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Debout!
  T.J. Clark, reviewing Adam Shatz's Life of Frantz Fanon, teases out the fraught ambivalences in Fanon's writing (LRB, 26 September). 'The peculiar nature  of this optimism-pessimism ... makes his pastness contemporary,' he writes, with particular reference to Frank Wilderson III and Afropessimism. When considering the genealogy of Fanon's thinking, the  influence of the novelist Richard Wright is often forgotten (though not by Shatz) in favour of his proteges James Baldwin and Ralph Ellison. In a remarkable letter from 1953, Fanon wrote to Wright:
    I am working on a study bearing on the human breadth of your works. Of your work I have Native Son, Black Boy, Twelve Million Black Voices, Uncle Tom's    Children, which I have ordered (I do not know whether the book is available in France), two short stories published, one in Les Temps modernes, the other in Presence    africaine. Eager to circumscribe in the most complete way the breadth of your message, I'd greatly appreciate your letting me know the title of those works I might be ignorant of. My name    must be unknown to you. I have written an essay, Black Skin, White Masks, which has been published by Le Seuil, in which I intend to show the systematic misunderstanding between Whites    and Blacks.  

  The optimism-pessimism that you can find in Fanon is present in Wright's most famous novel, Native Son (1940). That includes the liberating qualities of decolonial violence ('What I killed  for must've been good!' asserts the protagonist, Bigger Thomas, at the end of the novel) as well as the characterisation of blackness as perceptual non-being ('He felt he had no physical existence  at all right then; he was something he hated, the badge of shame which he knew was attached to a black skin'). Wright's pessimism extended to political organisations, as he explains in his memoir  Black Boy (1945), but he nonetheless felt that his fiction could act as a 'common coin of communication' between members of the black underclass and white communists.


Cormac Chester

				Strasbourg, France
			

  T.J. Clark despairs at the difficulty of translating Eugene Pottier's 'great hymn': 'How can "Debout!" go into English ("Arise!" is dreadful)?' Perhaps some of the agony might be alleviated by  observing that in French 'Debout!' has a conventional military usage, meaning (the order to stand to) 'Attention!' The problem of scansion remains, though perhaps a subaltern reading might be  adopted, as in 'Ten-shun!'


James McKinna

				Edinburgh
			


A Womb with Seven Chambers
  Barbara Newman draws attention to Michael Psellus, whose treatment of gender as a spectrum 'anticipated contemporary thought' (LRB, 26 September). But  even before the 11th century some models of reproduction preferred a spectrum to a binary. One medieval suggestion was a womb with seven chambers, producing everything from girly girls to macho  boys, with tomboys and effeminate boys along the way and 'androgynes' being the result of the man's seed landing in the central section. This in turn derives from the first book of the  'Hippocratic' treatise Regimen, dated perhaps to the early fourth century BCE, although there the  various possible mixes of characteristics defined as masculine or feminine relate not to the position of the child in the womb but to the mixture of male and female 'seeds' forming each child.


Helen King

				Wallingford, Oxfordshire
			

  Barbara Newman notes that most Byzantine depictions of the Ethiopian eunuch converted in Acts, Chapter 8 portray him as white. In the Northumbrian Salaberga Psalter, an eighth-century manuscript  now in Berlin, he is portrayed as black, in what is probably the earliest depiction of a non-white figure in English art. If the image does not portray the eunuch, it certainly portrays an  Ethiopian, whose conversion to Christianity at one extreme of the Latin world matched the conversion of the English peoples at the other.


David Ganz

				Cambridge
			


This Singing Thing
  Malin Hay doesn't mention the theatre director and writer Arthur Laurents, who cast the unknown 19-year-old Streisand for the 50-year-old part of Miss Marmelstein in I Can Get It for You  Wholesale on Broadway in 1962, despite strong opposition from the producer, David Merrick (LRB, 12 September). It was Laurents too who took his  friend Stephen Sondheim to hear her sing at the Bon Soir in Greenwich Village; Laurents who sent her to Goddard Lieberson, who signed her for Columbia Records; and Laurents who wrote the screenplay  for The Way We Were with Streisand in mind. Laurents tends to get overlooked, despite his immense contribution to 20th-century Broadway and Hollywood. I hope he isn't forgotten in My  Name Is Barbra.


Colin Lovelace

				Anglet, France
			
Malin Hay replies: Arthur Laurents is indeed mentioned in My Name Is Barbra. Despite the help he offered her during her early career, Streisand doesn't remember him fondly, saying he was 'cruel and manipulative' and 'didn't understand the way I worked'. Laurents, for his part, didn't seem to like Barbra's attitude; after her first album came out he wrote her a letter describing it as an 'absolute mess' and her as 'an hysterical woman' who had let her ambitions run away with her. Still, they collaborated, on and off, till his death in 2011.





Put a Beard on It
Nicholas Penny is right that Angelica Kauffman's drawing instrument is a porte-crayon (Letters, 26 September). Since the exhibition catalogue and wall text described it as a 'stylus', I chose to use that term, hoping to avoid confusion for readers. In English, a stylus more commonly refers to a pointed metal instrument used for drawing or incising, but it has been used in a more general sense in several recent exhibition catalogues of Kauffman's work, perhaps as a result of translation from German scholarship into English.
Penny also states that Nathaniel Hone depicts Kauffman as the admiring child standing at the magician's knee in his painting The Conjurer, an elaborate satirical attack on Reynolds. This is a valid interpretation. But it is not the only one, nor necessarily the most important to Kauffman and her contemporaries. As I wrote in my piece, Kauffman's public objection to the painting centred on the group of cavorting naked figures, among which she believed she was represented. This is supported by Hone's own account of the scandal. After The Conjurer was rejected from the academy's annual exhibition, Hone wrote to Kauffman and offered to change the offending figure to such a degree 'that it would be impossible to suppose it to be a woman' - he even (somewhat mischievously) suggested he could 'put a beard' on it. Although Kauffman refused to withdraw her objection, Hone made the changes anyway, before putting the painting on display at his own exhibition later the same year. In the accompanying catalogue, he explained the alterations: 'The figure said to have been intended for Mrs A.K. is not only taken out, but all the other naked figures, lest they should be said to be likenesses of any particular gentlemen or ladies, which Mr Hone never meant.' While it is possible that Kauffman also saw herself in the child at the conjuror's knee, her association with the naked figures likely posed the greater threat to her reputation.


Brigid von Preussen

				Oxford
			


Multicentric World
In his review of William Dalrymple's latest book, Ferdinand Mount emphasises the idea that India was more involved than China in trade with Rome, and joins in the rejection of the idea of a 'Silk Road' which spanned Eurasia throughout the many centuries covered by Dalrymple (LRB, 12 September). Mount highlights a passage from Warwick Ball's takedown of the concept as a myth that had become an 'unquestioned academic fact'. Yet even at the time Ball was writing, in 1999, few serious historians of global economic relations or cultural exchanges, of the history of East Asia, Central Asia or any other region along the 'Silk Road', saw it as anything other than a convenient trope to lure unsuspecting undergrads into their classrooms. The role of maritime trade is widely recognised and taught, and the study of long-distance contacts across Afro-Eurasia has been a lively field of research and publishing. The yield of much of this research has been the recognition that the world was for many centuries multicentric, not dominated by a single power, neither China nor India, Rome or 'the West'. Dalrymple's new book should not displace a view of long-distance contacts as spanning Eurasia along a single path from China to Rome with one that places India as the 'centre of the world'. As American global dominance wanes we should attend to the long history of a world made up of many centres sharing in a swirl of interactions, economic, spiritual and cultural.


Ken Hammond

				Las Cruces, New Mexico
			


Name That Tune
  David Bromwich hears an 'echo of Dvorak's New World Symphony' in the Dies Irae played over the opening credits of Stanley Kubrick's The Shining (LRB, 26 September). But it was surely taken from the 'Witches' Sabbath' movement of Berlioz's Symphonie fantastique. I can't hear any echoes of such  sinister goings-on in the benign and nostalgic New World Symphony, but they do occur in several pieces by the 'six-foot scowl' Rachmaninov.


Peter Stott

				Thornhill, Stirling
			


Higher Ordinariness
Michael Maxwell-Steer mentions his grandfather burying Sir Thomas Beecham (Letters, 20 June). As a schoolboy in Stratford, I had several encounters with Beecham's first wife, Lady Utica, who lived at Clopton House. She was notorious for driving recklessly through Stratford in her Rolls, chauffeured by a major-domo, both yelling at pedestrians to get out of the way. I found her so fascinating, I forked out for the entrance fee to the house several times. Once, when I was clearly still a schoolboy, she mistook me for an art dealer and offered to sell me her 'Raphaels'. My last visit was on a foggy morning in the mid-1950s. I was exploring the park when I heard the clink of chains and a figure ran past me followed by a man in pyjamas who shouted 'Which way did he go?' I learned later that Clopton House contained an equivalent of the Monster of Glamis, though I never discovered whether or how he was related to Lady B.


David Aneurin Morgan

				Tisbury, Wiltshire
			


Bloody Jane
  The story of Jane Ellen Harrison's boldness on meeting Gladstone, as retold by Mary Beard, is all the more remarkable when contrasted with Bertrand Russell's account of an encounter when not much  younger (LRB, 12 September):
    Far the most terrifying experience of my life was connected with Mr Gladstone. When I was seventeen, a very shy and awkward youth, he came to stay with my family for the weekend. I was the only    'man' in the house, and after dinner, when the ladies retired, I was left tete-a-tete with the ogre. I was too petrified to perform my duties as a host, and he did nothing to help me out. For a    long time we sat in silence; at last, in his booming bass voice, he condescended to make his one and only remark: 'This is very good port they've given me, but why have they given it me in a    claret glass?' Since then I have faced infuriated mobs, angry judges and hostile governments, but never again have I felt such terror as in that searing moment.  



