculators like Richard Ferguson, author of African Agriculture: The Other Eden, hope to turn the Ethiopian bush into 'industrial-sized farms of a million hectares' - all to feed a newly redundant population, uprooted from the land.
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At the Musee des Arts Decoratifs
Death of the Department Store
Rosemary Hill

2544 wordsThe department store  is dying. It's not the only building type to find itself marooned by social and economic change, but it is the youngest. Castles and churches, stately homes, factories and warehouses have all had to adapt or die, but none is so emblematic of a single historic period. Spanning the high-water mark of the industrial revolution, the department store was the offspring and ornament of the most cosmopolitan cities of 19th-century Europe: London, Paris and the newly conjoined Budapest. Into the 20th century, streamlined glass and chrome in the Schocken stores of Stuttgart and Nuremburg led the advance guard of International Modernism. The decline began around the millennium. Already languishing in the face of out-of-town malls, online shopping and pedestrianisation, Covid brought on the collapse of what Save Britain's Heritage in a recent report calls the 'high street titans'. The closure of the Debenhams stores alone has left 13.6 million square feet unoccupied, adding to the hollowing out of town centres. It is not only the physical space that is empty. When Fenwick closed its London branch in February this year, there was a fin de siecle melancholy about the empty racks and the abandoned cafe on the first floor, the sense that something more than a shop was coming to an end.
The department store in its heyday was a world of its own, with a peculiarly female ethos. It's in the Oxford Street Debenhams, which had been Marshall & Snelgrove, that Virginia Woolf's Orlando finds herself in her last manifestation on 11 October 1928. Having travelled through time, she enters from the crowded street and the essence of department store joy comes over her. 'Shade and scent enveloped her. The present fell from her like drops of scalding water.' She rises up through the floors as she has travelled through the centuries: 'Each time the lift stopped and flung its doors open, there was another slice of the world displayed with all the smells of that world clinging to it.'
With the end of the department store in sight, the Musee des Arts Decoratifs in Paris has put on an engaging and thoughtful exhibition about its beginnings, examining the grand magasin as social, architectural and economic phenomenon from its birth in the 1850s to its zenith in 1925, the year of the Exposition Internationale des Arts Decoratifs from which Art Deco got its name (until 13 October). The show opens, somewhat unexpectedly, with a display of maps, street plans and railway guides, for it was the reconfiguration of Paris in the mid-19th century, between the fall of the restored monarchy and the collapse of the Second Empire, when the great boulevards were cut through the city and the web of railway lines spread around it, that enabled the mushroom growth of an entirely new form of commerce. The story unfolds through gallery spaces where the historic arguments are illustrated with carefully lit displays of consumer goods, snippets of newsreel footage and the immense posters and glamorous advertising that promoted the grand magasin as the embodiment of taste and lifestyle for the aspirational bourgeoisie. While it is generally agreed that the origins of the department store lie in Britain, exactly where is unclear. The London outlets of the Manchester textile mills have been suggested as a precedent, while Save Britain's Heritage cites Harding, Howell and Co.'s Grand Fashionable Magazine, which opened on Pall Mall in 1796, as the first real example. But that failed in 1820 and had no immediate successors. Perhaps Britain's greatest contribution to an essentially French creation was the impression that Victorian London made on the future Napoleon III during his exile. Returning to France after the 1848 revolution, Louis Napoleon found Paris dowdy by comparison. The street pattern was still essentially medieval: there was nothing to compare with Nash's great picturesque cityscape with its unfolding vistas rising from the Mall to the elegant shops of Regent Street and on to Regent's Park.
The competitive urge was further piqued in 1851 by the Great Exhibition, which brought the world to London in its millions to see 'the works of industry of all nations'. The display in the revolutionary Crystal Palace in Hyde Park could itself be seen as an ur-department store. Later that year, Napoleon mounted a coup which turned the Second Republic into the Second Empire and himself into emperor and set about making Paris 'the capital of Europe'. He found an enthusiastic adjutant in Georges-Eugene Haussmann, prefect of the Seine district. Haussmann had no masterplan and wasn't an architect, unlike Nash, but he was an adroit urban politician. Wherever he spotted an opportunity he made 'skilful use', as the catalogue puts it, of every variety of legal provision for compulsory purchase to push through wide, tree-lined boulevards and avenues that would not only add magnificence to the capital but ease traffic, clear slums and, not least, enable better police control. Over the next twenty years Paris nearly doubled in size, with development in the centre and expansion on the outskirts. By 1870 the population had reached two million, some twenty thousand buildings had been demolished and more than forty thousand built.
[image: ]Poster advertising Les Grands Magasins Dufayel (1895-1900).




Haussmann's Paris and the department store grew up together. The first of the Bon Marche shops opened in the year after Napoleon's coup and was soon followed by Les Grands Magasins du Louvre, Le Bazar de l'Hotel de Ville, Printemps and La Samaritaine. Paris held its own international expositions in 1855 and 1867, in which the distinction between showing and shopping was collapsed. Everything was for sale. Queen Victoria and the tsar both visited (Alexander II took a particular interest in the new sewerage system). The Second Empire witnessed the triumph of bourgeois taste and Haussmann's Paris was seen as either the new Rome or the new Babylon, according to one's politics. If Paris created the department store, the reverse was also to some extent true. The city's reputation as the capital of style and fashion was bred in the grands magasins. Paris became, as the exhibition puts it, 'une immense vitrine'. So much about the retail palaces was new, not least the concept of browsing. In contrast to the small specialist boutiques, all the goods were on display: they could be seen and even touched. Mass manufacture, free trade and rail freight made it possible to pile high and sell cheap. There was no entry fee, the prices were fixed and the facilities, which included lavatories and cafes, made them comfortable and respectable places for unaccompanied women to meet. The eponymous department store in Zola's novel of 1883, modelled largely on the Bon Marche, is called Au Bonheur des Dames.
Architecturally, the department stores broke new ground. The impact came at first from sheer size as they ballooned out from the old streets into the spacious boulevards. The first stores in Haussmann's Paris had to conform to the neoclassical style of his developments and so had small frontages with little space for window displays at ground level. They developed in dialogue with the exhibition buildings of successive decades, becoming similarly vast, galleried spaces. Cast iron construction and plate glass made possible little crystal palaces, arranged like theatres or cathedrals of consumerism. The interiors grew ever more colourful as the century wore on towards the Belle Epoque. Even today, the shopper under the stained-glass dome at the Galeries Lafayette feels she is inside a giant Tiffany lampshade. In the new stores were born such novel retail phenomena as seasonal sales and mail order, while Frederick Worth emerged from the Gagelin emporium as the first named couturier and Paris began its rise to world capital of fashion. The streets that survived Haussmann had their share of the new shops. Au Coin de la rue, founded in the 1830s in the rue Montesquieu, transformed itself into a top-lit centralised court surrounded by galleries and stocked with more daring styles than could be seen at the Bon Marche. Over time, however, it became more difficult for the narrow sites in the 2nd arrondissement to compete with the ever expanding behemoths. The opening of the Avenue de l'Opera in 1877 prompted questions in the Chamber of Deputies. There could be no reason for it, Adolphe Thiers suggested, other than a determination to ruin the business of the rue de Richelieu and rue de la Paix. But the grands magasins were unstoppable. The shadow they cast over the old quartier changed it as a new population of craftsmen and women, furnishers, packers and others whose livelihoods revolved around the department stores moved in. In 1881, a year before Zola's Au Bonheur des Dames started to appear, Au Coin de la rue failed.
It had at least outlived the Second Empire, whose collapse saw Napoleon and Eugenie flee back to Britain leaving Paris to its fate. The Siege of Paris, the Commune and the establishment of the Third Republic, with Thiers as president, get scant attention in the exhibition, as if that unhappy winter of 1870-71, when the Seine froze, Parisians could communicate with the outside world only by carrier pigeon or balloon and were forced to eat most of the Paris Zoo was little more than an unfortunate hiatus in the rise of the grand magasin. And so perhaps it came to seem.
Zola's novel is an anachronistic telescoping of past and present across the divide of 1870. It is supposedly set in the 1860s, but takes liberties with the details. As ever he researched his subject with journalistic thoroughness and the exhibition draws imaginatively on his notes as well as the novel itself. In correspondence with the architect of the rebuilt Samaritaine, Frantz Jourdain, who sent him detailed drawings, Zola said he couldn't use them because they were too recent. In fact he did, inserting Jourdain in the novel as the young architect 'par hasard intelligent', who is enraptured by the latest building techniques and throws up a cast iron and glass structure over the ground floor of the store, where customers promenade through spacious galleries such as were not to be seen in the shops of the Second Empire. Like Orlando, the Bonheur des Dames is a time traveller. Zola's concertinaing of pre and post-Haussmann Paris dramatised a real conflict. The novel's violent confrontation between old and new proprietors foretold by not many years the actual uprising among shopkeepers of the 2nd arrondissement, who formed a union to call for laws to restrain the 'maisons monstres'. Au Bonheur des Dames was topical, at least to those who knew Paris. So peculiar to the capital was the whole phenomenon of the department store that reviewers in the provincial press had to explain what the story was about.
The novel is the eleventh in his Rougon-Macquart series, coming after Pot-Bouille, in which the protagonist Octave Mouret expands his late wife's silk shop. Mouret reappears having turned the shop into one of the rapacious grands magasins that have swallowed the surrounding sites. Mouret fuels his customers' appetites, making them ever-more dependent on his store by introducing new attractions - a reading room, a home delivery service. He is a compound of several real proprietors, while Haussmann and Worth both feature, lightly disguised. Zola's heroine, Denise Baudu, stands for thousands of young women who came from the provinces to find work in the department stores.
[image: ]Poster advertising Galeries Lafayette (1920).




The exhibition is particularly strong on the daily lives of the shop workers, making use of Zola's notes of interviews with employees at several stores. The hours were long and the pay low, forcing staff to rely on yet another innovation of the department store, the sales commission. But there were considerable compensations. The thirteen-hour days and strict standards of dress and morality imposed on the staff were mitigated by the provision of free uniform, board and lodging. It was not only for the customer that the grand magasin was a world of its own. Many stores were in effect mutual aid societies with pension and health schemes, sports clubs and retirement homes. By the standards of the day, a shop assistant's life offered a good deal. Some of these enlightened employment policies were no doubt due to the fact that women figured prominently in the management of the department stores. Near the beginning of the exhibition we encounter the imposing, bombazined figure of Marguerite Boucicaut, one of the most influential. Like Denise Baudu, she came to Paris from the provinces when she was young and poor. Her life, as the show puts it, was a 'mythe veritable'. She helped her husband to build up the Bon Marche shops and from 1879, as a widow in her sixties, assumed complete control, describing her regime as 'socialism in the true sense'. Zola brings both sides of his argument together with a marriage between Baudu and Mouret: he the wealth creator and she its enlightened deployer. At its best, Zola concludes, the department store was a 'phalanstere'. The phalanstery, France's answer to the panopticon, an ideal building type for a utopian community, was conceived as a combination of phalanx and monastery. None was ever built in France, but arguably Le Bon Marche came close.
If he was ambivalent about the stores, Zola's attitude to the women who shopped in them was even more uneasy. He saw what Woolf saw in their experience, but was baffled by it. He describes the shoppers promenading like queens, but queens in captivity, luxuriating in their glass and iron cage, haughty with the staff, pale with longing as they fondle the silks, worshipping in the new shops as they had once worshipped in church. He seems irritated by the experience that for Woolf was a kind of apotheosis, though unlike some of his contemporaries Zola did not seek to diagnose it. Many a confused male commentator of the later 19th century waxed eloquent about the dangers these palaces of commerce posed to female virtue, to home life and home economy. The exhibition catalogue has an entire chapter on 'Kleptomanie, le mal des grands magasins', discussing the way shoplifting, the perennial blight of large stores, was seen as another of the many nervous disorders to which the female mind was prone, a first step on the path to moral and mental collapse.
Yet still the social reach of the department store expanded: fashion shows, children's departments, special Christmas displays, and, in due course, interior design departments. After the First World War, which the exhibition passes over with characteristic nonchalance, the grands magasins offered new ranges - the pullover, the tennis dress, the bathing costume, all designed for a female figure that had changed from the corseted customer for whom Mme Boucicaut catered into an androgynous creature with shingled hair. The show rises to a climax with the approach of 1925 as department stores, led by Le Printemps, began to establish their own applied arts studios. France's determination to preserve its traditional craftsmanship in the face of German and British mechanisation was a matter of national pride. At the Exposition Internationale des Arts Decoratifs each of the major stores had its own architect-designed pavilion, each its individual slice of the world.
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Glimpses of Utopia
Joanna Biggs