Barry Goldman

				Bloomfield Hills, Michigan
			






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n19/letters
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No Foreigners
Jonathan Ree

5145 wordsImmanuel Kant  was against revolutions. In 1793 he described them as the work of 'political criminals' and 'injustice in the highest degree'. He accepted, on the other hand, that they sometimes turned out well: the Dutch had been lucky with theirs in 1579, for example, and so had the British in 1688. As for the French in 1789, it was too soon to say; but in one respect their revolution was already a glorious success: the wave of sympathy it had generated in the rest of the world showed that humanity was ready to move on from the old politics of unprincipled personal intrigue to a new politics of 'lawful constitutions' and 'natural right' - from the murderous madness of Richard III, you might say, to the enlightened benevolence of Nathan the Wise. Whatever might come of it in France, the French Revolution had 'revealed in human nature ... a capacity for improvement that no politician could have conjured up' and, according to Kant, 'a phenomenon of this kind ... can never be forgotten.'
The new politics was going to be grounded in rational principles, starting with the revolutionary buzzwords liberte, egalite, fraternite, but it would also have to face up to an issue that they tend to obscure: the problem of territorial boundaries, and a cluster of supplementary questions about nationality and internationality, migration and asylum, invasion, colonialism and war. In his essay 'Towards Perpetual Peace', written in 1795, Kant invoked 'cosmopolitanism' or, in other words, a 'right to world citizenship' (Weltburgerrecht) derived from the principle that everyone has a 'right to the earth's surface, which the human race shares in common' and that, therefore, 'no one originally has any more right to occupy a particular portion of the earth than anyone else.' But the ideal of 'communal possession' was hobbled by geographical reality: the brute fact that the earth is round, which means that human beings 'cannot spread themselves out over an infinite area' and must therefore learn to live 'alongside each other'. Hence the ominous conundrum of the Fremdling - the outsider, stranger or foreigner - which threatens interminable conflict and a permanent possibility of war.
For Kant, war was part of the 'state of nature', but humanity could rise above it by adding the homely virtue of 'hospitality' to the abstractions of 'cosmopolitan right', so as to pursue a policy of 'universal hospitality' (allgemeine Hospitalitat). But universal hospitality isn't quite as generous as it sounds: it means, as Kant construed it, that we should all have a 'right of visitation' (Besuchsrecht), entitling us to enter foreign countries without encountering 'hostility'; but it does not give us the 'right of a guest' (Gastrecht), which would allow us to stay as long as we like. Conversely, universal hospitality exposes the 'appalling injustice' of colonisation, which Kant put down to 'the inhospitable [inhospitale] behaviour of ... trading states' that abuse their 'visitation right' and escalate it into 'conquest'. He was confident, however, that when humanity commits itself to a 'right to hospitality', it will start moving 'closer and closer to a cosmopolitan constitution' and thus 'towards perpetual peace'.
Kant prefaced his essay with a self-deprecating joke, suggesting that 'Towards Perpetual Peace' could have been the name of an inn, with a sign depicting a deserted churchyard - a resting place, perhaps, for 'philosophers who dream a sweet dream of perpetual peace'. The joke wasn't particularly funny, but it betrays a certain unease: Kant, who was in his seventies, must have realised that his essay lacks the preternatural sharpness of his earlier works, and he was perhaps trying to head off possible ridicule. Two hundred years later, however, his embarrassment was turned to advantage by Jacques Derrida, who made it the starting point for a wide-ranging seminar on 'Hospitality', conducted in Paris from the winter of 1995 to the summer of 1997.
Derrida had led seminars in Paris every year since 1960, so the routine was well established: meetings took place once a week and lasted two hours or more, and they were intended for students preparing for a masters-level exam in philosophy, though others could attend with permission. Some sessions were given over to general discussions, some to student papers, but most of them - ten a year as a rule - were devoted to lengthy presentations by Derrida himself, usually written out in full a few days in advance. He completed his last series in 2003 (he died the following year at the age of 74) and the typescripts he left behind - some thirty pages for each session, often amended by hand and sometimes supplemented by tape recordings, which include interjections, asides and frequent laughter - constitute not only a record of his work as a teacher, but also an intellectual journal, preserving his responses to new developments in politics, philosophy and literature. Several of them have now been published in magnificent editions, followed up by meticulous English translations, including, most recently, the seminar on hospitality.
The first session took place on 15 November 1995. Derrida opened it by reading out the 'famous passage' that was to serve as the 'matrix' for the entire series: Kant's attempt to link hospitality to cosmopolitanism in a prescription for perpetual peace; and he proceeded as he would expect his students to, weighing every word, and comparing standard French translations to the original German. He then suggested that any oddities and obscurities that came to light should be attributed not to some infirmity in Kant, but to a slipperiness or duplicity affecting all the issues which are 'magnetised', as he put it, 'by the simple word hospitality'.
Consider the classic scene of welcome, in which a host invites you in with greetings, smiles and open arms. The gestures may be a sincere expression of friendship, but they are also, unavoidably, a sly assertion of privilege: this is my place, they say, and even if I tell you to 'make yourself at home,' you must remember that you are here on my sufferance. The double-edged truth of hospitality manifests itself in words as well as deeds. As Derrida points out, the French hote means 'guest' as well as 'host', while historical dictionaries trace it to the Latin hospes, which is allied with hostis, which can also mean 'stranger', 'foreigner' or 'enemy'. He then turns to the prodigious Vocabulaire des institutions indo-europeennes by the semiotician Emile Benveniste, which pursues the word 'hospitality' back through Greek, Sanskrit and dozens of other languages to link it to hotels, hospitals and hospices; also, plausibly enough, to hostages and despotism; and finally to 'ipseity' (meaning personal selfhood) and thus to command, authority and control. Hospitality, it seems, is a nest of paradoxes: not so much hospitality, Derrida suggests, as hostipitality.
Derrida's next move might seem a bit of a stretch: tracking the theme of hospitality (or hostipitality) - together with gifts, invitations, welcomes and being at home - through works of literature. He starts in the 20th century with Roberte ce Soir, a very odd novella by Pierre Klossowski which features a host who is so absolute in his hospitality that he swaps places with his guests, while his wife betrays him in a bed above which he has hung a framed text in his own handwriting called 'The Laws of Hospitality'. Later, Derrida wonders what hospitality might mean in a home that has 'become a brothel'; but the topic is 'immense', and - following a suggestion from one of the students - he turns instead to a tale by the 17th-century moralist La Bruyere, in which a genial old gentleman calls on a neighbour but becomes convinced that he is still in his own home, and ends up wondering why his guest (in fact his host) fails to take a hint and leave. 'I sympathise enormously,' Derrida remarks ('[Laughter]'). Sexual difference then rears its head, and La Bruyere's absent-minded hero 'pays a visit to a lady, and imagines that she is visiting him', eventually inviting her to stay for supper.
The apparent link between hospitality and patriarchy takes Derrida back to the story of Lot, as related in the book of Genesis. Lot is a stranger living in the city of Sodom who upsets his neighbours by providing hospitality to two passing travellers, whereupon his house is besieged by 'men of the city' who demand that he hand his guests over. Lot refuses, of course, but offers them a consolation prize. 'I have two daughters which have not known man,' he says, 'and do ye to them as is good in your eyes: only unto these men do nothing; for therefore came they under the shadow of my roof.' (In the event the two guests - actually angels in disguise - save the two girls as well as Lot and the rest of his family, while the 'men of Sodom' are destroyed together with their sinful city.) Lot's uncle Abraham is another hospitable wanderer, but more fortunate in his neighbours. When his wife, Sarah, succumbs to old age he appeals to them, saying, 'I am a stranger and a sojourner with you: give me a possession of a burying place with you.' They offer him a choice of sepulchres, but he prefers a cave, which is then 'made sure unto Abraham for a possession', so that he 'buried his wife ... in the land of Canaan', and was satisfied. The idea that the dead deserve hospitality as much as the living is echoed, as Derrida notes, by Sophocles, whose 'wandering Oedipus' arrives exhausted at Colonus, where his daughter Antigone secures a grave that enables him to do 'as he wanted most': to die 'on foreign soil', where 'he has his bed for ever.'
Derrida had a marvellous literary range, and a sharp eye for details that might elude the rest of us. (Reading him reminds me of taking a walk with a friend who will spot a ghost orchid, a heath fritillary and an alpine swift while I am just enjoying a companionable stroll.) He notices references to hospitality all over the place: ghosts, for example, the worst kind of uninvited guest, in Joyce's Ulysses; hauntings that make homes unhomely (unheimlich) in Freud's 'The Uncanny'; and the dream of a perfectly safe home in Kafka's 'The Burrow'. This kind of solipsism finds an echo in Hannah Arendt's attachment to her 'mother tongue' ('there is no substitute,' she said), and Rousseau's yearning for 'maternal solicitude' (which he called 'irreplaceable'), while the saint's embrace of a leper in Flaubert's 'Julian the Hospitaller' takes hospitality to another extreme. Meanwhile Moliere's Dom Juan plays host to a stone guest, the statue of a man he slaughtered, who returns the invitation; which may remind us of the way Hamlet follows the ghost of his murdered father as it 'beckons' and 'wafts' him to 'removed ground', asking his companions to treat it with courtesy ('as a stranger bid it welcome') and inviting it to make itself at home ('Rest, rest, perturbed spirit') - though in this case a further 'visitation' brings him to his senses. Shakespeare is, according to Derrida, 'the richest and most powerful resource both for the thinking and for the vocabulary of hospitality' - but 'the seminar would take a hundred years,' and 'I will not even attempt it.'
Derrida seems to have been surprised by his findings: when we survey 'literature in the broad sense', he wrote, 'it is hard to find any work that is not fitted either to illustrate ... or to enact ... what we call hospitality'; and when he turns his attention to philosophy, he gets the same result. Plato's Sophist opens, Derrida notes, with Socrates extending his welcome to a character known only as 'the Stranger' (Xenos). ('Is he not rather a God,' Socrates asks, 'come to us in the guise of a stranger?') But the Stranger is not an easy guest: he undertakes to 'challenge the argument of our father Parmenides' and adds, rather menacingly, that he has no intention of 'becoming a parricide'. But Socrates is not fazed, and when he pleads for his life before a jury of fellow Athenians in The Apology, he claims he is at a disadvantage: he is fluent in ordinary Greek - the language of the marketplace - but, he says, 'this is the first time I have come before the court,' and 'I am therefore an utter stranger to the kind of language used here.' He suspects he would be treated more indulgently if he were 'really from another country' and could not speak Greek; and his plea is indeed unsuccessful.
When he observes that a unified language such as Greek may contain languages that are strangers to one another, Socrates puts the very idea of a native language (or 'mother tongue') into a spin; and Nietzsche's Zarathustra - himself a stranger in a foreign land - runs into a similar problem. Returning to his cave one evening, he finds that he has a gaggle of unexpected visitors, including a pope, a sorcerer, a shadow and a couple of kings. He greets them as a gracious host must: 'This is my realm and my domain,' he says. 'Whatever is mine shall for this evening and this night be yours ... be welcome, my dear guests, be welcome.' Once they have made themselves comfortable, they make a request: to 'learn from you, O Zarathustra, the great hope'. He undertakes to expound his exotic wisdom in plain German ('deutsch und deutlich'), informing them that he had indeed been expecting a visit, but not from them. One of the kings takes umbrage and complains that the 'wise man from the East' does not understand the 'dear Germans' to whom he is playing host, and that his German is coarse and unclear ('deutsch und derb'). Zarathustra the wanderer pleads again with his guests, and falls silent.
The philosopher  who got most coverage in the seminar was Emmanuel Levinas - an old friend of Derrida's, and an outstanding example of the philosopher-as-stranger. He was born into a Jewish family in Lithuania in 1905 and grew up speaking Russian and Lithuanian; he then learned German and biblical Hebrew, and after a few years in Ukraine added French to his repertoire, took a degree in philosophy at the University of Strasbourg, and moved briefly to Germany, where he studied under Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger. In 1931 he obtained French citizenship and began teaching at a Jewish college in Paris - the Ecole Normale Israelite Orientale - while writing books and articles introducing French readers to contemporary German philosophy, including an essay which denounced the 'philosophy of Hitlerism' for treating biological existence 'not as an object of spiritual life, but as its heart'. In 1939 he joined the French army; he was captured a few months later and spent the next five years as a prisoner of war, mostly in a camp near Hanover where he lived in a well-established Jewish section and worked as a forester, before returning to the Jewish college in Paris in 1945. Looking back, he would say that his entire life was dominated by 'presentiment and memory of Nazi horror', but after the war his work as a writer was focused elsewhere - partly on Talmudic commentary, but mainly on ethics. Later he took up university teaching and became a father figure to several young thinkers, including Derrida.
Derrida mentioned Levinas in the opening session of his seminar, drawing attention to his work on the origin of 'pity, compassion, forgiveness and closeness', and to a tantalising remark about selfhood: 'The word "I" answers for everything and everyone' ('Le mot "je" repondrait de tout et de tous'). What Levinas meant, according to Derrida, was that I cannot 'belong to myself' unless I am already 'delivered over to the other' - and hence that we are all members of one another, and constitutionally incapable of being wholly self-centred, self-sufficient or self-contained. Shortly afterwards, in December 1995, Levinas died, and Derrida delivered the graveside eulogy, eloquent with grief. He went on to devote four sessions of the seminar to Levinas as 'a great thinker of hospitality', elaborating on his suggestion that accueil - 'welcome', or perhaps 'openness' or 'receptivity' - is fundamental to human existence, or in Derrida's paraphrase, 'If I want to seek refuge within myself, and thus come to rest inside myself, I will find that the other is already there, and I am the guest of the other.'
Hospitality is usually regarded as what happens when you invite people into a place - a room, a house, a garden - that you consider to be yours, but Levinas was uneasy about treating places as possessions. You may own the food and drink, the table, the plates and the glasses, even the windows, doors and walls, but the place itself cannot belong to you, or not in the same way: 'It is owned,' Levinas suggested, 'because it is already hospitable (hospitaliere) to its owner.' Moreover, if you extend an invitation to friends in the belief that their company will give you pleasure, you are engaging in a banal transactional exchange; genuine hospitality would mean opening your place to a 'stranger' of whom you know nothing, or to an enemy you cannot forgive. Hence, for Levinas, the obligation to 'shelter the other in one's own land or home, to tolerate the presence of the landless and homeless even on "ancestral soil" - even on soil that is loved with a jealous, wicked love'. He was referring to Israel, but his point was much larger: where Kant regarded war as a natural condition that might be interrupted, perhaps indefinitely, by peace, Levinas saw peace as a direct consequence of the primordial mutuality of human existence - of the 'friendship', as he called it, that precedes egoism and reaches out 'to the other, in desire and goodness'. For Levinas, peace arises from the eternal 'welcome' that inhabits every place even when it is not inhabited, and which, he went on to claim, is essentially feminine: 'the welcoming one par excellence, the welcoming one in itself - feminine being'.
Derrida commended his late friend to his students, claiming - rather extravagantly - that Levinas had overthrown the 'common tradition' which defines selfhood as the 'kernel' or 'core' of individual existence, and that he had thus discredited Kant's idea that ethics depends on the 'autonomy' of a 'free subject'. But he also advised them to be wary: Levinas's appeal to 'feminine being' could perhaps be annexed to a 'feminist manifesto', but it was also an act of 'classic androcentrism', and deserved to be met with 'classic ... protest'. Moreover he suggested that Levinas's notion of elemental interdependence points not to a sunny world of peace and friendship, but to a tragic double bind, a point he illustrated with an old joke about two Jews, parties to a long-standing feud, who meet at synagogue on Yom Kippur - the Day of Atonement, dedicated to repentance and forgiveness. After the service, one of them apologises to the other, saying, 'I wish for you what you wish for me,' only to be met with the retort: 'So you want to start it up again already?' An 'unfathomable story', Derrida says, and one which seems to consign the prospect of peace to 'the abyss of the impossible'.
The trouble arises, according to Derrida, from Kant, and from the fact that he is still 'the thinker of our epoch ... of the problem of international law today'. Kant's idea of a community of nations committed to 'cosmopolitan right' and 'universal hospitality' is part of the conceptual architecture of our time, in which the entire habitable surface of the earth is supposed to be parcelled out between autonomous nation-states, and every one of us is expected to belong to some particular nation or other. (Animals are exempt, as Derrida notes: a further turn of the speciesist screw.) State borders may be arbitrary, mutable and irrational, but we like to invest them with a splendid sanctity, like that attributed to the Kantian sovereign self; and then we find ourselves channelling enormous political energy into the 'insatiable problem', as Derrida called it, of 'controlling immigration'.
Kant's approach to international law has left us, Derrida claims, with a choice between two kinds of madness. On one side there is the 'unconditional ethic of hospitality', which would require nations to 'let every newcomer in' - but while we may applaud the sentiment, we know that 'no one will take it seriously.' Hospitality then shrinks to 'a utopia, a dream', before being transformed into 'a place ... where love turns into hatred'. Affable xenophobes will profess their fondness for foreigners - with the exception, naturally, of those whose presence infringes the 'laws of hospitality', who must be removed immediately. Politics then gets swept up in a 'phantasmatics of reappropriation' - a senseless biologistic fantasy in which nations try to make themselves immaculate again, flushing out suspected impurities in a process that was coming to be known as 'ethnic cleansing'.