3225 words'Love,' Alain Badiou wrote, 'is the minimal form of communism.' In communism for two or for two billion, the way the gulf between people narrows is of great interest: both scenarios seem to involve mysterious and transformative forces. I remembered Badiou's formulation when I heard Sally Rooney describe the genesis of her books. Her characters don't arrive singly, she told Molly Fischer in an interview in 2019, but in twos and threes, and the dynamic between them is what makes her think she might have an idea worth pursuing. In all of her novels so far, a couple begins with differences of power to overcome. In Conversations with Friends, Nick is older and richer than Frances (not to mention married); in Normal People, Connell is more popular and more sexually experienced than Marianne (before things reverse at university); in Beautiful World, Where Are You, Alice is wealthier and more accomplished than Felix (though not as robust) and Simon is older and more enamoured of Eileen than she of him (though he hedges his bets more). Each relationship as it blossoms causes the redistribution of popularity, money, energy, knowledge, wit and security, and creates a tiny cell of resistance to the idea that society's stratifications are immovable.
In life, falling in love doesn't always end well or ennoble the lovers, but in a Rooney novel it nearly always does. The biggest risk to her characters is that once they've found the minimal form of communism, they give up on the maximal, retreating to 'a house with flowers and trees around it, and a river nearby, and a room full of books, and someone there to love me', as Eileen puts it in Beautiful World, Where Are You. Communism is often the subject of discussions between her characters, but her strongest arguments for a more equal, caring and just society happen on the level of plot, in the emotional experience of loving someone. Here is Frances of Conversations with Friends exchanging instant messages with Bobbi, her friend and former lover:
me: capitalism harnesses 'love' for profit
me: love is the discursive practice and unpaid labour is the effect
me: but I mean, I get that, I'm anti love as such
Bobbi: that's vapid frances
Bobbi: you have to do more than say you're anti things

Smart undergraduates like them can recognise the exploitation but can go no further without experience. Could there be a way to capture some of love's profit for themselves? There is naivety in their essay-crisis declarations: familiarity with Marxist-feminist theories of love and labour doesn't, after all, provide any protection from catching feelings in the real world (and it isn't charming to say to a lover that love is unpaid labour). But actual political commitment seems impossible too: Alice in Beautiful World, Where Are You might not want to buy a sandwich wrapped in single-use plastic, but she has to eat lunch. She's made no claim to be the new Simone Weil and she is powerless in any case: no one has consulted her on the arrangement of the world's resources. How can these characters believe in political organisation when what is obviously untenable to them - inequality, the climate crisis, racism - isn't really being countered by any mainstream political party? In love, both Frances and Alice oppose small cruelties: by challenging a slight about Nick's mental health, Frances makes an evening less callous; knowing that Alice will be angry to learn that a box cutter tore into his palm at work, Felix's attitude towards his uncaring employer hardens. At the end of each of Rooney's novels, love triumphs partly because it might be the only form of solidarity, the only glimpse of utopia, the only intimation of political change a normal person has in a lifetime.
When I try to account for Rooney's position as the pre-eminent millennial novelist, one of the most loved women writers working today, I land on the ratio of utopianness to ordinariness, a mixture as familiar to Karl Marx as it was to Jane Austen, that makes her writing so appealing. I like Rooney's books, and am excited when a new one comes out, and one of the many things I like about them is that almost every time two characters have sex - and it's pretty often - they discuss contraception. Such conversations are realistic, even if they aren't included in the sex scenes in many other books. It makes me trust her. And in not being hidden, these discussions quietly stake a claim. Until relatively recently, taking into account a woman's desire not to have a child would have been utopian, as would a couple determining, with equal say, the consequences of sleeping together. Rooney's novels are full of such moments, all the more radical for being unobtrusive. She has said that during her childhood in Castlebar, County Mayo, her parents would adjudicate squabbles using the Marxist adage: from each according to their ability and to each according to their needs. To a writer born in February 1991 to the manager of an arts centre and a telecom worker in the west of Ireland, barely a year after the Berlin Wall fell, communism was something a child could grasp. It was common sense. It was how you knew you were loved and would be cared for.
In Intermezzo, Sally Rooney's fourth novel, a conversation takes place over the expiry date on a condom. Ivan Koubek, who is 22 and grieving the recent loss of his father, has had one in the zipped pocket of his suitcase for a while. Margaret Kearns, who is 36 and recently separated, suggests he fetch it and check the date on the foil (the packaging reads 07/25. They're safe). The long-undisturbed contraceptive is a sign that neither of them has been expecting their mutual attraction, during an autumn drive home from a simultaneous chess event in an arts centre in Leitrim. At the wheel is Margaret, the programme manager in Leitrim, and in the passenger seat is Ivan, a former child prodigy visiting the local chess society in his attempt to climb the rankings again. There are fourteen years between them. Margaret has her own place, Ivan lives with flatmates; Margaret is salaried, Ivan freelances; Margaret has been married, Ivan has had a handful of disappointing sexual experiences. They have both lost their fathers and acquired a sense that life is 'a collection of essentially unrelated experiences'. As they begin kissing, Margaret allows the idea that life means nothing to bloom for a moment: 'doesn't it simply feel good to be in the arms of this person?' The forces of society, propriety and economics, supposedly so heavy, are puffed into smoke. Even the next morning she can't regret it, hesitating only when he asks for her number. In a single night, they did each other good, restoring surprise and pleasure to a flattened existence.
The reader first glimpses Ivan through the eyes of his older brother, Peter. 'Didn't seem fair on the young lad,' the novel begins, eavesdropping on Peter's internal monologue, 'That suit at the funeral.' Peter, a human rights barrister, is ten years older than Ivan, and looks down on him. He experiences his grief in a different key because he never felt close to his father the way Ivan did. The younger brother in his mourning has gravitated towards someone more mature; the elder brother has found himself returning again and again to the shared house of a student called Naomi, who is 23 and occasionally posts nude pictures of herself on the internet when in need of money, or to the calm flat of his former girlfriend Sylvia Larkin, who is 32, a lecturer in English literature, and kind to Ivan in the way Peter wants to be. The novel gives us two romantic couples with at least ten years between them, one with an older woman, Margaret and Ivan, and one with the more usual older man, Peter and Naomi; a filial and a quasi-filial pair, Peter and Ivan, and Ivan and Sylvia; and one age-matched couple, Peter and Sylvia. Across expected lines of sympathy and understanding, new groupings form, and each makes at least one unexpected gesture towards the good functioning of the whole. It is a rare parent in a Rooney novel who can be admired - the obvious example is Connell's mother in Normal People - and in general the generation above the protagonists is drunk, cold, distracted or all three. Good relationships have to be built from scratch.
Until Intermezzo, the titles of Rooney's books have functioned almost like search terms. Normality, conversation, friendship and the idea of a beautiful world are preoccupations, almost ideals. With the choice for this novel of the term 'intermezzo', differences come into view. An intermezzo in music is a light composition played between the acts of an opera, in dining it is a palate cleanser between courses, in chess it is an unexpected move. Thrust into the all-bets-are-off in-between time of mourning, the brothers begin romantic relationships that could be what they need to survive in a trying time, the relational equivalent of lemon sorbet and a pretty melody, or could indicate that they will no longer accept the world as it is, staying in-between for ever. Shadowing all this is the literal sense of intermezzo as something intermediate. At 32, Peter is approaching the middle of his life, and he can't much longer maintain that he is still becoming who he will be. (His father died at 65, and Peter could already be halfway through his own life.) At 36, Margaret, newly separated from a husband who is an alcoholic yet beloved of the rest of her family as she isn't, asks herself: 'what's the point in pretending my life makes any sense anyway?' At 22, Ivan feels his best chess-playing days could be over. 'It is better to feel hopeful and optimistic about one's life on earth while engaged in the never-ending struggle to pay rent,' he reasons, 'than to feel despondent and depressed while engaged in the same non-optional struggle anyway.' Love's energy might be needed at certain times in your life not so that you can foment revolution, but to get through the day.
Sally Rooney  is 33, a year older than Peter and Sylvia, three years younger than Margaret, and approaching the middle of her own life. With her fourth novel comes a more settled sense of the sort of writer she will be. Her gifts are clear: writing realistic dialogue and creating believable characters; narrative economy and instinctive pacing; capturing the way we live as it moves and changes; depicting emotion. She has a particularly deft sense of the writer's role in a political landscape of boycotts and statements and open letters: her actions, such as opting not to sell the Hebrew rights to her most recent books and writing a brief and unshowy op-ed in the Irish Times on President Biden's visit to Ireland in March, stand behind her commitments without making herself the event. She needn't do anything, and yet what she does is effective and thoughtful.
Rooney's reputation as a prodigy has the effect of drawing attention to the less successful elements in her books. The first of these is the leniency with which she treats her characters, and which often results in improbably happy endings. Normal People is an interesting case study because we have three versions of it: 'At the Clinic', the story in a 2016 issue of the White Review which marked Connell and Marianne's debut; the novel Normal People, which was published in 2018 and became a bestseller; and the TV series Rooney worked on with the playwrights Alice Birch and Mark O'Rowe, which first aired in 2020. One of the reasons the TV series bettered the novel, I think (Paul Mescal aside, come on), was that the ending was more realistic. In the final episode Marianne tells Connell, who is considering studying in New York, that they'll be all right. In the novel, she says she'll 'always be here'. There is some ambiguity in both versions, but on the page it seems likely that they'll stay together and on screen that they won't, crying together on the floor of Marianne's flat with the realisation that their childhoods are over. It's deeply pleasurable to read an intelligent novel that ends happily, but in Rooney's endings couplings persist beyond the probable for no real reason. It's not as if marriage is women's only escape any longer. I don't want to ruin Intermezzo for the readers who queued at midnight for a copy, but I don't think any of them will be upset by its ending.
The second weakness in her writing is the sentences. 'I don't think my prose is fantastic,' she told Patricia Lockwood in an interview two years ago - I felt this when I started taking notes on Intermezzo, but hadn't thought much about it before. As I lay in the sun reading galleys dog-eared by three colleagues before me, the point of a Sally Rooney novel had seemed to be the plot, the characters, the way we are all Marianne and Connell and Bobbi and Frances. The plain prose was an admission of modesty: Rooney didn't want to get in the way. When she did have things to say about the unfairness of the world, she would say them in the least intimidating way, and perhaps after an emotionally wrenching sex scene. Conversations with Friends was written in a minimal, first-person narration by Frances, which showed the influence of the American greats, particularly Salinger and Carver. Normal People was in an unshowy third person, alternately cleaving close to Marianne's and then to Connell's perspective, with complexity in the timeline rather than in the prose. Beautiful World, Where Are You began with a flat impersonal roving-eye narration which watched characters do things from the outside and then brought those characters' thoughts into the narrative with an email correspondence between the best friends at the novel's heart, Alice and Eileen. Rooney doesn't seem to have settled on a mode. (I think my favourite might be Conversations with Friends, a first-person narrative compelling in itself but with enough room to hear the voices of others, as we hear Bobbi's over instant messenger.)
In Intermezzo, Rooney tries something else, moulding a style for each of the brothers, who narrate the novel in alternate chapters (the thoughts of the women they love are heard in each chapter too). Ivan the chess prodigy dispatches one idea after another. His relationship with Margaret has made him think again about an argument he had with his brother about offering pregnant women seats on public transport: 'That makes her so important, he thought, just because she's going to have a baby? Isn't the wealthy global north overpopulated already? And how can feminists say they want equality, if what they really want is to be considered biologically more important than men?' Peter had called the argument fascist, and it does sound incel-like. Ivan's vocabulary isn't wide - he uses 'important' twice, and ready-made phrases such as 'global north' - but the thought is clearly expressed and its subsequent reversal is poignant: later in the novel, he notices in pregnant women the consequences of their desire, a 'particular weakness of women' for men which 'strikes him as beautiful, moving, worthy of deep respect and deference'. Over the course of the book Ivan rethinks his most callow ideas, and the prose style makes the intellectual revision he is undergoing clear. But his voice isn't as charming as Frances's.
For Peter, Rooney has chosen a style she hasn't used before: a Joycean internal monologue, full of snatches of poems and prose - which Rooney lists at the end of the novel - from Shakespeare, Hardy, Sontag and Yeats (Bobbi: 'No one who likes Yeats is capable of human intimacy'). In place of simple sentences, Rooney uses fragments, drops articles, inverts conventional word order and quotes snatches of the canon. It's not Ulysses, but it does have the virtue of expressing character. Peter's state of mind is wobbly, and he veers close to suicidal ideation several times. Here is one of the more successful passages, when he is thinking about his hard-won cultural knowledge:
Magnificence of classical statuary, yes. Late style of Henry James, sumptuous tactility of crepe de chine, Sarah Vaughan singing 'April in Paris'. What they would never understand. Mere privilege he thinks can't touch what he has so richly acquired. Beauty, culture: yes. Can't be bought. Reactionary, people call that now. Master's tools and the master's house, what would Bourdieu have to say. And perhaps it is just a delusion.