The madness dates back, Derrida suggests, to the French Revolution, where an initial declaration of 'love of the foreigner' flipped, as he put it, into 'hatred of the foreigner ... in the name of revolutionary purity'. He illustrated the point with the case of a Prussian aristocrat called Anacharsis Cloots, who, alongside Thomas Paine, became a foreign member of the National Convention in 1792. In April 1793 Cloots gave a euphoric address to the Convention, arguing that the word 'foreigner' (etranger) was a 'barbarism' that had no place in a civilised lexicon: 'Liberated humanity,' Cloots said, 'will ... emulate nature, for which there are no foreigners ... and wisdom will reign throughout the world.' But expulsion of words soon morphed into expulsion of people: the Convention called for foreigners to be removed unless they could obtain an official 'certificate of hospitality' permitting them to stay a while, provided they wear an armband embroidered with the word hospitalite. Six months later the Convention decreed that 'individuals born in a foreign country are excluded from the right of representing the French people.' Paine escaped but Cloots was guillotined in March 1794. For Derrida, this sequence of events says 'almost everything' about the French Revolution.
Derrida  was always thoroughly up to date. He took the anecdote about Cloots, for example, from a book by Sophie Wahnich, L'Impossible Citoyen, which had come out only a few days before. He also liked to refer to current newspaper reports, sometimes about the deportation of immigrants with HIV, but more often about the murderous ramifications of nationalism in former Yugoslavia, Chechnya, Rwanda, the Spanish Basque country and elsewhere. When Francois Mitterrand died, Derrida recalled his efforts to secure votes for foreigners in municipal elections; later, he wondered whether the cloning of Dolly the sheep was going to alter conceptions of ethnic purity, whether mobile phones would transform the etiquette of domestic hospitality, and whether the 'democratisation of information' through digital technology was liable to be hijacked by 'police and politicisation'.
The assassination of Yitzhak Rabin, which occurred just before the seminar got under way, led Derrida to reflect on the horrors of introjected nationalism: 'Jews unleashing ... unheard-of hatred against Jews, hatred ... directed against the absolutely foreign foreigner, against the nearest and dearest'. Subsequently, he was shocked when the Israeli High Court struck down an injunction against torture, and appalled by plans to 'install new settlers in the Palestinian territories'. Levinas would not have been so worried: for him, Zionism had always been the kindest of nationalisms - the only nationalism, he said, which 'demands ... care for the stranger, the widow and the orphan, a preoccupation with others'. Derrida was unpersuaded, noting that nationalists make a habit of claiming that their particular nationalism 'incorporates a universal responsibility for humanity' and is therefore 'not ... like the others'. He also tried to fill a gap left by Levinas by exploring - despite a profound sense of his own linguistic limitations - 'the question of hospitality according to Islam', which, perhaps because it arises from a 'nomadic tradition', appears to assign a different meaning to the notion of 'being at home'. Meanwhile, the tide of hatred continued to rise: 'I worry,' Derrida said, 'about what may be happening in Israel today.'
He was equally worried about what was happening in France. Freedom of movement within the European Union had been bought at the cost of 'still stricter sealing of the external borders', and it was open to exploitation by the racist right under Jean-Marie Le Pen. Meanwhile police had begun to make arrests for 'crimes of hospitality' (delits d'hospitalite) - in other words, providing shelter for undocumented foreigners. At the same time the government was preparing a bill to put further restrictions on migrant rights, and the president, Jacques Chirac, was accusing his critics of 'angelism': by advocating a 'utopian' world of 'open borders', he said, they were playing into the hands of Le Pen. For Derrida, however, Chirac's argument was a kind of 'blackmail', designed to compel anti-racists to acquiesce - for fear of provoking more racism - in 'any immigration policy whatsoever'.
Derrida was a political activist, of a kind, and kept his students informed of demonstrations they could take part in or petitions they might want to sign. On one occasion he commended an organisation supporting migrant workers, for which he had written an article on delits d'hospitalite. On another he read extracts from a speech for a conference of the International Parliament of Writers, due to take place the following day. It was called 'Cosmopolitans of all countries, one more effort!' and proposed the formation of a network of cities of asylum, committed to welcoming persecuted writers and artists even in defiance of government decrees. The idea went back to the Hebrew Bible, which speaks of 'cities of refuge ... both for the children of Israel, and for the stranger, and for the sojourner among them', and Derrida acknowledged that his attempt to revive it in a world that makes a fetish of 'sovereignty' would seem 'completely crazy'; but still, he allowed himself to hope that 'putting the state to the test' might 'herald a genuine innovation', opening up 'new possibilities' and perhaps offering a glimpse of 'a democracy to come'.
Apart from  such flashes of utopianism, Derrida's conception of politics was quite old-fashioned, perhaps pre-Kantian: for him, politics was concerned not with designing a new society but with responding to random conflicts thrown up by the ordinary chaos of social existence. When politics works, according to Derrida, it provides a place where hostilities come up for negotiation, and when it breaks down, 'hostility is replaced by hatred,' which 'explodes absolutely without limits'. The idea of basing politics on 'principles' - hospitality, for example, or liberty, equality and fraternity, or moral righteousness - has an obvious attraction, but principles easily morph into dogmas, and then into pretexts for chauvinism, violence and genocide. For Derrida, the enemies of politics aren't so much venality or malevolence as intellectual narrowness, stupid self-assurance, and a refusal to reflect philosophically and think things through.
In philosophy, too, Derrida was a traditionalist: he saw it as an ancient discipline defined by an established canon of texts running from Plato and Aristotle to Kant, Heidegger and Levinas; and his aim as a teacher was to get his students to love the classics. On occasion he would offer useful summaries, saying for example that Levinas saw time not as 'a succession of instants ... but the response to ... hope in the midst of despair', that Heidegger treated selfhood as 'a movement of temporalisation and not an agency external to temporalisation', and that Kant regarded the French Revolution as 'a sign of possible progress in the history of humanity'. But he was not prepared to yield to the 'crude pedagogy', as he called it, that reduces the 'subtle movement' of philosophical prose to a 'sequence of steps or arguments'. He preferred to proceed slantwise, meandering 'from one digression to another' - or even 'from transgression to transgression ... [Laughter]' - in the hope of getting students to appreciate points they might have overlooked. He would read out passages, writing key phrases on a blackboard, commenting word by word, and reminding students to keep an eye on chronology, to mistrust translations, consult dictionaries, and look for parallels outside philosophy. Above all he urged them to carry on reading the classics, 'taking all the time necessary'.
If Derrida was a philosophical traditionalist, however, he was also an innovator. He encouraged his students to approach the canon not as awestruck conservators, shielding old treasures from the light of criticism, nor as show-offs trying to impress, nor yet as asset-strippers extracting a few propositions and repurposing them either as objects of mockery or as maxims for their own use. He wanted them to become creative inheritors, keeping the classics vivid - in the manner, perhaps, of theatre directors who take old staples to new places, presenting Shylock as a woman, say, or Tannhauser as gay. He hoped they would train themselves to pick up small conceptual tremors and slight verbal dislocations so that - like cattle detecting an imminent earthquake - they could be on their guard against impending catastrophes.
Derrida was probably the best-known philosopher of his generation, but the publication of his seminars reveals that he was also a conscientious, kind and industrious teacher. His classroom was, it would seem, his studio, his workshop, even his intellectual home, and many of his publications were spin-offs from the seminars: his implied reader was familiar with the philosophical canon, and with all the other works he mentioned, and keen to read them again. Derrida was not one of those celebrity professors who neglect their students in order to prepare for prestigious performances elsewhere: on the contrary, he flouted the laws of academic hospitality by presenting his international hosts with lectures taken from his current seminar, including his habitual 'deviations, diversions and digressions'; and sometimes he went on for two or three hours, leaving his audience rather bemused.
In his seminars, Derrida referred to a vast range of writers and works, but hardly ever to himself or his own back catalogue. On one occasion, however, he did allow himself to reminisce. He was describing the paradoxes of nationality as they played out in French Algeria, where Muslims were classified as French nationals but not citizens of France, and recalled that he himself - as a Jew born in El Biar, a suburb of Algiers, in 1930 - lost his citizenship under Vichy rule, and with it his right to go to school. He managed to get into a Paris lycee in 1949, and underwent a punishing training in philosophy before emerging, with some encouragement from Levinas, as a teacher in his own right. He used his seminar to pass on what he had learned, inviting his students to join him, 'as philosophers', in revisiting the great tradition in the hope, as he put it, that the 'singular things ... taking place in our world' will 'become more thinkable for us, if not clearer and more familiar'.
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'This much evidence, still no charges'
James Butler on the Grenfell inquiry

9025 wordsThe fire  at Grenfell Tower on 14 June 2017 killed 72 people, 18 of them children. Most died from asphyxiation after inhaling toxic smoke from the cladding on the block, which acted like a coat of petrol on the walls. Some died leaping from the building. Families died together, huddled under beds, having been told to stay where they were. Disabled residents died waiting for a rescue that never came. Every death was avoidable. Every death was the result of choices - acts of negligence, carelessness, contempt, incompetence and deliberate deceit - made by individuals, corporations and elected officials. The residents had the right to expect their landlord, in this case a subsidiary of local government, to ensure their homes were safe. They had the right to expect their government to enforce safety rules and to identify and combat fraud and malpractice by suppliers and fitters. Instead, those in power at every level abdicated their responsibilities.
'Grenfell is a lens to see how we are governed,' Stephanie Barwise, one of the lawyers for the bereaved, told the second part of the Grenfell Tower Inquiry, which (among other things) dealt with the actions of elected officials. The inquiry's final report, issued on 4 September, cuts a critical swathe across public and private bodies. It is a sober and dispassionate document - its authors are all too aware that it will form the basis for future prosecutions - and its restraint seems at times too mild a response to the arrogance and incompetence displayed in the evidence. It is now indisputable that companies rigged safety tests with the complicity of the testing authorities, that politicians refused to act on safety concerns because to do so might have obstructed deregulation, that a social landlord which loathed its tenants ignored and concealed fire safety notices. The report firmly establishes the fire as the shameful 'culmination of decades of failure'.
In his closing statement, Richard Millett, lead counsel for the inquiry - responsible for examining all the witnesses and ensuring its terms of reference were addressed - presented a 'spider's web of blame': the image showed a tangle of arrows going between Kensington and Chelsea Council, testing bodies, architects, manufacturers and construction companies. It's almost impossible to decipher, and that was his point: each arrow represented one party's attempt to shift responsibility to another and back again - a sorry repetition of the 'merry-go-round of buck-passing' that Millett argued had characterised the first phase of the inquiry. In countries with sophisticated regulatory regimes, catastrophes such as Grenfell ought to be impossible: when they occur they are invariably multi-causal, the result of many overlapping failures. This complexity is often taken to be exculpatory and used by guilty parties to muddy the issue of responsibility. Lawyers for the bereaved asked the inquiry not to get entangled in this web, but instead to begin to apportion the degree of responsibility borne by the various parties. The final report assigns 'considerable' or 'very significant' responsibility for the fire to the contractors and subcontractors who executed the refurbishment.
The first phase of the inquiry, which reported in October 2019, was concerned with establishing what happened on the night of the fire: how it started, how it engulfed the building, and the response of the London Fire Brigade (LFB). It established what is now a familiar story. During a council-commissioned refurbishment between 2012 and 2016, Grenfell Tower was fitted with unsafe, flammable cladding and combustible insulation. An ordinary appliance fire on the fourth floor moved through a window frame and lit this outer skin. Toxic smoke rapidly filled the building. The first phase report acknowledged the heroism of individual firefighters, while sharply criticising the LFB's failure to abandon its 'stay put' advice or to prepare contingency plans for situations in which that strategy might fail. Many of those who died would have survived had it been abandoned earlier.
The testimony provided by firefighters at the scene made clear that nobody at Grenfell that evening understood what kind of fire they were seeing, or had been trained for it. Later evidence revealed that Arconic, the cladding manufacturer, had been told a decade before the fire that fitting a large tower block with polyethylene-core panels would be equivalent to attaching a 19,000-litre oil tanker to the outside of the building. The potentially lethal consequences were perfectly clear to Arconic's senior management. 'What will happen if only one building made out [of] PE core is on fire and will kill sixty to seventy persons,' one manager asked in an internal memo, 'what is the responsibility of the ACM [aluminium composite panel] supplier?'
The second phase of the inquiry had the more expansive task of establishing how, 'in 21st-century London ... a reinforced concrete building, itself structurally impervious to fire', could be 'turned into a death trap that would enable fire to sweep through it in an uncontrollable way in a matter of a few hours'. The evidence uncovered in pursuing that question has received less press attention than it should have. Public inquiries cannot determine civil or criminal liability, but the report makes devastating criticisms of every public and private body involved with the tower and its refurbishment. At a national level, politicians from multiple governments (Labour, Conservative, the Liberal Democrat-Conservative coalition) and civil servants failed to act on fire safety and regulation. (Two former prime ministers - Blair and Cameron - have already tried to spin their way out of criticism.) Kensington and Chelsea's cost-cutting council and its Tenant Management Organisation (TMO) bore direct responsibility at a local level for the tower's management and its refurbishment. Three manufacturers - Arconic, Kingspan and Celotex - were responsible for the combustible products used in its refurbishment. These products were either brought to market when they shouldn't have been or were misleadingly certified by the Building Research Establishment (BRE) and the British Board of Agrement (BBA). The architects, Studio E, and their fire safety consultants, Exova, failed to produce a fire safety plan beyond a preliminary draft. Rydon, the project's main contractor, and Harley Facades, its cladding subcontractor, neglected their responsibilities, failing to check the safety of the products they installed or to demand a completed fire safety strategy. Both used inexperienced, incompetent or complacent teams; Rydon's primary concern was cost-cutting.
These parties can be divided into those that were malign through intention and those that were malign through incompetence, with some falling into both categories. Incompetence is not a lesser category where safety is concerned, especially when knowingly indulged. The most damning evidence presented to the inquiry often came from direct testimony or contemporaneous emails, but some chilling moments were provided by far-sighted, unheeded experts. The report's first volume (of seven) quotes H.L. Malhotra, a scientist at the Fire Research Station (a precursor to the BRE), in 1986: 'The burden of responsibility is being shifted from the central or the local authorities to the individual or corporate designer/contractor for the adequacy of his system ... It will be perhaps another two or three decades before the consequence of this approach can be seen.'
[image: ]