What comes through are Peter's inchoate, fast-moving thoughts and a sense that he's shoring himself up with things learned in Florence and Rome. It isn't gorgeous to read: the word 'yes' tacked to the end of sentences, the inversion of 'people call that reactionary' to no strong effect, the silent quotation of Audre Lorde like a catchphrase. You get used to the style, and it occasionally produces a euphonious sentence like 'Strands of her hair light and fine between his fingers he feels and remembers feeling.' But the rewards are few.
'My novels are not fundamentally about language,' Rooney said to Lockwood in that interview, 'they're about people and their lives.' When I noticed on a second reading that Peter isn't showing off by quoting Hardy's 'The Voice' but clinging to his relationship with Sylvia, who first read the poem to him 'lying naked with her chin in her hand' in a 'hot curtained hotel room overseas', I realised that all his quotations, from The Golden Bowl to Ulysses itself, reveal the way one mind is profoundly changed by contact with another. Peter's thoughts are in the shape of Sylvia's, and that is one reason he's finding it hard to let her go. 'Woman much missed' is the phrase Rooney uses, layering Hardy's regret about his first wife, Emma, with Peter's for Sylvia.
'I like to drink a glass of tap water and think my little thoughts,' Rooney told Lockwood. I like the image of the glass of tap water. It's just a detail from her life, as it is from all of our lives. I have one by me now. And I think the metaphorical glass of tap water reveals an important attitude in Rooney's work. It used to be that the only people afforded an emotional life, and given latitude to write novels about falling in love, were the leisured classes, people with money enough to be liberated from daily presence at the factory or on the farm. Rooney's novels stand for the notion that ordinary people should also be allowed the tumults and comforts of an emotional life, along with a sense that their existence is important because it is precious to the people they love. This, it seems to me, is one of the ideas underlying communism.
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Can an eyeball have lovers?
Michael Ledger-Lomas

3953 words'Yesterday night at fifteen minutes after eight my little Waldo ended his life.' He gave up 'his little innocent breath like a bird'. It is easy to dismiss Emerson as a faded sage, whose vaporous hymns to nature or self-reliance seem less vital than the radical provocations of his friends Whitman and Thoreau. Yet there is nothing sepia about the words he scratched into his journal after the death of his five-year-old son in January 1842. 'What he looked upon is better, what he looked not upon is insignificant.' 'Sorrow makes us all children again, destroys all differences of intellect. The wisest knows nothing.' Fifteen years later, when Waldo's remains were disinterred and moved to a new plot in Sleepy Hollow cemetery, Emerson opened the coffin and looked inside. He wrote and said nothing about what he saw there.
Eventually he found words for the weirdness as well as the pain of mourning. Two years after Waldo's death, Emerson wrote in the essay 'Experience' that grief was 'shallow'. It 'plays about the surface and never introduces me into the reality, for contact with which, we would even pay the costly price of sons and lovers'. In Waldo, he had 'lost a beautiful estate, - no more. I cannot get it nearer to me.' His fading agony was a frustration. He had lost his loss, which 'leaves no scar. It was caducous. I grieve that grief can teach me nothing, nor carry me one step into real nature.' Emerson wanted readers to stumble over the Latinism that punctuates this numbed passage. James Marcus tells us that it is a botanical term for the part of a plant that is easily shed as it develops. His zingy, empathetic portrait of Emerson grounds our understanding of his writing - perhaps even his wisdom - in his experience of loss. It often comes back to this essay's claim that grief 'will make us idealists'. We somehow construct the world that we experience; we see reality only through the 'distorting lenses' of our beliefs and moods. The mourner's memories, like the botanist's tags, can never quite fix the 'evanescence and lubricity of all objects'.
Marcus is just the latest of Emerson's devotees to complain that Americans have got him all wrong. As early as 1897, the radical John Jay Chapman presented him as a fellow iconoclast who had been miscast as an apologist for American selfishness, 'embalmed in amber by the very forces he braved'. The tendency of biographers to make their own Emersons means that some academics dislike the biographical criticism of his writings. They argue that to value them as the expression of an endearing personality ducks their strangeness and contradictions. This Emerson does come to resemble Marcus at times - a rueful, amused observer of America's forceful vulgarities, who reflects on the mental discipline required to save its democracy. Marcus skips bits of Emerson's life that bore or disappoint him. Yet his subject would have defended such whimsical presentism as the 'creative reading' without which no 'creative writing' is possible. He recommended the student to 'read history actively and not passively; to esteem his own life the text, and books the commentary'. Marcus offers a reading of Emerson's texts as a commentary on the emotional and political uncertainties of not just his life, but of ours.
'He draws his rents from rage and pain,' Emerson once wrote of 'the writer', but more narrowly of himself. Born in 1803, he was one of five brothers expected to emulate their father, who was the latest of many Emersons to serve as a Protestant minister in Boston. Mental illness, crises of faith and sudden death scuppered these hopes. Tuberculosis nearly did for Emerson, who had to interrupt his studies at Harvard Divinity School after his eyes became infected and surgeons pierced his corneas. After graduation, he went to Florida to convalesce on a diet of oranges, but the gothic frailties of his family continued to weigh on him. His beacon in adolescence was his aunt Mary, who liked to travel in her burial shroud (she wore out several of them before she died). Her religion was pietist and mystical, but Harvard drilled Emerson in his father's Unitarianism, a rising theological school that rejected belief in Christ's divinity as an unscriptural superstition - all the more important, therefore, to emulate his perfect humanity. This blend of scepticism and devotion caused Emerson's friend Thomas Carlyle to dismiss Unitarians as 'halfway house characters' who deserve the 'bat fate: to be killed among the rats as a bird, among the birds as a rat'.
Emerson nested comfortably among the bats at first. He became minister of Boston's historic Second Church and in 1829 married the poetic, frail Ellen Tucker, who joked that a blood spot could serve as her consumptive family's coat of arms. Her death from tuberculosis sixteen months into the marriage sank Emerson's clerical career and began his writing life. His grief was as macabre as it was protracted: a year or so after her death, he had her coffin dug up so that he could see her face. But it also led him to the idealist rejection of Anglo-American empiricism; his position soon became known (derisively) as transcendentalism. Marcus, who skates over the detail of Emerson's vast reading, notes that he knew all about Kant and Coleridge, transcendentalism's lodestars. Yet he argues that it was Ellen's death that brought home to him the 'occult relation' between the mind and nature, by disrupting it. Someone who has 'just lost by death a dear friend' feels 'a kind of contempt of the landscape', Emerson noted in his first book, Nature (1836). He had written it after a restorative trip to Europe. The taxonomies of molluscs and dead birds he saw in the Museum of Natural History in Paris deepened his sense of the 'radical correspondence between visible things and human thoughts'.
Before heading to Europe, Emerson had left his church after a disagreement about his refusal to celebrate the Lord's Supper. The Eucharist was already a diminished rite in Unitarian churches, where it involved politely commemorating Christ rather than consuming his body. Marcus suggests that Ellen's death had turned him not just against 'particular forms' in religion, but against pledging faith in any one person. The sermon in which he announced his rebellion protested that the 'noxious exaggeration about the person of Jesus' was unnecessary because 'the soul knows no persons' and 'invites every man to expand to the full circle of the universe'. Emerson later coined a metaphor to explain this cosmic self-emptying, which his brush with sight loss made all the more resonant: in Nature, he described the way the solitary walker becomes a 'transparent eyeball', pervaded by the landscape it perceived. In such fugitive raptures, an individual's experience is no longer personal to them, but universal - it reveals the way all minds are configured to grasp reality. At a stroke, Emerson abolished the need for mediatory religion. God became just a fancy word for this homology between self and world.
When he unveiled these heresies in an address at Harvard Divinity School, he kicked up a mild furore. Unitarians denounced him, invitations to deliver sermons dried up and he gradually subsided from a reverend to a mister. That left him needing a new pulpit in which he could 'convert life into truth' and make a living. He found it in the lyceums - lecture halls that were becoming hugely popular in New England. Their nominal aim was instruction, but as with podcasts today they usefully filled the dead air of modern life. Their committees initially asked local worthies to speak for free, but soon tempted speakers with honorariums. Emerson topped their star system. Over the next half century, he delivered around fifteen hundred lectures, on itineraries he planned himself. For months at a time he rode the railways, traversed frozen rivers on foot and holed up in grim hotels. He crossed the Mississippi, the Appalachians and the Atlantic, by steamer to Liverpool. Lancashire became the heartland of his celebrity.
Lyceums dictated not just Emerson's topics - 'History', 'Self-Reliance', 'Politics' - but the way he tackled them. Lectures are performances unified less by argument than by the charisma of the speaker. Many of those who heard Emerson retained a memory of his baritone or the squeak of his boots rather than his thesis. With no gift for speaking extempore, he manufactured lectures from his journals - a record of his reading and experiences that he had started in adolescence. By 1839 he had already filled a hundred notebooks. By producing a master index to his journals, which was already four hundred pages long by 1847, he could mine his corpus, assembling passages in response to a title prompt. He altered as he shuffled, sometimes on the podium itself, cutting out linking clauses for a mysterious swing. Even more condensation and juxtaposition turned his lectures into essays. The aim was to make every sentence a saying, an 'infinitely repellent particle'. Marcus tactfully calls the result 'tough sledding'. When I read through the first and second series of Essays (1841, 1844), I found myself putting them down between paragraphs, then within paragraphs. Rebarbative words sent me to the dictionary. Maxims led nowhere or twisted back on themselves, like the stairs in the Piranesi engravings that Emerson hung in his study.
He could write fluently when he felt like it. English Traits (1856) turned the observations of a lecture tour into a saturnine panorama of an artificial island, a sooty garden crammed with the loot of empire. It was because he valued 'provocation' over 'instruction' that he made the essays almost unreadable. He wanted to sting his readers into self-reliance - into realising that the truth was in themselves, not books. A 'nation of men will for the first time exist' when 'each believes himself inspired by the Divine Soul which also inspires all men,' Emerson said in an 1837 commencement address at Harvard College. This address later became known as a point of origin for American letters, a democratic revolt against European high culture that soon bore the portentous title 'The American Scholar'. Yet Emerson encountered the superstitious craving for authority in Europe too. It was especially embarrassing when he was asked to be Moses: as he boarded ship to return to Boston in 1848, Arthur Hugh Clough wailed for help in escaping the spiritual desert into which Carlyle had led them. He deflected Clough with a joke, placing his hands on him and ordaining him 'bishop of all England'.
The convolutions of Emerson's prose - not to mention his riddling poems - replicate the darting transitions of his thought. 'Nominalist and Realist', an essay from the second series, lists the 'wild absurdities' that result from the 'monstrous' marriage between a mind and the intractable stuff on which it works. 'Speech is better than silence; silence is better than speech; - All things are in contact; every atom has a sphere of repulsion; - Things are, and are not, at the same time, and the like.' There was no getting away from 'this old Two Face, creator-creature, mind-matter, right-wrong, of which every proposition may be affirmed or denied'. These stuttered antinomies capture his ping-pong between a bodiless idealism and a wry admission that nature 'will not be Buddhist' and 'rushes into persons'. The gratuitousness of nature and the stubbornness of other people are no bad thing. They get us out of our heads; they stop us from classifying the world to death. In the justly celebrated essay 'Circles' from the first series, Emerson described the consumption of 'opium and alcohol' as the unhealthy expression of a healthy desire 'to be surprised out of our propriety, to lose our sempiternal memory, and to do something without knowing how or why' and so to let in what is new. Evoking the mind's awareness of its own fallibility in the manner of his hero, Michel de Montaigne, he claimed that 'I simply experiment' as 'an endless seeker'.
This scepticism means we should discount Emerson's tendency to present himself as merely a euphoric stenographer of the natural world. His rhapsodies almost persuaded Carlyle to flee London, the 'accursed lazar house of quacks and blockheads and sin and misery' for 'the backwoods, with a rifle in my hand, God's sky over my head'. Yet he resembled most North Americans in being a firmly suburban man who visited the wilderness only when it was handy to do so. Concord, where he settled in a house on the turnpike road to Cambridge, was an industrial village that soon got a railway line to Boston. He tempted Carlyle to come and see the woodland he bought on Walden Pond by noting it was only two weeks from Cheyne Row by steamer and train. (Like many who hate London, Carlyle was reluctant to leave it and didn't go.)
Emerson knew that you can't flee to the wilderness, because it is a human creation. The backwoods had grown only after his ancestors had cut down the old growth forest and largely eradicated its Indigenous inhabitants. People hew nature not just with axes, but with language. 'The world is a Dancer; it is a Rosary; it is a Torrent; it is a Boat; a Mist: a Spider's Snare; it is what you will,' he wrote in his journal. 'Swifter than light the World converts itself into that thing you name and all things find their right place under this new and capricious classification.' When writers set out to report on nature, it was vital that they recognised the history and politics baked into the words they used. One reason for Americans to do so with particular care was that they lived in a society that extenuated slavery by claiming it was natural.
The way  an impersonal mind relates to other people was an even thornier problem than its relation to nature. Can a transparent eyeball have lovers, or even friends? Emerson joked in 'Experience' that we should treat men and women 'as if they were real: perhaps they are.' But it would be wrong to call him emotionally stunted. In 1835, he remarried and set up home with Lydia Jackson in Concord. They had three children and he became a keen if inept grower of apples and pears (horticulturalists took his garden as a case study in how not to do it). This clubbable, carnivorous man chided Thoreau for his indifference to social and bodily pleasures. After his death in 1882, Emerson's funeral eulogy disingenuously ascribed to 'one of his friends' the quip that you could no more grasp Thoreau's arm than 'the arm of an elm tree'. Yet Emerson's acquaintances said the same of him. Jane Welsh Carlyle said he had no nature, just 'a sort of theoretic geniality'. Her husband found him to be 'elevated but without breadth, as a willow is, as a reed is'. When John Ruskin met him, he was sorry to find that he was 'only a sort of cobweb over Carlyle'.
The gulf between Emerson and other people began at home. Lydia sometimes teased but just as often cosseted his transcendental solipsism. She agreed to rename herself Lidian, which he thought sounded better, and to name their first daughter after his dead wife. Emerson's nickname for her was 'Asia' - a loving way of saying he couldn't be bothered to plumb her mysteries. Lidian was soon taking to her bed for long periods, while Emerson made remarks in his journal about the futility of marriages that had run their course. He was tempted by Fourierist dreams of replacing monogamy with a web of frictionless couplings, but much preferred talking about sex to doing it. He imagined intercourse with Margaret Fuller and the other alluring women he met in Concord taking place without the 'help of organs'. They tired of his indecision and married other people.
Only Carlyle, 'infinitely solitary' in London, understood such loneliness. But he went sour in isolation and told Emerson that writers should enter society solely to attack 'the Vile Pythons of this Mud World' with 'sun arrows' and 'red hot pokers'. Although the two men drifted apart over Carlyle's racism and 'musket worship', later 19th-century readers often detected in Emerson the same contempt for democratic banalities. He could sound Carlylean at times, describing institutions as the 'lengthened shadows' of great men or 'enormous populations' as 'hills of ants, or of fleas - the more, the worse'. 'Scholars' - his word for intellectuals - cheapened themselves by trying to sway democracies. Emerson's first venture into politics merely depressed him. In 1838, he wrote a public letter to President Van Buren, warning him against the violent eviction of the Cherokee nation from their lands. Yet the very text conceded its pointlessness: he confessed that his neighbours thought it a 'burlesque' plan to ask a Democratic president not to steal or kill.
Our flag emoji politics would have dismayed Emerson. For 'intellectual persons' to employ catchphrases or join campaigns meant 'leaving your work' - betraying yourself by taking 'ideas from others'. This was why in 1840 he rejected George Ripley's invitation to join his phalanstery at Brook Farm. It wasn't just that he doubted the feasibility of socialism: even trying it was the coward's way out. His stuffy house had become a 'prison', but Brook Farm would just be a 'prison a little larger' and 'I wish to break all prisons.' To flinch from herd thinking was no self-indulgence because, he wrote in an essay of 1838, the 'spontaneous teaching of the cultivated soul, in its secret experience and meditation' could be more powerful than armies. Since all minds are in the end the same, Emerson's powerful souls could learn from the great people of the past. Carlyle worshipped heroes because they delivered us from debased parliamentarianism. Emerson's Representative Men (1850) found a different use for Napoleon or Goethe: as the 'collyrium' (eye medicine: corneas were never far from his mind) that enabled us to see 'new possibilities' for democracy.
The question of how intellectuals should respond to the South's efforts to entrench and expand slavery throughout the US has always seemed a decisive test of the practical bearing of this solitary politics. Was self-reliance just a cover for dreamy quietism? The belated publication of Emerson's anti-slavery writings in 2002 established that he took an honourable part in abolitionism. The remark on 'leaving your work', delivered to a packed New York Tabernacle in 1854, was a rhetorical feint, suggesting that the Fugitive Slave Act must be truly monstrous if he had needed to quit the woods to denounce it. Marcus makes clear however that Emerson was slower to move on abolitionism than Lidian or many Unitarian ministers. He was incurious about his family's past entanglement with slavery. Although he celebrated Concord's militiamen for firing the 'shot heard around the world' that started the War of Independence, his grandmother Phebe remembered that day differently. She had fainted when a Black man burst, axe in hand, into her bedroom: it was Frank, their loyal slave, warning her that the redcoats were on the way.
Perhaps it was not just a distaste for activists but what he described to an acquaintance as his 'mild natural colourphobia' that explained why he didn't speak against slavery till the mid-1840s. His universalism sat oddly with a growing faith in 'blood' as an explanation for the fate of peoples. The Anglo-Saxon origins of the English explained their greatness. Freedom coursed only through Teutonic veins. It was not primarily the human toll of slavery that offended Emerson but the fact it was offensive to the 'genius of the Saxon race'. Although many transatlantic abolitionists harboured dismissive attitudes towards Blacks, it is startling that Emerson's reflections on slavery began with genocidal musings: he confided to his journal that 'so inferior a race' as the African 'must perish shortly like the poor Indians'. His insistence that Africans would be 'exterminated' if 'feeble', but saved if they could make themselves 'an indispensable element of a new and coming civilisation', was a twisted expression of self-reliance. But it did lead him to see slave revolts as more important in ending slavery than the speechifying of philanthropists. He quipped that the British had emancipated slaves in their empire because, 'like other robbers, they could not sleep in security.'
Violence worked. The Emersons became extremists who were prepared to see the end of the Union before the moral contamination of New England. They abhorred the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act, which criminalised Northerners who refused to assist in returning escaped slaves. On 4 July 1855, Lidian decorated their fence posts in black crepe in protest. Emerson revered the puritan guerrilla John Brown and approved of his saying that he would rather 'a generation' died a 'violent death' than see the Declaration of Independence or the Golden Rule of moral reciprocity violated. Shortly after the outbreak of war in 1861 and following early reverses for the Northern states, Emerson wrote to the parents of a dead colonel that 'one whole generation might well consent to perish, if by their fall, political liberty and clean and just life could be made sure to the generations that follow.' At the unveiling of Concord's monument to its dead, he said that war had unveiled the 'secret architecture of things'. Death, once more, makes us idealists.
Emerson's embrace of a libertarian nationalism finally established him as a great American. Yet it also marked the beginning of his strange defeat. There was still much to do and Marcus dutifully reports on it. He became a grandfather. In 1871, his son's wealthy father-in-law took him to California, where he named a giant sequoia after Samoset, the first Native American to encounter the Puritan colonists of New England. After a fire damaged his home, Emerson visited Egypt to recuperate. No book of 'Egyptian Traits' followed, because Alzheimer's had begun to rob him of memories, then words. By the early 1870s, he could barely speak to the admirers who flocked to Concord. He became a brand all the same. It helped that during the 1850s Emerson's writing had moved on from high-wire transcendentalism. The Conduct of Life (1860), his last and most popular volume of essays, was soft on the merchant princes of Boston and laboured the virtues of duty and self-improvement. Publishers began to issue collections of his sayings, encouraging a view of self-reliance as a life-hack fitting people to the exigencies of the market rather than a rebel call. Long before his death in 1882, the embalming of Emerson had begun.
Marcus likes popping up in his own text. When he does so, it is often to report signs that the US did not develop as Emerson might have wanted. Unitarianism is a spent force, but so is transcendentalism. Instead, megachurch pastors deliver their lucrative spiels on TV. Global warming means that Walden Pond is snow-free in December. Sleepy Hollow has a parking lot and resounds to the slamming of SUV doors. Yet Emerson found few truths more vivifying than the reflection that 'the results of life are uncalculated and uncalculable.' The only certainty was 'transition'; 'the coming only is sacred.' Marcus's anxieties over the future of American culture cause him to present Emerson as more invested in the US than he was. He never expected his voice to prevail in 'this our talking America'. But just as he devoured books of every time and place, so he hoped to spring minds anywhere and everywhere from their prisons. Books must not be 'sepulchres', he once told his journal, but 'gardens and nurseries' of new language.
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On Camille Ralphs
Ange Mlinko