Theresa May, prime minister at the time of the fire, announced the inquiry on 15 June, the day after the disaster, and accepted without quarrel the terms that Martin Moore-Bick, the retired appellate judge chosen as chair, proposed. In a letter to May in August 2017, Moore-Bick noted that some of those affected thought the inquiry's scope 'should include social housing policy' more generally, as well as covering the local authority, the TMO and their actions in the aftermath. He demurred at the time from addressing 'broad questions' of a 'social, economic and political nature', preferring to consider the precise events of the night and the conditions that gave rise to the fire. In fact, apart from housing policy, these wider questions bear heavily on the final report. How could they not?
Some survivors, especially those represented by the solicitor Imran Khan (who also represented the family of Stephen Lawrence), persistently raised the question of institutional racism and discrimination. More than three-quarters of the tower's residents were non-white. The issue surfaces, somewhat defensively, in Moore-Bick's preface. Although such considerations were outside the inquiry's terms, he notes that he found some evidence of prejudice in the response to the fire, but no evidence that homes were deliberately allocated 'to those of non-white ethnicity in a building known to be dangerous'. Nor did he uncover evidence that decisions to cut corners or to delay remedial safety work were motivated by racial or social prejudice. Yet the contempt with which the TMO treated its residents - its 'serious failure ... to observe its basic responsibilities' - is difficult to explain other than as a diffuse consequence of class superiority and callousness. The attitude was endemic: the transcripts of the hearing show the councillors charged with scrutiny of the tower's refurbishment dismissing complainants as lacking gratitude for a 'PS100k gift from the state'.
Statutory inquiries have become an increasingly common means of addressing scandals and crises in Britain. Some have resulted in serious and enduring change: the regime of DBS checks for child safety is a direct result of the Bichard inquiry into the Soham murders. Others, such as the post-Savile Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse and the ongoing Undercover Policing Inquiry, have failed to find answers and lost the trust of the groups they were supposed to serve. The Grenfell Tower Inquiry has been one of the most complex and expensive ever undertaken, costing PS200 million (including legal expenses) and involving 638 core participants, the disclosure of 320,461 documents and hundreds of hours of testimony and cross-examination conducted over seven years - a period extended by the pandemic but not unusual among contemporary inquiries. The 1700-page report on the second phase seems relatively concise.
Questions about scope, duration and cost follow in the wake of public inquiries. Politicians might initiate an inquiry to establish the facts about an event, and to determine how it can be avoided in future, but they are also convenient means of removing the issue from public debate ('we must wait for the inquiry to report' deserves a spot in ministerial bingo). Recommendations resulting from inquiries invariably have costs and consequences for politicians, and because of this are often ignored. Boris Johnson loudly accepted the recommendations of the first phase of the Grenfell inquiry, then quietly buried many of them.
At its inception, many families feared that the inquiry would be a drawn-out establishment whitewash, or that it would spread the blame so wide that nobody would be held accountable. Neither has proved the case. A third anxiety, that time would dull the public's appetite for justice, is harder to allay. It takes an effort to recall the anger so widely felt the morning after the fire, when the burning tower seemed to represent so much that was wrong with Britain's social and political order, its private affluence and public squalor, the avarice and arrogance of its ruling elite. Left-wing MPs were castigated for saying what happened was 'social murder' or calling on Britain to 'burn neoliberalism, not people,' but the final report confirms the soundness of those early intuitions. In 2017, only the most optimistic would have believed that the catastrophe would lead directly to substantive political change; but even the most pessimistic would not have predicted that, seven years on, almost nothing would have changed. Survivors fear that the public is easily inured to disaster, as those responsible retire on healthy pensions or are elevated to the peerage, and it has certainly seemed true that the media lose interest all too quickly.
The story established by the inquiry is shocking in its detail but unsurprising in its general shape, and perhaps this helps explain the rapid decline in press interest: the detailed early accounts have been succeeded by indifferent silence. Grenfell happened because many British institutions have been progressively hollowed out, including the press. The kind of local journalism that might have uncovered and campaigned against the problems at Grenfell - many residents had sought again and again to have them redressed - is long dead; few papers, at city or national level, could afford regular reporting on the inquiry or the fire's causes and aftermath. Two journalists have been essential: Peter Apps of Inside Housing has reported exhaustively on all aspects of the case as well as examining the findings on his Substack and in his book, Show Me the Bodies (2022). At the BBC, Kate Lamble produced a detailed weekly podcast throughout the hearings, though its insights rarely seemed to make it across to the corporation's main news programmes. In an act of managerial malfeasance typical of the BBC, Lamble was made redundant a day or two after the inquiry reported.
The  apportioning of blame depends in part on where you begin the story. The regulatory patchwork criticised by the inquiry is a result of the Building Act 1984, which swept away hundreds of pages of statutory regulation and replaced them with short, performance-based requirements ('the external walls of the building shall adequately resist the spread of fire'). This was a significant change, undermining the statutory building regulations established after the Great Fire of London in 1666, which mandated building in stone and brick, and set minimum street widths intended to prevent the spread of fire. According to Ian Gow, Thatcher's minister for housing, the regulations brought in by Harold Wilson's government in 1965 were excessively prescriptive, encumbered an increasingly specialised and diverse construction industry, and could not keep pace with technological change and new materials. Because these regulations were set out in a statutory instrument, the government claimed - not without reason - that they were labyrinthine, hard to understand and difficult to update.
The requirements of the 1984 Act were stipulated in ministerially issued Approved Documents, which were not much less arcane than the regulations they replaced. Much of the inquiry turned on the inadequacy of the fire safety standard ('Class 0') that the cladding was supposed to meet and the poor drafting and unclear language of the guidance. The risks posed by deregulation were clear to some at the time, especially the move to part-privatise testing and the certification of materials. Inertia and a broad acceptance of the Thatcherite settlement left future governments reluctant to change it. John Fraser, then Labour MP for Norwood, warned against the 'economic interdependence' a private testing regime would create. 'That would be extremely dangerous,' he told Parliament in 1983. 'The building industry's record in respect of graft, corruption and collusion is not a happy one.' The Labour MP Gerald Kaufman called it 'legislative provision for institutionalised negligence'.
Evidence confirming these suspicions began to accumulate. A cladding fire in Huyton, Merseyside in 1991 didn't result in any changes to the guidance; indeed the inquiry disclosed 'a request from M. St Press Office' - the Marsham Street office of the Department for the Environment, which had overseen the refurbishment - 'to play down the issue of the fire'. Successive governments, including Blair's, ignored or suppressed warning signs. Cladding-related fires in the 1990s prompted Select Committee hearings and a 1999 report that recommended tougher standards. 'We do not believe,' its authors wrote, 'that it should take a serious fire in which many people are killed before all reasonable steps are taken towards minimising the risks.' The government declined to act. Brian Martin, the mid-ranking civil servant who had been in charge of fire safety regulations for seventeen years at the time of the fire (he described himself at the inquiry's hearings as a 'single point of failure'), suggested a requirement for non-combustible cladding would have been seen as 'impracticable and unduly onerous'.
The fire at Lakanal House in Camberwell in 2009 is widely seen as the closest precursor to Grenfell. Six people died in the fire, which travelled through the building's external cladding. Evacuation failures and smoke spread were significant issues. The Grenfell report states that the response of the Department of Communities and Local Government (DCLG) was inadequate and the BRE's investigation 'prematurely and unreasonably curtailed', fitting a 'longstanding pattern' of reluctance to deal with the unclear wording of the guidance. The distribution of responsibilities for building safety across different departments is a major preoccupation of the report. Melanie Dawes, the permanent secretary at the DCLG at the time of Grenfell, claimed that she first heard of Lakanal House only after Grenfell. When the coroner investigating the Lakanal fire wrote to the department with safety recommendations, including the installation of sprinkler systems and a systematic review of regulations, Martin told his colleagues: 'We only have a duty to respond to the coroner, not kiss her backside.'
It is easy to make a villain of Martin, and it is in some ways deserved. He was dismissive and complacent. Reluctant to inconvenience the construction industry, he needlessly curtailed fire investigations, phrased essential guidance on cladding materials ambiguously and assured ministers immediately after Grenfell that the cladding used there was 'effectively "banned"', when he knew it was not. But his superiors offered little oversight. The coroner's letter was addressed to the minister in charge of the department, Eric Pickles, the Cameron-era axeman who once accused those complaining about government cuts of 'shroud-waving'.
Pickles's contemptuous evidence to the inquiry was its lowest point. He told the inquiry's counsel not to waste his time - 'I do have an extremely busy day meeting people' - and confused the number of dead with Hillsborough. His irritability was prompted by questioning that focused on the Cameron government's deregulation drive. Martin told the inquiry that 'regulation was a dirty word' in the department. Pickles insisted that safety regulations were exempt from the government's 'one in, two out' deregulatory drive, an assertion the inquiry found was 'flatly contradicted by [the evidence] of his officials and by the contemporaneous documents'. The report is clear that 'the pressure within the department to reduce red tape was so strong' that it prevented a proper response to the Lakanal coroner's recommendations, which included a revision of the regulations on cladding and the retrofitting of sprinkler systems within blocks such as Lakanal and Grenfell.
Other former ministers bear significant responsibility. Brandon Lewis, fire and policing minister under Cameron, implacably opposed the creation of a fire safety regulator, despite evidence that self-regulation was failing; his successor as housing minister, Gavin Barwell, ignored repeated warnings from MPs on fire safety. The report makes clear that 'the government's deregulatory agenda' was so pervasive that 'matters affecting the safety of life were ignored, delayed or disregarded.' Cameron's promise to 'kill off the health and safety culture for good' had far-reaching effects. Grant Shapps's 'deletion' of the Tenant Services Authority - 'the TSA is toast,' as he put it - knocked out a crucial way for tenants to challenge their TMO. The inquiry's finding was significant enough for Cameron to feel the need to respond on X, claiming that the report found that fire safety was 'explicitly excluded' from his anti-red tape drives. That is, at best, highly misleading. Pickles and Barwell were elevated to the Lords in 2018 and 2019. Lewis was knighted last year.
The report says that Pickles's department was 'poorly run'. According to one of his ministers, he regarded the department's officials as 'Guardian-reading pinkos', but whatever their views were, they acted in line with his antipathy to 'regulatory madness'. At the inquiry, Jose Torero, a professor of engineering at UCL and a specialist in fire safety, pointed out that the department had misunderstood statistics about fire deaths and safety policy which it claimed supported its position. Pickles claimed frustration at civil servants' failure to present policy options to him directly; their reluctance to present ministers with inconvenient facts is a recurrent feature of the Grenfell story. But the culture of a department depends on the ministers at its head. Martin was thoroughly acclimated to his department's culture: in an email chain about electrical safety, he said that allowing campaigners to advise on fire safety standards would be bad news for 'UK plc'. Asked by the inquiry what would happen if someone who put an absolute priority on safety were in charge of regulation, he replied that 'the country would be bankrupt ... We'd all starve to death ultimately, I suppose, if you took it to its extreme.'
Church House  sits off Broad Sanctuary, a complex of function rooms and offices orbiting a large assembly hall. The view over Dean's Yard includes Westminster School, the abbey and the Houses of Parliament. Some of the pupils will move from one part of this cluster of buildings to another. The hall is home to the Church of England's General Synod, but for a week in January this year it hosted days of harrowing testimony from survivors of Grenfell and the victims' families.
The Grenfell Testimony Week arose from the PS150 million civil settlement between the survivors and the corporate and civic parties involved in the fire. The civil claims proceeded in parallel to the inquiry and the testimony week was the result of unhappiness among the survivors that those responsible had not had to listen to accounts of the consequences of their actions. Company executives and government officials were requested to attend, carefully separated from survivors, families and press. In adjoining rooms, work by survivors hung alongside video documentation of Forensic Architecture's reconstruction of the fire. On successive evenings, the families, the corporate parties and the press were invited to watch the final half-hour documentary, a synthesis of footage and survivor recollections, mapping the spread of the fire through the tower. The evening I saw it, the room remained in silence afterwards.
Most of the 23 defendants to the case sent representatives. Arconic extended the contempt it had shown throughout the inquiry by refusing to send anyone: the company was represented by three empty chairs. Michael Gove, secretary of state for the environment at the time of the fire, attended one session. Press attendance was sporadic, save for Apps. Each day began and ended with a reading of the names of the 72 dead, but each speaker served as a reminder that many more were affected: those bereaved, living with survivors' guilt or PTSD; those injured and disabled by the smoke; those who died in despair afterwards. The speakers didn't apportion the blame evenly. Many could not understand or forgive the LFB's failure to evacuate the building. But harsher criticism was on the whole reserved for the authorities and the manufacturers, who were, in one survivor's words, 'party to a national atrocity'. A number of residents spoke of the strength of community spirit. Some hoped that their testimony might stoke guilt - and spur action - among the corporate audience; all agreed that there could be no real justice until those responsible were behind bars.
The effect of testimony is cumulative. Just as Forensic Architecture uses multiple angles and individual memories to collate a mosaic picture of an event, so the scale of grief and injury only becomes clear when we listen to account after account. A single narrative cannot do justice to horror on this scale. Hanan Wahabi and her family lived on the ninth floor of the tower. At the urging of her 16-year-old son, Zak, they ignored the advice to stay put. They got out in time. Her brother, Abdelaziz, who lived on the 21st floor with his wife and three children, did not. Wahabi rejected any attempt to cast the testimony week as 'some nice healing process'. 'I will not spare you,' she said. 'I hope it remains seared in your soul.' The fire destroyed her marriage, and eventually claimed the life of her former husband. We heard parts of the hour-long 999 call, reconstructed by actors, during which her brother was told to stay in his flat, told that help would come. 'It haunts me the way they were spoken to,' Wahabi said. 'It haunts me that they were told someone was coming.' Even in a reconstruction, it is terrible to listen to someone realise they are going to die, as Abdelaziz did. Wahabi addressed the representatives directly: it was 'your individual and collective actions [that] led to this', she told them. 'You covered my home in petrol.' Her brother's family were 'murdered in their own home': justice 'must involve prison sentences'.
The most shocking  evidence heard by the inquiry concerned the manufacturers and testing bodies. The report's final judgment is that all the companies involved were guilty of 'systematic dishonesty', which eroded the system of standards supposed to protect citizens. The sheer scale of this dishonesty can sometimes be lost in the detail of the way it was accomplished. Not much of Kingspan's insulation was used at Grenfell, but the company's manipulation of testing routes 'knowingly created a false market' in unsafe insulation. In 2008, when a contractor raised issues about the insulation's safety, one manager forwarded the email to a friend, joking that the contractor was 'getting me confused with someone who gives a damn'. Another, texting a colleague about the safety certificate, joked: 'All we do is lie.'