1667 wordsIn the Met Cloisters  in Manhattan, in a gallery of illuminated manuscripts, are Gothic reliefs of boxwood and bone, some so tiny that magnifying lenses must have been used to carve them. One such boxwood carving, c.1500, is shaped like the letter P. It opens on a hinge, like a locket, and the image inside shows the life of the apostle Philip in six tondos. Apparently it was a talisman of Philip the Handsome (1478-1506), ruler of the Burgundian Netherlands. The identification between the duke and his holy namesake was guaranteed by the magic of a single letter bridging heaven and earth, for which the artist provided ornamental flourishes signifying the glory of creation.
Both the scriptorium and the artisan's workshop answered to a belief in vocation, from the Latin for 'calling'. Some poets still take it literally. 'There is a language green and aeon-deep; Edened,' Camille Ralphs writes in After You Were, I Am (Faber, PS12.99). She wants to take us from 'Genesis to English', plumbing the 'damb grammars of creation', 'those dreams of earth fluoressing/from some primal noun'. The book forms a triptych. 'Book of Common Prayers' is a reimagining of eighteen sacred texts and prayers from diverse sources: the Bible and the Rig Veda, St Francis of Assisi and George Herbert. 'Malkin: An Ellegy in 14 Spels' conjures the voices of the victims of the Pendle witch trials. 'My Word: From the Spiritual Diary of Dr Dee' draws from the writings of the occultist and astrologer to Elizabeth I, who addresses his thoughts to an uncommon lover: 'In the beginning was you, Word. I new it.'
Like Philip the Handsome, John Dee identified with his biblical counterpart. 'I am John,' he says, the John who began his gospel: 'In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.' This poetic sequence arose from Ralphs's 'mad' idea to translate the 'Claves Angelicae', the prayers that Dee and his scryer Edward Kelley wrote in 'Enochian', a so-called angelic language, into English.
For Ralphs, English is the language of the angels. She walks it back to the Tudor era ('when [it] was finally settling down a bit'), engaging its odd spellings and anachronisms; she walks it forwards, translating old invocations into modern utterances. Her prayers are accessible, exhilarating and funny. 'After George Herbert', which opens the collection, takes the poet/priest's 'Come, My Way' - a model of simplicity and sweetness - and updates it:
Come, my Motorway, my Equals Sign, my Higher Race,
such a Motorway as wheels with stars,
such an Equals Sign as time plus space,
such a Higher Race as cable cars.

The old tradition of imitatio depended on transparency, not plagiarism; homage, not parody. Herbert's 'way' becomes Ralphs's madcap 'motorway', the punning 'higher race' both the seraphim and orbiting celestial bodies; the 'cable cars' both vehicles whisked through the air and the messages sent through occult cablegram. Giddy and short as it is (only three quatrains) the language delivers on the promise of poetry - real exaltation - before we even turn a page.
Another simple prayer, by Mechthild of Magdeburg ('O burning mountain, O chosen sun,/O perfect moon'), is transformed into:
O gush of bushfire, O quintuple denim sea, sun pressing like a button on us all,
O moon mirabilis, unmirrorable mirrorball, O, you, most bottomless of wholes

Here alliteration - that scourge of children's verse - is returned to its original incantatory purpose: the anagrammatic 'mirabilis/unmirrorable/mirrorball' enacts the mirror as it utters it. And then the pun on 'bottomless hole' conjures the Metaphysicals, who loved the verbal gymnastics that made planispheres collapse and compasses grow to cosmic heights. Similarly, in her detournement of Ecclesiastes, Ralphs evokes reading glasses as defamiliarised vanitas: 'a time to wonder if the thing behind your eyes is what you see with, or the thing in front of them'. There is also 'a time to look a lobster in the long, stemmed eyes then choose it, this one, to be boiled alive and a time to rhyme "humanity" with "manatee"'. (The rising temperature of the manatees' waters connects them to the lobsters and, via the rhyme, to us.)
'Book of Common Prayers' is the impish sequence; the next two will guide us through the demonic and the angelic modes. Notes are provided. The danger with a notes section as engrossing as Ralphs's is that it might upstage the poetry. The historical sketches of the characters in the Pendle witch trials, the synopses of Dee's travels in Poland and Bohemia, correspond to and flesh out the soliloquies - soliloquies that make use of nonce spellings and anachronistic grammar. 'Spelling' and 'grammar' of course retain their double meanings: to spell a word and to cast a spell; a grammar book and a glamour book. Ralphs even has a separate 'Note on Spelling' in which she outlines the advantages of unorthodoxy: 'semantic bridging', 'visual onomatopoeia', 'intensification' and 'shock'. While defamiliarising, it also individuates the speakers, draws us into their world, their eeriness: 'Every word for world is singular yet pleural.' It makes for a series of linguistic charms and seizures, knots of language that raise the hairs on your neck, as in the scene where Dee arrives at the castle of Rudolf II in Prague and is shown a 'wunder-kabinet -/nouns piled/like Latine paradimes or debt,/as plurall as the dead':
or an abbacus of all
that fluttred, swam, crawld,
untill the nows came home:
immemoreal coral
from nacreous achres of sea;
dead laurels;
currensies

Nuclear fusions, as that between 'immemorial' and 'real' and perhaps 'marmoreal', release packets of verbal energy. A spelling like 'currensies' rouses us from habituation and makes us more receptive to dream associations - the 'currents' in the 'seas', for instance, and their link with money.
Ralphs's treatment of English as material evidence of history - not excluding its weirdness, its terrors - is easily traced to the influence of Geoffrey Hill (whom she quotes, in an epigraph, on the mightiness of the OED). But I was also reminded of James Merrill, who devoted decades to writing The Changing Light at Sandover (1982), an epic poem that used the Ouija board to commune with the dead, with gods, archangels and a peacock. (He so idolised the alphabet as cosmic manifold that he wrote the first section of his epic as an abecedarian.) 'All is translation,' he wrote. 'My characters, this motley alphabet.' In Ralphs's wordplay, I heard the puns and figura etymologica that Merrill revelled in: 'Among us devvils, no/infinitiv intails the infinite.' The repeated Vs manifest the cloven.
After You Were, I Am was at least a decade in the making, and the strength of the poetry is a measure of the crisis it confronts. Given complete freedom, a tabula rasa, how does a poet begin? And even more urgently: from whom or from what does a poet derive their authority? It takes an unusually serious person to ask such questions nowadays. The rules are up for grabs; in fact, no special authority is needed. The favoured word is 'permission', and we all de facto have it. Ralphs turned to Auden, who sketched his ideal 'daydream College for Bards' in an essay collected in The Dyer's Hand (1962). There were five directives, including learning 'at least one ancient language, probably Greek or Hebrew, and two modern languages'; 'thousands of lines of poetry in these languages would be learned by heart.'
Daydream College for Bards is the title of a collection Ralphs published with Guillemot Press last year, bringing together experiments with imitation and translation that follow Auden's instructions. Anyone acquainted with the canonical anthologies of English poetry knows that the modern tradition - beginning with Chaucer and Wyatt, and resubscribed by Pound and Eliot - was forged almost entirely from translation of one sort or another; nearly every form we have is a borrowed form. One may or may not know that Milton translated his poems into Latin and back again, or that the first nine poems in Robert Frost's first book correspond to the first nine cantos of Tennyson's In Memoriam. Rather than consolidate such knowledge and put it into practice, our institutionalised creative writing programmes seem to have buried it as radioactive waste. Mnemosyne wept.
But while the exercises of Daydream College for Bards surely contributed to Ralphs's fluency, something else must account for the power behind her words. After You Were, I Am builds towards it step by step as the triptych unfolds: first the stylish translations and imitations of canonical prayers, with their inflections of humour and modern living; next the closet drama of the Pendle witch trials, with Ralphs's empathetic ventriloquism of these isolated, beleaguered souls in agony; and finally the fully imagined monologues of Dee, a figure who is neither victim nor moral exemplar as he navigates the treacherous worlds of Tudor England and the Holy Roman Empire, addressing his constant companion, the holy 'Word'. Ralphs's talent for subsuming her ego in her subjects may have something to do with her Catholic upbringing, her theological studies or pure instinct. Whichever it is, it gives her a gravitas few think to look for anymore.
Last spring, flicking through a glossy trade magazine for MFA programmes, I came across an interview with a recent winner of the Yale Younger Poets Prize who proclaimed that 'as a process, writing is like pooping.' What prestige or authority can this once venerable prize, and its publishing arm, retain in the face of sheer buffoonery? I do know that many of us would welcome instead the wit of Mandelstam, who wrote: 'They say the cause of revolution is hunger in the interplanetary spaces. One has to sow wheat in the ether.' Mandelstam also had this to say, which Ralphs has fully absorbed: 'What is true of a single poet is true of all. There's no point forming schools of any kind. There's no point inventing one's own poetics.'




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n18/ange-mlinko/on-camille-ralphs



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Impossibly, a Peacock
Thomas Jones

3814 words[image: ]'Operai che pranzano (I bevitori)' by Federico Starnone (1953), by permission of the Comune of Positano. Photo (c) Vito Fusco.




It's  an uncompromising way to start a novel: 'When my father told me that he'd hit my mother only once in their 23 years of marriage, I didn't even reply.' But the narrator is replying now, in the more than four hundred pages that follow. The father's name is Federico, or Federi. The cover of the book shows a detail from an oil painting by Federico Starnone, Operai che pranzano/I bevitori ('Workmen at Lunch/The Drinkers'), made in 1953. The mother's name is Rosa, or Rusine. The novel is dedicated to her. The narrator is called Mimi, short for Domenico, and like the author he was born in Naples in 1943. So the book is autobiographical, and wears its autobiographical elements (literally) on its sleeve, but it is also self-consciously a work of fiction, because the narrator - and no doubt the author, too, though it makes things simpler to do both him and his book the courtesy of maintaining the fiction that it's fiction - has learned from his father's negative example the dangers of insisting on the truth of the stories that people make up about themselves when they try to recall their past. It's important, too, not to change the names, since his father 'changed the names as he wished' when railing against whoever he thought had most recently done him wrong.
Federico Starnone died in 1998. Via Gemito was published in 2000 and won the Strega Prize the following year. Oonagh Stransky's English translation appeared in 2023 and was longlisted for this year's International Booker Prize. The novel may remind English readers, in different ways, of Karl Ove Knausgaard's My Struggle (the relationship with the domineering father, the unchanged names, the treatment of time, the reflections on memory, art and writing) or Elena Ferrante's My Brilliant Friend (the postwar childhood in Naples, the treatment of time, the reflections on memory, art and writing), though it precedes both those series by a decade. Starnone is married to the writer and translator Anita Raja; they have both, jointly and severally, been fingered as the author of Ferrante's novels. When Jhumpa Lahiri translated Starnone's novel Lacci as Ties in 2017, the New York Times reviewer described it as 'in some ways a sequel' to Ferrante's Days of Abandonment, 'in other ways an interlocking puzzle piece' - though what other kind of puzzle piece is there? - 'or another voice in a larger conversation'. But novels don't have to have been written by the same person, or by people who are married to each other, to be in conversation with one another. That happens anyway, in readers' heads.
The desire, and ability, to recreate the world around them in accordance with their will is a trait that narcissists, tyrants and artists have in common, and the narrator's father in Via Gemito is all three. He works for the railways and paints in his spare time, longing for the life of a professional artist and inveighing against all the people he feels have thwarted him: other artists (both living and dead), critics, his colleagues, his bosses, his neighbours, the world at large, his wife's family and above all Rusine herself. He never seems to notice how well he has managed to get on as a painter despite the forces allegedly ranged against him. And he never seems to notice the suffering that his wife and children endure, apparently for the sake of his art.
But for all his insistence on the causal connection between his struggles as an artist and the abuse he inflicts on his family, they don't really have anything to do with one another. His paintings would be no better or worse if he'd been a more considerate husband and father; and, conversely, even if he'd never put brush to canvas, he'd still have terrorised his wife and children. He is a talented painter; he is also a domestic monster. These two facts are irreconcilable, but only in the way that having, say, a broad forehead and full lips (as Federico does) are irreconcilable: they are two distinct yet inseparable facets of the same person. The narrator doesn't attempt to reconcile them: he tries, rather, to describe his father in all his messy, contradictory, violent, creative, destructive, attractive, repellent vitality - a portrait of the artist as a bad dad.
And for all his complaining about his job and his family getting in the way of his art, it's more the other way round: Federico is painting all the time that he's complaining he doesn't get to paint. He complains that he doesn't have a proper place to paint, but when he converts the flat on Via Gemito into his studio, his family might more reasonably complain that they don't have a proper place to live. His children and mother-in-law have to sleep among the unfinished canvases and the fumes of paint and turpentine. And he gives no thought to what Rusine might have given up by becoming his wife - with five children and countless miscarriages - even before we get to his fatally dismissing the symptoms of her undiagnosed liver disease. When she interrupts her husband's painting to tell him she feels a heavy pain in her abdomen, he tells her she's fine and should stop bothering him. 'At those words Rusine really felt better and returned to the kitchen.'
The English title, The House on Via Gemito, is a little misleading, since the casa in question isn't a house but a two-room apartment in a large block of flats. There is a big kitchen, and a modern bathroom with a flushing toilet, which fascinates five-year-old Mimi and his younger brother. When the third brother is born, the two older boys, woken by the noise, are frightened at the sight of the bloody sheets the midwife is carrying, but she reassures them that everything's all right, the stork has delivered their baby brother but then changed its mind and tried to take the baby back, so their father killed the stork and flushed it down the toilet - the truth, surely, would have been less disturbing.
The flat belongs to the Italian railway. The family used to share an overcrowded and bombed-out apartment with Rusine's many relatives, all of whom Federico loathes with a passion. Desperate to move out, he goes whenever he has a spare moment to the railway housing office to see if any workers' flats have become available. The housing officer must have something against him, because he always gets the same answer: no, sorry. But one day, while Federico's in there, someone comes in with the keys to an apartment that's just been vacated on Via Gemito. Federico grabs the keys and runs for it. It's a wonderful story, and for a moment it appears to show the narrator's father in a straightforwardly heroic light - but then Mimi mentions his nagging worry that the railway officials could come at any moment and take their house away from them, and the light changes.
The novel has multiple time schemes: the narrator's present, following his father's death; a series of key moments from his childhood, which structure the three parts of the novel; and episodes from his father's life, which appear to range - or trample - freely over everything else, and provide much of the novel's narrative momentum. At one level, all that happens in part one ('The Peacock') is that Mimi, aged five, is sent to the bedroom in the apartment on Via Gemito to fetch the cigarettes from his father's jacket pocket while his parents squabble in the kitchen. The corridor is haunted by the ghosts of the dead - an aunt who died young but also the legions of imagined adversaries the small boys have killed in their games - and to walk its length alone in the dark is to run a gauntlet of fear. When at last Mimi gets to his parents' room, he finds there, impossibly, a peacock. It's unclear if the bird is real, a picture, a trick of the light, or a product of the boy's imagination, like the ghosts, though (also like the ghosts) it's certainly real to Mimi. From a certain point of view, the peacock is his father: preening, menacing, competitive, prodigious, unforgettable. But when Federico, impatient for his cigarettes, comes to fetch them himself, he does not, or cannot, see the peacock.
For most of the two hundred pages of part two, 'The Boy Pouring Water', the narrator, aged ten, is posing as an artist's model for one of the figures in his father's masterpiece, I bevitori, an enormous canvas - though not literally a canvas, since it's painted on one of Rusine's best bedsheets - showing four workmen on a building site pausing for their midday meal. Federico says it's a homage to (or reinterpretation of) Manet's Dejeuner sur l'herbe, transposed from a bourgeois to a proletarian setting. Velazquez's Triumph of Bacchus (or Los borrachos) is another antecedent. The influence of Cezanne - once reviled by Federico, later embraced - is perhaps visible in it too. But the narrator, and the novel, are more interested in the painter's human models: the uncle who posed for the figure sitting on a crate on the left of the picture, sleeves rolled up, glass in hand, mastiff beside him, both man and dog looking out at the viewer; Luigi, an itinerant fruit and vegetable seller, shown sitting shirtless on the ground in the middle of the image, his back to the viewer as he holds out a glass to be filled by the boy pouring water from a heavy demijohn. Federico complains endlessly about how hopeless the men are, unable to sit still, and Mimi is determined to do better than them, not to let his father down, despite the discomfort of the pose his father puts him in, the pain it causes in his knee.
While Federico is painting Mimi, he tells stories from his own childhood, remembering - or claiming to remember - how, at eighteen months, he ran away from his mother down to the stream to play in the mud and mould shapes from the clay: 'For hours he experiences the power of forgetting one world to build another.' Eventually he realises that everyone's out looking for him - his mother calling 'F-d-ri, F-d-ri', the neighbours calling 'Fdriii, Fdriii' - and he runs home to hide behind the wardrobe door. He hears his mother coming down the corridor, one heel tapping on the floor, the other not. She beats him with the heel of the shoe she holds in her hand. He wets himself. They are living in Calabria, where his father, recently demobbed (it's 1920), has been sent to work for the railways. The child is sent back to Naples to live with his maternal grandmother, who calls him Fdricchie, lets him draw on the doors and walls, and reassures him that his mother hitting him round the head with her shoe only made him more intelligent. When his wife hears him telling this tale to their son, she suggests instead, with a laugh, that his mother broke his brain with her shoe and made him crazy.
Posing for his father, listening to his father's stories about his childhood struggles with his own father, the narrator tries to remember equivalent episodes of conflict or struggle from his own childhood, and can't think of any. But he's living through one now. There's another kind of role reversal going on, too, as Domenico, telling the story, is now the artist, using his father as the model for the character called 'Federico'. And it's notable that, in keeping with his method in the novel, the narrator uses the models' names for the figures in the painting, resisting his father's attempt to fictionalise the world around them.
As Mimi is trying to keep still, trying to ignore the pain in his knee, a strange thing happens: he becomes able to imagine himself in the scene that his father is painting, and sees that Federico has miscalculated. Luigi, holding out his glass for the boy pouring the water, is too far away. Look at the painting on the cover after reading this, and you see that he's right: either Luigi's arm is much too long, or the water jet in the painting is impossible; the representation of horizontal distance, the boy higher up the canvas than the man, is figured as vertical distance. It's an optical illusion, like an Escher drawing, the water pouring down from far away, somehow, in its short drop, crossing the expanse of the cloth, the bread, the plate of tomatoes - an effect made possible only by the collapsing of three dimensions into two. But you wouldn't notice it (I didn't) if Starnone hadn't pointed it out from the narrator's perspective as the model imagining himself inside the painting, two dimensions expanding into three. And, perhaps strangest of all, noticing it doesn't spoil the painting, or burst the illusion; from a compositional point of view, it's arguably better as it is. There's a difference, in other words, between successful (coherent, cohesive) art and realistic representation of reality, between aesthetic and mimetic truth. It could be argued that there are similar distortions in the novel, though of time rather than space. It could also be argued that privileging aesthetic over mimetic truth is a mistake: Rusine, appraising the finished painting, says it's beautiful, but 'there's just this arm of Luigi's, it's too long.'
As the narrator wanders the streets of Naples after his father's death, the urge comes and goes to seek out evidence to test his father's stories, though whether to confirm their truth or expose their lies is unclear, even to him. In any case, he keeps putting off a visit to the town hall in Positano to see the canvas of I bevitori, though he does eventually go to the council offices in Naples, where he is taken on a dispiriting tour in search of two of his father's pictures: dispiriting for him, at least; for the reader, it's a tour de force of bureaucratic comedy. His father's stories, too, often turn to bureaucratic tragicomedy, as he has run-ins with a variety of authority figures or perceived rivals at the railway (bosses, colleagues, union officials, mafiosi), at painting competitions, and at the communist papers L'Unita and La Voce del Mezzogiorno, where he works for a while as an illustrator and cartoonist.
Federico's politics are all over the place, his convictions held with great fervour but never for long. He claims to have joined the Communist Party as early as August 1944, but his son wonders how to square that with some of his other claims, and other stories, like the one about how he was called a 'fascist' by a trade union official when he was working at the railway station ticket office. He was a fascist in his youth, and proudly describes the time he beat up a shoeshine boy who insulted him and his brother. He claims (also proudly) to have fought on the Russian front, though the timing doesn't quite work for that either, because wasn't he in France then? He is scornful of the Allies' claims to be 'liberating' Naples and points to the time American planes blew up a train full of Italian children; his reaction to the arrival of Black GIs is overtly racist. But then he gets a job painting the scenery (and interpreting, and pretty much everything else, so he says) at the Teatro Bellini, which has been requisitioned by the British, who pay him handsomely, and his attitude to the Allies grows considerably warmer. He's contemptuous of his colleagues who pretend to have been partisans, a form of dissembling he never stooped to, even if it might have helped his artistic career. But when was it, exactly, that he joined the Communist Party, if he ever really did? (Starnone's own politics have been more consistently left-wing: his first book, Ex cattedra e altre storie di scuola, based on his work as a secondary school teacher, was published in 1987 by Il Manifesto, where he edited the culture pages.)
Returning to Naples as an adult and walking around looking for the places that had been important to Federico, the narrator realises that he and his father had never walked around the city together. 'There was no place in the city of which I could have said: we stopped here and said this and that.' He often went out with his mother, and walking down Via Santa Teresa degli Scalzi now, many years after her death, he's aware of her silent presence; but he can't think of his father without hearing his voice. Federico's voice dominates the novel in every sense, drowning out the voices of others, above all the narrator's mother.
'I could see everything with my own eyes,' the narrator says at one point, 'but I don't know what I saw. Yes, I have to admit it: I don't know. My testimony is worth nothing. My father told me the story so many times that, now that I come to write about it, I don't know how to distinguish between what I saw myself and what he showed me with his words.' But it doesn't matter, because 'in these pages it's his words that count.' The narrator later describes his attempts, in adolescence, to empty his mind of his father's words, to free himself from words altogether. This is in part three, 'The Dancer'. The dancer is the uncle of Nunzia, a friend of the narrator's cousins with whom he's fallen hopelessly in love. Federico can't help seeing the dancer as a rival, or competitor, and can't bear to see him hogging the limelight at parties.
Those parties are a source of anguish and misery to the narrator, who is an awkward dancer, beneath Nunzia's notice. The very worst of them takes place on the day of his (belated) First Communion, when he definitively loses his faith. His mother has insisted on dressing him and his brother Geppe as friars in honour of St Ciro, to give thanks to the saint for Geppe's recovery from scarlet fever. Mimi's cousins laugh at his too-short habit, which looks like a girl's dress and reveals his skinny, hairy shins. He has to watch as Rusine is kissed on the hand by the dancer, knowing what his father's response will be. Just when it seems things can't get any worse, 'at that moment Nunzia arrived.' And it only gets more mortifying from there.
Mimi has the terrible thought that if his mother died he wouldn't be constrained by trying not to cause her more suffering than she undergoes already; he could be free to escape (possibly after killing his father too). He doesn't realise that she is in fact dying. Her death, on 8 October 1965, brings the novel to a close: it has been circling round it, spiralling inwards, since the beginning. For her husband, ever the narcissist, her death 'wasn't the end of her life so much as the turning point of his' (he left Naples for Paris in the late 1960s, married again and lived another thirty years). But their son is careful not to make the same mistake.
I don't love Oonagh Stransky's translation (and haven't always followed it when quoting from the novel here), too often pizzicato where the original is arco, though that is in part an artefact of rendering Italian in English, as is the effect of turning ordinary Italian words into their Latinate English equivalent, dressing up the demotic in a starched collar. There are some peculiar errors - salto mortale, for instance, is a fairly ordinary way of saying 'somersault', which here becomes a literal-minded 'death-defying leap'; pubblico can mean 'public' but it's also 'audience' or 'crowd' - but a few of those are inevitable in a book of this length. In an ideal world every translated novel would be gone over by a bilingual editor, but the economics of publishing translations are already so precarious, the margins so narrow, that to give them that extra editorial attention must be impossible.
A more interesting challenge is presented by the Neapolitan dialect. A lot of it consists of (some fairly magnificent) swearing from Federico, who is relentlessly foul-mouthed. Sometimes Stransky simply translates it (figliezoccola becomes 'sonofabitches'); with other words and phrases she includes the Neapolitan before translating: ''st'uommenemmerd, those pieces of shit'. (In non-sweary contexts, keeping the original can make rather less sense: when Nunzia's uncle is calling out the steps of a quadrille, Starnone transliterates the incomprehensible French words into Italian: 'tour de main gauche', for example, is written as 'tur demangosce'. For some reason Stransky opts to preserve the phonetic Italian spelling, even though a lot of English readers are likely to struggle with it and the joke gets lost.)
There are moments when the untranslatable obscenity is crucial to the story, and Stransky makes the wise decision to leave it in dialect. As the narrator is trying to remember the moment at which he first felt an impulse to murder his father, he goes back to the summer of 1954, when he's eleven, watching from the kitchen window in Via Gemito as another boy writes the word pucchiacca on the shutters of a shop over the road. He finds the word thrilling, sexy, mysterious, even if he's not quite sure what it means (it means 'cunt'), until his father comes up behind him, puts a hand on his shoulder and asks him to read it aloud, claiming he can't see well enough to read it himself. The 'furtive pleasure' that the boy had been feeling curdles to shame, and he can't bring himself to say the word. 'Don't you know how to read?' his father taunts him, holding him firmly against the windowsill, bending over him (it sounds like a form of sublimated sexual abuse, and it is). Burning with embarrassment, sensing the pubblico of uncles and cousins growing behind him, the boy says nothing. 'Mimi doesn't know how to read,' his father says, with mock disappointment. He shakes him hard and says the word aloud himself. But Mimi does know how to read, and he knows how to write too.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n18/thomas-jones/impossibly-a-peacock