 
Most of the insulation on Grenfell was manufactured by Celotex, a subsidiary of the French multinational Saint-Gobain. Its product was formulated to compete with Kingspan's after its executives realised they could also exploit the lax certification regime. At first it failed to pass the tests conducted by the BRE, so in 2014 Celotex rigged a test by inserting fire-resistant magnesium oxide boards into the insulation. Despite protests to the contrary during cross-examination, recordings of the test in which officials mention boards, and the obvious difference in the thickness of the insulation, evident in photographs of the test rig, make it clear the BRE knew the system was being gamed. Celotex later tried to get the photographs of the boards removed from the file. The magnesium oxide boards were never intended to be used in the finished product. Without these compromised tests, this insulation would not have achieved certification and would not have ended up on Grenfell Tower.
Arconic's flammable cladding has received the most attention in the press, although the toxic smoke from the insulation behind the cladding panels played a significant role in the deaths at Grenfell. The report makes clear that Arconic also manipulated the testing regime, concealing results that should have seen the cladding taken off the market long before it was put on the tower. In 2004, a French test carried out on the cladding in the form it was attached to Grenfell - a flat sheet with a polyethylene core bent at the edges to form a 'cassette' which hangs from a skeleton frame - revealed it burned ten times faster, and released three times as much smoke, as in the other form (a riveted version) in which it was manufactured. The cassette version of Reynobond PE was so dangerous that the test was aborted: it didn't even receive the lowest possible grade. Claude Wehrle, Arconic's technical sales manager, dismissed this as a 'rogue result' and suppressed it. Unless the company chooses to disclose them, a laboratory can't share 'commercial confidential' test results, even with the standards boards of foreign governments. The cladding was allowed to be sold in Britain because the test results conducted on the 'cassette' panels were omitted. In late 2013, the riveted panels were downgraded to Euroclass E - but continued to be marketed as Euroclass B (equivalent to UK Class 0, the minimum required on a British building taller than 18 metres). When the British Board of Agrement reviewed the certificate of the Reynobond PE panels in 2015, it wasn't told about this downgrade: Arconic simply ignored its emails. The BBA renewed its certificate.
Wehrle's internal messages are damning. They reveal that managers at Arconic knew about the dangers of polyethylene-core cladding years before Grenfell was refurbished. In response to a safety query from a Spanish manufacturer, Wehrle said that the fact they had not managed to have the cassette panels certified to Spain's minimum standard, Euroclass B, should be kept 'VERY CONFIDENTIAL!!!!'; a few months later he told the same employee, in response to a query from a Portuguese company, that 'we're not "clean".' Regulations in most of Europe meant that cladding used on high-rise buildings had to meet stringent fire-retardant standards. But Wehrle wrote in a report in 2011 that 'we can still work with national regulations who are not as restrictive.' This included the UK.
Arconic is a US-owned multinational, but operates in Europe through a French subsidiary. Several of its executives, Wehrle included, hid behind an arcane French law to avoid attending the inquiry. This statute was intended to protect French citizens (and companies) from the aggressive disclosure practices of American antitrust law. It prohibits individuals from sharing evidence 'of an economic, commercial, industrial, financial or technical nature, with a view to establishing evidence in foreign judicial or administrative proceedings'. Despite a note verbale from the French government stating that it didn't consider the inquiry's proceedings to fall under this provision, Wehrle and two other Arconic witnesses continued to refuse to attend. The evidence on which they would have been questioned was presented without them. Claude Schmidt, the company's president, who did attend, accepted that Arconic had obtained its certification in the UK through 'misleading half-truth'. Had the fire not happened, he admitted, the lethal test results 'would have remained secret'. The inquiry found a pattern of 'deliberately concealed' test results.
Inquiries into political scandals often run up against the careful use of private channels and a reluctance to record damaging information in emails. What is startling about much of the evidence in the Grenfell inquiry is that executives, salespeople and officials openly acknowledged their wrongdoing. A culture of deceit and irresponsibility was deeply embedded in the building industry and there is little reason to think anything has changed. It has long been indulged by state bureaucracies: Michael Gove recently claimed that his efforts to sanction the manufacturers after the fire were impeded, and eventually obstructed, by the Treasury. Under cross-examination, witnesses spoke of becoming 'embroiled in the culture of a business' which dismissed safety concerns and incentivised evasion. One Celotex employee, reflecting on his failure to note concerns with the rigged test, went further: it was 'a failure of courage, and a failure of character, and a failure of moral fibre on my part not to do so'.
The behaviour of the cladding and insulation companies was so flagrant that it attracted much public criticism during the inquiry. Less attention was paid to the actions of the testing and certification bodies, although their 'standards' had become, as one of the lawyers for the families put it, a 'route to market rather than a route to safety'. Both the BRE and the British Board of Agrement are criticised for incompetence, carelessness and complicity with the industry. Both are private bodies (the BRE was a government laboratory until 1997) and, as such, have to seek testing contracts from industry, though the BRE also retains government investigative contracts. As early as 1999, BRE officials made clear to MPs that 'commercial pressures' guided their work. But a reluctance to inconvenience the industry, and inadequate work on fire investigations, pre-date privatisation: the removal of the 'public interest' element simply served as an accelerant. The tendency for people to move between industry and regulation accounts for some of this, but it also suggests that stronger and more effective regulation can't be achieved at a stroke. In 2012, the government varied the conditions of its fire investigation contract with the BRE, stipulating that its reports should 'not contain any policy recommendations' or 'any proposed text' for revised regulation. If the regulatory structure was a 'house of cards', as one of the lawyers put it, an 'ideal prop to facilitate industry capture', it was made that way by government.
In exposing building manufacturers as deceitful, regulators as complicit and officials as compliant, the Grenfell inquiry has led to much wider questions. How many products slipped through the certification net? How many remain on buildings now? How deep is the rot? The casualness with which officials, executives and marketing staff flouted regulations, the ease with which they practised 'systematic dishonesty', is bound to have reached further than the products used on Grenfell. After all, this kind of deception is good business sense. And regulatory evasion is so entrenched in the operations of many companies - and not just in the building industry - that any regulator needs to be adroit, independent and properly funded: it's implausible to expect any regulator to remain sufficiently rigorous if it is forced to rely on commercial contracts. As one BRE email put it, anything that promises to be a 'huge source of income' is also a 'huge liability'.
Sheila  didn't use her surname. After the end of a difficult marriage, she began again. At 84, she was the oldest resident to die in the fire; in the words of her family, speaking publicly for the first time at the testimony week, she was '84 going on 44'. One granddaughter described her as 'proud, eccentric and loving': a devotee of the Maharishi and meditation, alternative therapy and swimming. She had lived at Grenfell for 34 years. The inquiry reported that she died in her bed from asphyxiation, probably still asleep.
Her son described the neglect she had long suffered at the hands of the TMO. Failure upon failure by an 'unsympathetic and unprincipled municipal landlord' left an 84-year-old woman without gas or water in her flat for a period during the refurbishment. Her daughter-in-law rounded on the corporate representatives, speaking especially to the council and the contractors: 'Things are not different. They haven't changed.' The TMO treated tenants as 'second-class citizens': 'watching you,' she said, 'I don't see any remorse.'
Unlike most such organisations, which handle a single building or an estate, the Kensington and Chelsea Tenant Management Organisation ran all of the borough's housing stock - nearly ten thousand units. Explanations for this arrangement differ: those sympathetic to the council argue that it helped defend the social housing stock from sell-offs, others see a council that has always been conflicted about its social estate shrugging off its responsibilities. After its creation in 1995, the TMO rapidly became a high-handed bureaucratic oligarchy, which concealed its failings - including deficiency notices issued by the LFB - from those tasked with scrutiny. Its attitudes to tenants frequently degenerated into outright hostility. Across the estate, the TMO had built up a backlog of 5400 repairs by 2017; any repairs that were carried out were often substandard.
None of this is unusual in Britain. Many landlords behave like the Kensington and Chelsea TMO: unresponsive, hostile, capricious and desperate for cash. Yet some aspects of its conduct exceeded even the grubby profiteering typical of landlordism. By 2009, its relationship with tenants had deteriorated to such an extent that an independent review commissioned by the council quoted tenants describing it as 'malevolent'. 'This is an unhappy culture and it needs to change,' the report said. The deterioration of the estates and the backlog of repairs were the causes of the breakdown; KCTMO's imperious attitude compounded it. The appointment of a new chief executive, Robert Black, was supposed to rebuild trust. But early improvements proved ephemeral. The organisation tried to avoid fitting or repairing self-closers to flat doors across the estate (these help prevent fire and smoke from spreading) and to defer the 'additional expense' of establishing an inspection programme recommended by the LFB (Grenfell's malfunctioning self-closers were an important vector for the spread of toxic smoke). The TMO's sole fire-risk assessor, Carl Stokes, was 'allowed to drift into' the job on the basis of a CV that included a number of exaggerated qualifications. A former firefighter, Stokes represented a less 'rule-bound' approach, as an email from the TMO to the council put it, than the organisation's previous assessment firm. In April 2017, responding to an email about cladding safety after a fire in Shepherd's Bush, Stokes claimed that questions had been asked about fire safety and assurance received from Rydon, the main contractor on the refurbishment. They had not.
The TMO's failings and its dysfunctional internal culture are important because it commissioned and managed the Grenfell refurbishment. Its executives were directly responsible for the choices that were made. Yet it behaved like a fiefdom. The inquiry found Black had engaged in a deliberate 'pattern of concealment' over the disclosure of fire safety issues, while the TMO had acted, again according to the residents, like 'an uncaring and bullying overlord, which belittled and marginalised' Grenfell residents. Tenants who made a fuss were branded malcontents and agitators.
Ed Daffarn, co-founder of the Grenfell Action Group, which campaigns against 'social cleansing' in Kensington and Chelsea, warned in a 2016 blog post that only a 'catastrophic event' resulting in 'serious loss of life' would make people pay attention to the TMO's 'malign governance' and 'ineptitude and incompetence' on fire safety. Daffarn's vocal opposition made him a hate figure in the TMO; Black even asked housing officers to 'do a bit of checking' on his tenancy. Others used his campaigning as a pretext for withdrawing from public consultations with Grenfell residents over the refurbishment.
Daffarn could lay it on thick, but that's the point: an activist needs to be relentlessly annoying, to the point of myopia, to demand attention for an issue otherwise easily dismissed. And he was very often right. In 2012 he asked whether Studio E, the architect appointed for the refurbishment, had any experience with high-rise buildings - and if not, why it had been given the job. It had no such experience, but Daffarn never received a direct answer. The TMO's withdrawal from public consultation over the refurbishment meant that Grenfell residents weren't informed of the decision to use ACM cladding rather than the zinc panels initially planned. If he'd known to look, a campaigner as diligent as Daffarn would almost certainly have found out about the two ACM cladding fires in the UAE not long before.
There  is no doubt that the TMO and its executives bear significant responsibility for the fire. But it has also proved a convenient scapegoat for other implicated parties, especially since it no longer manages the borough's housing stock and continues to exist as a legal entity only to deal with the aftermath of the disaster. The inquiry is circumspect in its criticism of the council and stronger in its criticism of housing officers than councillors. It says that Kensington and Chelsea's building control department, the 'last line of defence' on fire safety, 'wholly failed' in its statutory duty to protect the public. The 'considerable responsibility' for the fire that the inquiry apportions to the department extends far beyond inspectors such as John Hoban, who wept while giving his evidence. It was ultimately his responsibility to determine whether the refurbishment and its materials met safety standards. Hoban described a department that had cut nine experienced inspectors and replaced them with one recent graduate; he was overloaded, often working all weekend. During the Grenfell refurbishment he had an additional 55 projects added to his workload. At the start of the inquiry, the council apologised for failings in its building control department, but during Hoban's testimony it felt as though those failings were a convenient focus, distracting attention from wider issues.
Kensington and Chelsea's Tory councillors barely appear in the report. The council's ideological motivations were outside the inquiry's terms, but in the immediate wake of the fire they were the focus of popular outrage. Its aristocratic deputy leader, Rock Feilding-Mellen, who also held the council's housing portfolio, seemed a perfect villain. He was a property developer himself, and journalists tracked his dinners with major developers and jaunts to MIPIM, 'the world's leading property event' in Cannes. Campaigners accused him of having referred to North Kensington as a 'dung heap' in council meetings; in a local freesheet he stated his desire to 'wean people off the expectation of being put up in prime central London locations'. An opposing argument eventually emerged in the press, insisting that the council had been maligned: beneficent and detached patricians, lumbered with an ungrateful tenantry and incompetent TMO, their sins were, in the scale of things, minor.
The evidence presented at the inquiry certainly demonstrated Feilding-Mellen's detachment from the project. His most significant recorded interventions were over the colour of the cladding. He seems to have given no direct thought to fire safety, suggesting in his evidence that he simply assumed it was being taken care of somewhere down the chain (the LFB's guidance, sent to councillors in 2014, warns them 'not to make assumptions'). One of Feilding-Mellen's more pressing concerns was that refurbishment would not obstruct later 'regeneration' - the potential demolition of the tower and its replacement with mixed-tenure housing. He raised the issue when first hearing of the plans in 2012; it was still on his mind a year later in an exchange with Nick Paget-Brown, the council leader, who suggested the refurbishment was a good 'dry run' ahead of 'actual estate renewal'. As for the general effect of the council's cost-cutting disposition, during cladding negotiations between the TMO and its main contractor, an 'urgent nudge' email to the contractor notes 'we need good costs for Cllr. Feilding-Mellen and the planner tomorrow.'
While it omits broader questions of political responsibility, the report describes a succession of failures by Rydon - the refurbishment's main contractor - and the subcontractor responsible for the cladding, Harley Facades; the project's architects, Studio E; and their fire consultants, Exova. The report characterises these as acts of negligence, omission and carelessness towards contractual responsibilities, attributing to them 'considerable' or 'very significant' responsibility for the fire. There are details that seem to defy belief: Exova's failure to visit the site after the preliminary stage; Harley's appointment of the owner's 24-year-old son as project manager; a late email from a TMO official to Rydon asking for details on fire safety that was never followed up. It's obvious from the report's recommendations that such irresponsibility is thought to be endemic in the industry.
Rydon's appointment as main contractor for the project was irregular, even improper. Although Rydon had put in the lowest bid for the project, the TMO wanted to save another PS800,000. Before appointing Rydon, it conducted clandestine meetings to guarantee this reduction. Part of the saving came from downgrading the cladding, and Rydon planned to understate the saving and pocket the difference (an internal email gloats that 'we will be quids in!'). It might seem obvious that a 'value for money' exercise that turned a building into a deathtrap showed an excessive focus on cost, but not everybody sees it that way. Examining Peter Maddison, the TMO's director of regeneration, Millett asked whether there had been serious discussion over whether Rydon's bid was 'abnormally low':
Maddison: I think there was consideration given to this, and in reality the project was delivered on budget, so that's the best sign as to whether or not the price was the correct price.
Millett: Well, Mr Maddison, if I may say so, the fact that the project was delivered on budget is not of great assistance to us, given that we know what happened to the building.