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



On Reichenau Island
Irina Dumitrescu

1875 wordsAt some point  in the early sixth century, a well-born Irish monk arrived on Sackingen, a small island on the Rhine. Fridolin had already travelled through Gaul, discovered the relics of St Hilarius at Poitiers and reversed a bishop's paralysis before Hilarius appeared to him in a dream and gave him another assignment: to find an uninhabited island among the Alemanni, the Germanic peoples of the Upper Rhine and the Danube, on which to build a church. Fridolin set off on his journey, founding abbeys as he went. But when he got to Sackingen the locals took him for a cattle rustler, whipped him and chased him away. Fridolin complained to Clovis, king of the Franks, and returned with a signed charter granting him the island, as well as two messengers who threatened any dissenters with immediate execution.
Fridolin established a nunnery, but he needed funding for the abbey. Things seemed to look up when Urso, a rich nobleman from Glarus (in what is now Switzerland), agreed to leave his property to Fridolin for the establishment of an abbey and died soon afterwards. But Urso's brother Landolf ignored the will and seized the lands; Fridolin was told that he could only claim his inheritance if the testator confirmed it in person. He went to Urso's grave, summoned him out and marched the corpse six miles to the court. After Urso publicly upbraided his brother, a cowed Landolf agreed to hand over his own wealth to the Abbey of Sackingen, and Fridolin returned the dead man to his grave.
So goes the legend. Most of it was written down in the tenth century by a Sackingen monk called Balther. The Urso episode was added in the 13th century along with other miracles. Some saints are identifiable by the instruments of their martyrdom - Catherine carries her wheel, Sebastian is pierced by arrows, Lucy displays her eyeballs on a plate - but Fridolin became associated with a man he brought back from the dead to solve a legal dispute. In a painted wood relief made in Swabia around 1500, Fridolin helps Urso's emaciated corpse clamber out of his grave. Urso grits his teeth from the effort and is naked but for a blue beret, presumably for his appearance in court. An 18th-century carving of Fridolin has him holding up a skeletal Urso, who has remembered to bring his legal documents with him.
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Both pieces are on display at World Heritage of the Middle Ages: 1300 Years of the Monastic Island of Reichenau (until 20 October), an exhibition curated by the Baden State Museum and held at both the State Archaeological Museum of Constance and on Reichenau Island in southern Germany. Fridolin was just one of a series of early medieval missionaries who travelled from afar to preach, educate and build around Lake Constance and along the Rhine. According to one popular myth, Reichenau Abbey was founded by a monk called Pirmin who arrived with his men in 724. Reichenau had fertile soil, good irrigation and abundant woodland and vineyards, but it was also infested by serpents. Pirmin drove out the serpents, and for three days the waters surrounding the island swarmed with them. He built a home for his monks, before leaving to found monasteries elsewhere.
In its first three centuries Reichenau Abbey was one of the leading educational centres in Europe. Its abbots produced fine manuscripts for their own use and on commission. They were involved in Carolingian imperial politics and cultivated a network of monasteries that reached into modern-day France, Italy, Austria and Belgium. The curators are keen to emphasise the abbey's cultural significance and its connections across a continent as yet undivided by nation-states. It's the individual stories that stand out, however, even if many are filtered through legend or embellished by the occasional useful forgery.
A monastery, much like a modern university, is an institution that transforms symbolic power into land, buildings and funds. In 896, the enterprising Abbot Hatto III, who moonlighted as archbishop of Mainz and chief chancellor of East Francia, returned from Rome bearing the skull of St George - a good excuse to build. Work began at once on the Church of St George, and in the tenth century it was decorated with a series of large secco wall paintings featuring miracles from the life of Christ. No other cycle of its kind survives north of the Alps. Hatto also wrote a life of St Verena of Zurzach, an Egyptian woman who accompanied the Theban legion to Europe in the third century and became famous in the Swiss canton of Aargau for the care she gave to girls and lepers. She is often portrayed washing the hair of the indigent or holding a jar and comb. A Verena reliquary on display in Constance is designed in the shape of an arm, its sleeve covered with precious stones arranged into flowers. Like other 'speaking reliquaries', the shape of the container hints at the type of bone it holds, but this one includes an extra detail: instead of showing an open palm, as is typical, the reliquary's hand holds a brilliant golden comb, filigreed and embellished with even larger gemstones.
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A section of the exhibition is dedicated to one of Reichenau's most celebrated scholars, Walafrid Strabo (or 'Squinty'). Born around 808, Walafrid was educated at the abbey and hadn't yet turned eighteen when he wrote a poem based on a vision of the afterlife that appeared to his fellow monk Wetti. He wrote lives of local saints, studied biblical commentary at Fulda with the great Carolingian scholar Hrabanus Maurus and served Louis the Pious at Aachen. He also composed a poem on the art of gardening - the first such treatise in Europe - in which he describes the pleasures of eating a juicy melon (so easy on the molars) and recommends catmint and rose oil for treating scars and crushed lilies for venomous snakebites. This list of plants may have extended beyond those found in the monastery garden, but locals still call Reichenau the 'Gemuseinsel' ('vegetable island'), and claim that its horticultural tradition dates back to the Middle Ages.
Walafrid's most ambitious project, if the exhibition's curators have attributed it correctly, was the Plan of St Gall (c.825), a red and black drawing that appears here only in reproduction and is thought to have been developed with Reginbert, the Reichenau librarian. This was an architectural plan for a monastic complex dedicated to Prior Gozbert of the Abbey of St Gall, though it's not clear whether it was ever meant to be built in this form. It provides for every need of an early medieval Benedictine monastery: an infirmary and a garden for medicinal herbs; a bakery; stalls for goats, swine and geese; a school, library and scriptorium; a separate area for tending to the needs of the poor; and accommodation for guests of various ranks.
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Reginbert was a distinguished figure in his own right. During his time as librarian he took stock of the abbey's book holdings, many of which he had acquired or copied himself, and produced one of the first organised library catalogues of the Middle Ages. He encouraged Walafrid to write a history of Western liturgy (another first) and asked two other monks, Grimalt and Tatto, to make a copy of an authoritative version of the Rule of St Benedict while in Aachen. His own handwriting appears in the exhibition on the tattered flyleaf of a ninth-century collection of saints' lives. The body of the manuscript is clean and neatly copied, but the first sheet is stained, wrinkled and marred by pen trials and small holes. Reginbert made a summary of the volume's contents at the top of the page; in a colophon below he identified himself as its scribe and referred to the labour involved in making the book. 'And, by God, I implore that it not be given or lent to anyone outside the monastery,' he added, 'unless he take an oath and offer a pledge for it, until he returns it whole and unharmed to its place.'
At the centre of the exhibition is the series of illuminated manuscripts made at Reichenau between 960 and 1030, during the Ottonian rule of the Holy Roman Empire. Its treasures include a Gospel book produced by two brothers, Burchard and Konrad, for Hillinus, a canon of Cologne. The dedication page shows Hillinus presenting the book to St Peter and, above the two men, an accurate image of the old Cologne Cathedral, which was built in the ninth century. (The illustration corresponds to the excavated remains of the foundation walls.) In Constance, the book is open to a full-page illumination of St Jerome at work on a scroll with the help of two scribes. They are seated in front of the arches of a church, backlit by shining gold leaf. Jerome is imperial in his flowing purple-grey robe, with a halo that resembles a string of pearls. The image is dominated by the yellowish scroll, which seems to be leaping out of the hands of one of the scribes and into Jerome's lap, where he pins it down with a penknife. The scene hints at the stresses of working in a monastic scriptorium: the man to Jerome's left, taking dictation on a wax tablet, casts a worried look; Jerome himself has a three-day beard and his eyes point in different directions, as though trying to watch both scribes at once.
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Ottonian illuminations often feature figures in richly detailed clothing posing formally against flat backgrounds and framed by bold, geometric designs. A psalter made for Archbishop Egbert of Trier in the late tenth century begins with a two-page dedication that shows the monk Ruodprecht humbly bringing the book to the archbishop. Ruodprecht's head is bowed, his face has a green tinge and he seems to be gulping nervously, but he has dressed well for the occasion: the hem of his yellow tunic is embroidered and the sleeves of his blue frock hang in elegant pleats. Even his shoes are decorated, with rows of buttons. In the oldest surviving manuscript from Reichenau, the Gero Codex, an abbreviated gospel produced by the monk Anno shortly before 969, each evangelist has his own page. John sits serenely on a dais, one hand poised to dip his quill in ink while the other holds open a book. His toga is decorated with a gold circular pattern that recalls church windows and his orange halo is embellished with petals that echo the elongated arches behind him.
There is a simplifying impulse behind these images, an urge to distil historical and biblical events into colour. In a sacramentary, or liturgical book, made around 980 and now in St Paul im Lavanttal in southern Austria, a grey Christ is shown on an equally grey cross. His beard is choppy, his face gaunt, and he has dark circles under his eyes. But behind this colourless form is a background of knots and flowers in vivid shades of pink, peach and red. It's as striking as anything you'll see in illuminated manuscripts: a 1970s wallpaper pattern created more than a millennium ago on a little island in the Rhine.
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Jockstraps in the Freezer
Kevin Brazil

1823 wordsIn his preface  to the new edition of My Search for Warren Harding, Robert Plunket remembers being in the room with George W. Bush when he was told that a second plane had hit the Twin Towers. Bush was reading to a group of schoolchildren in Florida and Plunket, then a journalist on the Sarasota Magazine, was part of the press corps. We've all seen the footage: an aide whispers in Bush's ear; he blinks, looks nervously around and continues reading for another five minutes. Plunket imagines that he played a part in helping the president maintain his composure. 'Our eyes locked and in that moment I like to think it was my reassuring smile that gave him the courage to hold on when, to channel Celine Dion, there was nothing left except the will which says to him hold on.' Attributing lines from Kipling to Dion tips the anecdote into farce. But, like the narrators of the two novels he published before he became a gossip columnist, Plunket is not about to let the truth get in the way of a good story.
 Plunket was born in Texas in 1945. His father was an executive for an electrical company, and Plunket spent most of his childhood in Mexico City and Cuba before trying to make it as an actor, first in New York and then in Los Angeles, the setting of his first novel. My Search for Warren Harding (1983) follows a historian called Elliot Weiner as he searches for a cache of love letters supposedly written by 'the shallowest president in history'. Along the way he gives us the backstory of Harding's improbable political career, seduces the granddaughter of Harding's now 80-year-old mistress and shares a nifty hack for making hollandaise in a blender. The book was well received, and Plunket began an ascent to minor celebrity, appearing in Martin Scorsese's After Hours as a timid gay who tries to pick up the lead character, played by Griffin Dunne.
 In 1985 he decamped to Florida - a place where 'artificiality is many layers deep' - and wrote his second novel. Love Junkie (1992) is about Mimi Smithers, a New York housewife who heads downtown in search of romance. She holidays on Fire Island, visits S&M clubs and gatecrashes the star-studded funeral of an Aids sufferer, from which she emerges feeling 'fabulous'. Madonna loved the book and optioned the film rights. Jay McInerney praised Plunket's gift for exploiting 'the comic potential of a first-person narrator who doesn't comprehend the implications of her own observations'. Despite all this, Plunket fell into semi-obscurity, writing books that were turned down by publishers, collecting rhinestone jewellery and moving into a trailer park.
 Thanks to New Directions, Plunket's two novels are now back in print. On its reissue last year, My Search for Warren Harding was hailed as a comic masterpiece all over again. It's not as funny as the filthy and genuinely transgressive Love Junkie, but if you were a PR strategist planning to resurrect a literary career, you would be right to start with a scholarly romp about an American president rather than the story of a rich housewife who stores used jockstraps in her freezer. 'I did think that eventually after I was dead it might be rediscovered,' Plunket said of My Search for Warren Harding, 'and then it happened before I was dead, which was a bit of a surprise.'
 The novel opens with Weiner, newly arrived in LA, lurking outside a Hollywood mansion owned by Rebekah Kinney, a figure based on the real-life Nan Britton, who was not just 'mistress of a president but had borne him an illegitimate child, and then, to top it off, had written a bestseller about the whole thing'. Suspecting that the now wheelchair-bound Kinney might still have letters from Harding, the discovery of which could make his career, Weiner rents her pool house and starts to spy on her. Kinney rarely leaves her room, so Weiner sets about seducing her overweight granddaughter, Jonica, who is planning to divorce her husband, Vernon, 'a hillbilly songwriter'. Jonica duly falls for him and tells all: her grandmother has a trunk full of Harding's papers.
 As Danzy Senna writes in her introduction to the new edition, Weiner is a sensitivity reader's nightmare: he is racist (Puerto Ricans are 'aggressive and vindictive'), misogynistic ('Most women ... need time for themselves. God knows what for'), antisemitic ('a sickly Jew from Chicago known as the Nose'), fatphobic ('You fat pig slut!'), classist ('Vernon was white trash') and homophobic. The only person Weiner hates as much as Jonica is a gay man he encounters at a dinner party: '"Looks like somebody's been reading Apartment Life" said the faggot.' But the real reason he hates this man is that he clocks Weiner from the moment they meet.
 'The problem', Plunket said, reflecting on the novel's reception in 1983, was that 'nobody realised Elliot Weiner was gay ... It found this unfortunate audience with men who hate women, who delighted in Elliot's cruelty without really understanding it. But it's a gay novel - that's really what's going on.' Plunket based the book on The Aspern Papers. For a long time, he couldn't figure out why he was so fascinated by Henry James's narrator. 'One day it hit me. The guy's gay! ... His relationships with all the women characters were those of a gay man. Now, not an openly gay man or even a consciously gay man. But a man who was just not heterosexual at his core. I don't think James realised what he had done, or how well he had done it.'
 Weiner thinks he has duped everybody: 'I have all these people fooled, it started to dawn on me for the very first time. In my own crazy, insane way, I am doing a spectacular job.' His delusion is both comic and tragic. Even Jonica, who Elliot believes could be 'declared legally dead on the basis of zero brain activity', eventually sees through him. Weiner does get his hands on the trunk, but accidentally kills Kinney in a tussle over a letter in which Harding compares his penis to a donkey's. He is finally undone when Jonica discovers that he has feelings for her husband - 'You fairy!' - and burns the papers in revenge.
Love Junkie is another novel about the delusions of love. The book begins with Mimi - whose husband is in India for work - hosting a party for Mrs John D. Rockefeller III, 'president of the Museum of Modern Art', in her tastefully furnished home. At the party she encounters Tom Potts, an assistant of Mrs Rockefeller's, and becomes infatuated. Potts knows where to buy Hermes scarves and bags at a discount, which shops sell stolen haute couture and how to charm the doorman at Studio 54. 'And he was funny!' ('She has more periods than a Hemingway novel,' he says of a colleague.) But there's something about Tom that Mimi can't quite figure out. Rifling through his desk she finds 'a half-dozen or so ampoules of something, each encased in yellow webbing. I looked at the label. "Amyl nitrite". I had actually heard of amyl nitrite. Fred Farnsworth back in Tehran took it for his heart condition. I believe it stimulated the pumping action. How odd. Tom was a major hypochondriac.'
 'I know what you're thinking,' Mimi says later. 'What's wrong with this woman? Doesn't she possess a working set of eyeballs?' But she has just got back from ten years in Iran, and this convenient backstory sets her up as a clueless observer of New York's gay culture after the transformations of the 1970s: 'It was not the same society we had left so many years before, that much was sure.' Mimi loves her new gay friends. 'For the first time in my life I was a member of the In Crowd.' The In Crowd take her (well, tolerate her presence) on a trip to Fire Island, where she discovers the gay 'clones' of the 1970s: 'the Great Middle Class of homosexuality'. At one point on the visit, she reads 'an already yellowed clipping from some magazine. It was about that new gay cancer. A medical expert was warning the homosexuals not to panic.' Judging by what Mimi sees when lost in the woods, however, they ignore it as completely as they ignore her.
 The In Crowd take her along to an open-air concert, where she meets a porn star called Joel: a man with a chest 'like Michelangelo's David' and 'a touch of what my mother would call "the criminal element"'. He becomes Mimi's next obsession. She goes to work for him, answering letters from fans who 'use the name Donald for mailing and introduction but prefer to be called "turd"', and managing his side hustle selling his dirty 'athletic supporters' and 'Verbal Abuse Tapes'. Joel's customers may be gay but he himself is not, as Mimi realises when his girlfriend, Nanette, shows up. ('I knew he wasn't a homosexual. I just knew it.')
 Nanette takes Mimi to the Hellfire Club, a notorious downtown S&M haunt, where she passes a newly skinny Potts who is 'using pancake make-up' to hide dark spots on his neck. Soon she's trying out prostitution and cocaine ('Chanel Dusting Powder'), selling her furniture to pay for Joel's directorial debut and, with a little persuasion, starring in the film's 'Lesbian Encounter' scene. When shooting is done, Mimi treats Joel to a cruise. He finally gives her what she wants and then dumps her: 'You got your money's worth,' he tells her. And worse: 'I swear I never had such bad sex before.' On the cusp of committing suicide by suppository (really), Mimi is saved by a call from Ronald Reagan: her husband has died in the Bhopal disaster and the compensation will make her secure for life. In an epilogue Mimi swings by Potts's funeral and sees Robert Mapplethorpe and Larry Kramer trailed by a group of ostentatiously weeping clones, 'social climbing in death as in life'. 'They'll all be dead in three years,' an old man says to her at the drinks reception.
 Plunket has said the Aids epidemic was 'fundamental to the concept of the book'. But, at the time he was writing it, 'that word would never be mentioned. I can't really say, but it was something to do with keeping your head in the sand. The book is narrated by a heterosexual, and that's what heterosexuals did for five years - they did not mention the word.' In retrospect, it's not hard to see why Love Junkie's treatment of Aids, and its loving mockery of gay life, might have contributed to Plunket's fall from favour.
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Diary
At the 6 January trials
Linda Kinstler

3775 wordsAcourt summons  arrived in December, alerting me that I had been selected for 'special jury service'. An accompanying letter explained that the trial would be held at the court for the District of Columbia. It was due to begin on 4 March and was expected to last approximately three months. 'We understand that three months is a long period of time,' the letter read, 'and we are grateful for your service.' Hundreds of Washington residents had received the same summons. I already knew that 4 March had been set as the start date of Donald Trump's criminal trial for his efforts to overturn the result of the 2020 election. If everything went according to plan, the trial would finish before the Republican National Convention in July. I was instructed to fill out a questionnaire and prepare to report to the courthouse for further screening in two months' time.
I stood no chance of being selected as a juror. I had listed my profession as 'non-fiction writer' and had already attended one of the hearings in the Trump case. Two months earlier, I had sat in the media section of the courtroom while the judge, Tanya Chutkan, considered whether to impose a gag order barring Trump from making threats, accusations or public attacks on court personnel, attorneys and potential witnesses as long as he remained a criminal defendant. Trump wasn't in the courtroom that day, though I did spot one of his most vocal allies in Congress, Marjorie Taylor Greene, sitting near the back. Chutkan went through a list of his recent remarks and asked the attorneys whether or not each statement would count as a violation of the order. She began with an example from August 2023, when Trump called the District of Columbia 'a crime-ridden embarrassment to our nation'. Wouldn't that risk prejudicing the Washington jury pool against him? What about when he referred to the president as 'crooked Joe' or called the federal agency responsible for his prosecution the 'department of injustice'? Or when he called Jack Smith, the special prosecutor overseeing the case, 'deranged' and referred to his staff as 'thugs'? Or when he suggested that General Mark Milley, the former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and a potential witness, had committed an act of treason for which, 'in times gone by, the punishment would have been DEATH!' 'I think that we all understand that at some point a defendant's targeted disparagement of government officials can go from permissible criticism of those officials to encouraging harm against them,' Chutkan said. '"Will no one rid me of this meddlesome priest" comes to mind.' It wasn't difficult to imagine one of Trump's followers reading his posts on social media, she suggested, and deciding to act on them.
Trump's defence attorney didn't disagree. But he argued that even if this were the case - as it was on 6 January 2021, when thousands of Trump's supporters violently stormed the US Capitol after listening to his remarks at a rally on the National Mall - Trump couldn't be held accountable for the actions of others. 'You can't be penalised for First Amendment speech because of something someone else can do in a deranged speech,' he said. It wasn't clear whether the 'deranged speech' in this scenario was that of the former president, or that of 'someone else' who might be inspired by Trump's words to perform deranged speech acts of their own. This ambiguity revealed a deeper problem at issue in the Trump trial, and in all 1488 cases of those charged with involvement in the Capitol riot. Nearly four years on, the issue of culpability remains unresolved. To Democrats, the answer is obvious: Trump and his inner circle instigated the attack and refused to call back the rioters until it was far too late. Republicans, meanwhile, have sought to shield from prosecution the violent group of protesters who descended on Congress that day, maintaining that they included many patriots and innocent individuals who just happened to be 'walking through the building', as the House Speaker, Mike Johnson, put it. Trump recently referred to the riot and the prosecution against him as the '6 January Hoax' and to the arrested rioters as 'hostages'. His vice-presidential running mate, JD Vance, has described the defendants as 'political prisoners'. The rioters themselves have been steadily circulating through the district court for the past three years, but the initial wave of outrage dissipated long ago and voters have largely lost interest in the proceedings. At the Capitol itself, all traces of the riot have been erased.
That day in court, Chutkan told the defence attorneys that 'politics stops at this courtroom door.' The trial would not 'yield to the election cycle', she insisted. For months, the proceedings sputtered along: the gag order was imposed, paused and then reinstated. In December, Chutkan ruled that Trump did not have 'absolute immunity' for actions undertaken at the 'outer perimeter' of his official responsibilities as president. 'Whatever immunities a sitting president may enjoy,' she wrote, 'the United States has only one chief executive at a time, and that position does not confer a lifelong "get-out-of-jail-free" pass.' In February, Trump appealed the ruling to the Supreme Court. Around the same time I received a voicemail informing me that 'the special trial for which you were summoned has been cancelled.'
The US district court for the District of Columbia, a federal trial court, sits just across the street from the Capitol building. The cafeteria offers an unobstructed view of Congress and its perfect lawns, including an area known as the Peace Circle, where rioters first began to push past police lines on 6 January. The court's soaring central hallway features explanatory posters: 'Because of their location and responsibilities,' one says, 'the courts of the District of Columbia circuit have a special role when those entrusted with faithful execution of federal laws are accused of breaking those laws.' It was the DC district court that subpoenaed Nixon for his White House tape recordings and which tried and sentenced the men who broke into the Watergate complex on his behalf.
Attorneys from the Department of Justice's unit for prosecuting 'Capitol Breach' cases have filed into the district courtrooms almost every day for the last three years. They are working with a deadline in mind: Trump has promised to pardon the 6 January rioters if he wins the presidential election in November and he would almost certainly shut down the unit overseeing the prosecutions. Even if he doesn't win, the investigators only have until 5 January 2026 to complete their work because there's a five-year statute of limitations for federal crimes. Press releases provide updates on the progress of the investigation: a hundred days after the attack, 410 rioters had been arrested; after two years, the total was 950. The most recent update, from August, reports that 944 defendants have been sentenced and 562 incarcerated. (According to a Seton Hall University study published last year, nearly 20 per cent of those prosecuted have a background in the military or law enforcement.) The FBI estimates that some 2500 people entered the Capitol illegally on 6 January, which means that more than a thousand rioters are still at large.
One of the rioters, a 32-year-old man from Virginia who shattered one of the glass panels leading to the Speaker's lobby, was identified by his mother. Others have been turned in by their wives, exes, friends and children. A 32-year-old rioter from Houston was arrested after bragging to a woman he had matched with on a dating app, who promptly reported him; another was caught after talking to a fellow passenger on a flight; another after an FBI agent found his photograph on his wife's account for the clothing marketplace Poshmark.
A handful of social media accounts have closely tracked the progress of the investigation into the events of 6 January, publishing court documents and circulating calls for the public to share information. An X user who operates an account called M & M Enterprises announces each new arrest with a gleeful 'c'mon down!' and posts daily schedules of court proceedings. Another account, Sedition Hunters, posts images of rioters who still haven't been identified and gives them nicknames: a former marine who appeared at the Capitol dressed as a revolutionary soldier and who bears a passing resemblance to the comedian Conan O'Brien became #ConanO'Riot. He pleaded guilty to knowingly entering restricted federal grounds and was sentenced to 75 days in prison. Partisan databases also keep track of the rioters. Insurrection Index lists the names of political candidates and elected officials who participated in or supported the events of 6 January. Another site, American Gulag, has a searchable index of defendants, collects donations to cover their legal expenses and publishes their postal addresses in prison (there is also a nightly vigil outside the Washington jail where some rioters are held).
Defendants in the 6 January cases can choose to be tried by jury or by judge. Defence attorneys generally advise their clients to take a plea deal or, if they insist on standing trial, to opt for judge rather than jury. More than 90 per cent of voters in Washington DC backed Joe Biden at the last election, and the district's juries have not been lenient towards the rioters. One defendant, a man from New Jersey who repeatedly assaulted police officers and threatened to drag members of Congress out of the building 'by their fucking hair', petitioned to have his trial moved to a different jurisdiction on the grounds that the authorities had characterised 6 January as an attack on 'government institutions, generally, and democracy as a whole'. Since members of the Washington jury pool were likely to be 'closely connected to the federal government', he argued, they would 'view themselves as the direct victims'. His motion was refused after the judge ruled that, according to this logic, 'virtually no district' in the country would satisfy the objection, because 'the direct victims of an attack on "democracy as a whole" comprises the entire American polity.' In November, a jury found the man guilty of three felonies and four misdemeanours; he is due to be sentenced next month and faces as long as twenty years in prison.
Almost all of those convicted have had to pay a fine of between $500 and $2000 in restitution for their role in the riot. (The cost of the damage to the Capitol has been estimated at $2.9 million.) Restitution must be paid by a cheque made out to the victim. In cases relating to 6 January, the victim is identified as the 'Architect of the Capitol', the federal agency responsible for maintaining the grounds of the Capitol, the Supreme Court and the Library of Congress. But there were also human victims on 6 January: four rioters and five policemen. One rioter, Ashli Babbitt, was shot by a Capitol police officer as she tried to climb into the House chamber. Another rioter died of a heart attack, another of a stroke, another from an overdose. The first police officer died on 7 January, after suffering multiple strokes linked to the stress of the assault. The other four killed themselves in the days and months that followed.
Over the past year I have attended fourteen of these trials, all of which have led to convictions. Sometimes I walk into a courtroom to find the public benches nearly empty. On other occasions supporters and relatives of the accused pack the seats while a reporter takes notes in the back. In October I watched the start of a jury trial of four California men affiliated with an anti-government militia. The defendants, wearing suits and American flag pins, sat clustered together at a table with their respective attorneys; one of them had brought a small box emblazoned with a crucifix. The government prosecutor showed footage of rioters scaling the Capitol walls and displayed a social media post in which one of the defendants likened the riot to the Boston Tea Party. 'The transition of power has to happen peacefully,' he told the jury. 'These four men struck a blow to that foundational pillar of American democracy and they should be found guilty on all counts.'
The court took a short recess so that the judge could hold a 'status conference', a meeting with prosecution and defence attorneys about the progress of a case. The four rioters filed out into the hallway and another was led in. He wore an orange prison jumpsuit and his hands were cuffed, a 'We the People' tattoo visible on his right arm. On 6 January he had assaulted police officers with a pole while wearing a Stars and Stripes face covering and a bike helmet. (Many of the rioters covered their faces in the belief that this would shield them from prosecution; 'No face no case,' they told each other.) Twitter sleuths quickly identified him and he was arrested soon afterwards. He had been held in pre-trial detention ever since and had already pleaded guilty to two felony counts. In August he was given twenty years in prison, one of the longest sentences handed down to a 6 January rioter so far.
At the end of the status conference, the man was escorted out of the room and the four previous defendants came back in. One of their defence attorneys, a seasoned public defender who has represented a handful of rioters, addressed the jury. Her client couldn't have broken into the Capitol, she told them, because by the time he got there it had already been broken into. Yes, he had trained in hand-to-hand combat techniques in a friend's backyard, 'but there is nothing illegal about that.' She yielded the floor to another defence attorney, who stood up to argue that his client was a 'scapegoat' for the insurrection; he hadn't been involved in the violence and was merely standing nearby. 'If the mob does something, we don't find that every single person within a five-mile radius is responsible,' he said. The four men were convicted of criminal conspiracy and other charges; each was sentenced to between 21 and 33 months in prison.
In the US, the legal definition of a mob is 'an assemblage of many people, acting in a violent and disorderly manner, defying the law, and committing, or threatening to commit, depredations on property or violence to persons'. This wording comes from a Texas law of 1897 designed to end a wave of violence during which 'armed bodies of citizens would combine together, and take from the custody of the officers of the law persons accused of crime and would execute them.' The law established that any officer who willingly turned a person over to a mob would be removed from his post and the members of the mob charged with murder. More than a century on, the definition of the mob is being reworked and reappraised in the DC district court. The goal of the government's investigation has been to disaggregate the assemblage that attacked the Capitol into its component parts, but this has also had the effect of diminishing the scale and force of the event.
The law is an unwieldy instrument for dealing with mass crimes. Judith Shklar observed sixty years ago that one of the reasons for the failure of de-Nazification in Germany after the Second World War was that lawyers believed they were dealing with 'a handful of deviants' rather than a 'social movement'. This mistake, she wrote, made 'the relationship between the causes of and responsibility for these acts especially problematic'. A similar dynamic is playing out in the 6 January trials: defendants argue that they weren't part of the mob, but were merely swept up by it. Trump claims he couldn't control the mob; the mob claims it was under his sway.
At a trial in June the defendant, a retired policeman from New Jersey, twice broke into tears on the stand. He had never attended a Trump rally before 6 January. He told the judge that when he stuck up his middle fingers at the Capitol police he hadn't meant to insult the officers themselves, but was flipping off 'the establishment'. He had forgotten about the pocket knife he always keeps in his trouser pocket, he said, and only entered the Capitol to find a bathroom so that he could wash the pepper spray out of his eyes. When his attorney asked if he was embarrassed by his actions, he demurred. 'I'm conflicted,' he said. 'I'm not embarrassed to have been there. I didn't do anything to anyone.' His wife wept in the gallery as he spoke.
At the sentencing in July of a Proud Boy supporter from Philadelphia, the defence attorney argued that 'if you ranked [the rioters] in terms of culpability', his client 'would not be at the bottom, but he would also not be at the top'. He didn't specify who sat at the top, but other defence attorneys have been less circumspect. At the trial in March of Michael Sparks, the first rioter to enter the Capitol illegally, the defence attorney argued that his client had merely been following orders: 'He was there to do what his president had told him was the right thing to do.' The attorney called Trump a 'vile man', prompting a look from his client. 'His purpose in his own mind was to protect the constitution by influencing [Mike] Pence,' the attorney argued. 'He believed this because Trump and his supporters, and members of Congress, said that was the case. They should have known better, but there's no reason Sparks should have.'
The Department of Justice has taken a bottom-up approach to the investigation, calculating that an accumulation of evidence against individual rioters would strengthen its case against Trump by enabling prosecutors to tie his words closely to the actions of the mob. That strategy has proved to be a spectacular failure. Jack Smith and his team have proceeded so carefully that it is all but certain Trump's federal trial for alleged actions to overturn the 2020 election, including his involvement on 6 January, will not begin before the presidential vote in November, if at all.
A series of recent Supreme Court decisions have added further complications. On 1 July the court ruled that presidents enjoy sweeping immunity for official acts, leaving it to Chutkan to determine for which 'unofficial' acts Trump can be held accountable - a process that will probably take several months. In a separate case, the court ruled that neither Trump nor the more than three hundred defendants charged with the felony of 'corruptly obstructing an official proceeding' on 6 January could be held liable for that offence. The majority reasoned that the felony was designed to apply only to those who tampered with material evidence, a remarkably narrow interpretation of 'obstruction'. A quarter of sentences are being adjusted, though since all defendants arraigned for the felony were also charged with other crimes none will be completely exonerated as a result of the ruling. Recently, Trump's attorneys returned to Chutkan's courtroom for the first time in almost a year to enter a 'not guilty' plea on his behalf.
Trials relating to 6 January are currently scheduled until the end of March 2025, two months into the next presidential administration. In July another federal case against Trump, for mishandling classified documents and stashing them in a bathroom at Mar-a-Lago, was thrown out by the Florida district judge Aileen Cannon. She argued that the case could not proceed in part because Smith had been illegally appointed as special prosecutor, a claim that would seemingly invalidate the investigations he oversees. (The Department of Justice has appealed the ruling.) In a post on his social media platform Truth Social, Trump wrote that Cannon's decision was the 'first step' towards 'Uniting our Nation' and called for 'the dismissal of ALL the Witch Hunts' against him, by which he meant the state and federal trials that are still pending. Trump views these not as legal cases, but rather as 'political attacks' that are part of an 'election interference conspiracy'. For some time, he and his supporters have been laying the groundwork for a legal and political effort to contest the results of the election if Kamala Harris wins.
The right has long recognised that law is a 'political instrument', as Shklar put it. Its members decry the 'weaponisation' of the judicial process while at the same time wielding it for their own ends. Democrats, meanwhile, cling to the illusion that the orderly workings of the court are sealed off from the unruliness unfolding just across the street. But to insist that these trials are not political fails to acknowledge why they were necessary in the first place. 'There are occasions when political trials may actually serve liberal ends,' Shklar writes, 'where they promote legalistic values in such a way as to contribute to constitutional politics and to a decent legal system.' The trial of an American president for attempting to overturn the result of an election could have been one such occasion, but we may never get the chance to find out. Even if Trump loses the upcoming election, his federal trial will be subject to further rounds of judicial appeal and, most likely, to Supreme Court review.
Before defendants are sentenced they are given the opportunity to address the court. A convincing expression of remorse can result in a more lenient sentence. 'I got into seeing red, I was in a crowd and I got caught up in the moment,' one rioter who had repeatedly assaulted police officers said before he was sentenced to 74 months in prison. In early July, a 55-year-old Mormon man who chanted 'Treason!' in the House chamber told the judge that he had made an 'error of judgment' by participating in an act that had 'brought a kind of negative connotation to our entire nation'. He said that he owed apologies to his parents and to his wife, that he had stepped away from social media since that day and sought guidance from church leaders in order to understand how he had gone astray. 'We need to accept who we have duly elected,' he said. Christianity teaches us 'to accept things that we aren't in control of'. He was sentenced to thirty days in prison. A few hours later, a member of the Proud Boys told the judge that 'I did make a big mistake. I let a lot of people down.' He was 'very sorry'. On the public benches, his two small children played with their toys. The judge sentenced him to one hundred days.
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