Feilding-Mellen left Kensington and Chelsea Council after the fire, retreating to his family's Tudor estate. In an article for Newsweek published last year, he complains of having been a 'lightning rod' for discontent. He describes a fall into nihilism and despair, eventually redeemed through taking a role in the family business. He rediscovered 'optimism and a sense of possibility' through 'psychedelic therapy' in Jamaica. Feilding-Mellen is by no means the guiltiest of the guilty men of Grenfell, but he was responsible for the council's housing portfolio and no trace of that responsibility, no grappling with its consequences, mars his 'personal journey' to a 'new beginning' (the family business provides retreats 'to those looking to grow and improve their wellbeing through the legal use of psilocybin').
Few of those who lost their homes and neighbours on the night of the fire have had his opportunities for healing. Paul Menacer couldn't stop his leg from jumping while he gave testimony. He had moved into Grenfell permanently in 2016 as a carer for his uncle, and escaped his flat on the sixth floor. (His uncle was in Algeria on the night of the fire.) He had lost both his parents when he was fourteen, 'but Grenfell hit me harder.' 'I'm not even 1 per cent of the guy I was,' he told the inquiry. His experience of neglect in the aftermath of the fire is echoed by other survivors: he spent six months waiting for NHS mental health treatment before the case was closed against his will. During the Covid lockdown, he began to hear voices; he only realised what was happening to him after police intervention. His medication makes him feel like a 'zombie' or a 'scarecrow'. There have been at least three suicides and twenty attempted suicides since the fire, including among emergency service workers.
Moore-Bick's report makes 58 recommendations to the government. Some would be transformative, such as sweeping away the fragmented and dysfunctional regulatory landscape and replacing it with a single construction regulator, reporting to a single secretary of state. Others fix obvious defects in professional registrations and licences (currently anybody can declare themselves to be a 'fire engineer') or recommend thorough reviews of guidance. Some are oblique proposals to remedy the effects of austerity on the Fire Brigade. In other areas the report is restrained: it proposes nothing on tenant representation, deferring to the Social Housing (Regulation) Act 2023, which strengthens the regulator's investigatory power, permitting it - in principle - to inspect much more proactively and to issue unlimited fines. The absence of real means of accountability and representation was key to the disaster, and it isn't clear that the new Act will do much to remedy this. Similarly, the inquiry's recommendations are couched firmly within the post-1984 paradigm: even where it finds current guidance lacking, it doesn't suggest a return to statutory, prescriptive standards - a possibility raised by some of the most credible expert witnesses, including the fire safety expert Barbara Lane, who called Kingspan's insulation an 'accident waiting to happen' and refused to sign off on it. Such a shift would amount to a wholesale change in the way construction is carried out in Britain. Its advocates claim that it would have prevented the ambiguous wording and irregular test environment that led to Grenfell being clad in combustible materials. Substandard fire doors, broken self-closers and inadequate smoke ventilation all contributed to the deaths in the tower and all of them remain issues across Britain's ageing social housing stock. By refusing to specify minimum standards, the current regulation leaves it up to the industry to determine how best to avoid fires. Advocates of a return to prescriptive standards are right that the construction industry does not deserve the trust inherent in such light regulation.
Welcoming the report in Parliament, Keir Starmer promised to study the recommendations and respond in full within six months. Some are sufficiently complex to merit study, but Labour's determination to avoid spending also lies behind the delay. The report's regulatory measures will cost money if they are to be effective: no regulator can constrain private rapacity without meaningful enforcement powers. One recommendation is for a government-level record of its responses to recommendations from coroners, select committees and public inquiries, with parliamentary oversight and scrutiny. This emerges from successive failures to learn or act from inquiries into fires, especially Lakanal House. After public inquiries have reported, they cease to exist: nobody monitors or enforces their recommendations, which are often politically awkward or expensive. But it wouldn't be difficult to create a unit in the Cabinet Office responsible for this, and to improve the current absurd situation, in which public inquiries are lavishly funded at great length to discover uncomfortable truths that everyone proceeds to ignore.
For  the survivors, nothing short of criminal charges and prison sentences for those responsible will be seen as justice. Potential charges mooted by the police range from fraud and misconduct in public office to manslaughter. Making criminal inferences from the inquiry's report, even where it assigns responsibility, is difficult given the differing burdens of proof. The attorney general gave an undertaking in 2020 that no individual giving oral evidence to the inquiry would have that evidence used against them. Many fear that this will hamper prosecutions, but the assurance is narrowly drawn: it does not prevent cross-use against other individuals, nor does it apply to documentary evidence, nor to the corporations as such. The inquiry's meticulous narrative, including the short inquests for each victim, will surely form the spine of prosecutions. But the precedents make unwelcome reading: the collapse of the manslaughter trial after the Herald of Free Enterprise disaster, or the absence of charges following the Piper Alpha explosion. The Corporate Manslaughter and Corporate Homicide Act 2007 has mostly resulted in the prosecution of small firms, whose culpability is easier to prove. Yet the inquiry has uncovered a considerable number of acts of willed deception, systematic fraud and deliberate evasion of safety standards. If ever a case should serve as a reminder that no company, however ramified its structure or large its reserves, can evade accountability for deaths, it is this one.
Gillian Kernick, a former Grenfell resident, wrote in her book Catastrophe and Systemic Change (2021) that one of the reasons the state fails to learn the lessons of disaster is the difficulty in 'making the water visible'. The phrase comes from the old story of one fish asking another 'What's water?', a way of talking about conditions so pervasive they can no longer be perceived. The inquiry can be read in a minimalist way: reading the recommendations in isolation, Grenfell can be seen as an instance of severe regulatory failure, exacerbated by incompetence and corporate malice, one that is best addressed by specific but limited reform to construction and government guidance. The maximalist reading, which emerges from the full report and its evidence, suggests the problem is much more extensive. It is an indictment of an entire philosophy of governance, one that favoured the deliberate withdrawal of state authority and enforcement from areas of life where citizens rely on regulation - by a party not beholden to commercial interests - for their safety and security.
Whatever freedoms it affords, the costs of deregulation are too obvious to ignore. It is irrational and irresponsible to leave safety, and the certification systems that underpin social trust, to companies incentivised to undermine it. Austerity, and its political acolytes both local and national, got rid of many of the remaining safeguards against disaster. Grenfell should have been a moment of change in the way we think about housing, yet Grenfell-style cladding remains unremedied in blocks across the country, despite government schemes to fund its removal.* Most high-rise buildings (more than 18 metres high) have been remedied, but even identifying all of the medium-rise buildings (those more than 11 metres high) clad in ACM panelling has been difficult: construction experts suggest that there may be thousands. London councils warn of a need to make PS170 million in cuts to balance their Housing Revenue Accounts over the next four years. Yet housing stock built a generation or two generations ago now needs significant attention. Starmer apologised 'on behalf of the British state' for its failure to fulfil its fundamental duty, but the conditions which caused the fire remain. 'It'll happen again,' Willie Thompson, a survivor of the fire, said in 2019. 'Another Grenfell's in the post.'
During the course of the inquiry, I sometimes asked officials and politicians to reflect on the fire. Most inclined to minimalism: it was a serious catastrophe, a tragedy, but of a kind that is rare in Britain. It is never explicitly stated, but occasionally implied, that the people who suffer in this kind of disaster are just unlucky. Grenfell, however, is only the most prominent of these catastrophes. Taken with the other inquiries that ran alongside it - on infected blood, child sexual abuse, mental health deaths, undercover policing - a picture emerges of a country that is consistently failing its vulnerable or dependent citizens, who have no way to voice their complaints and no one to champion their cause, and that is all too unwilling to confront or constrain the powerful.
In his closing remarks to the part of the inquiry that heard accounts of each death in detail, Millett remarked that the panel might be 'struck by the vast distances between the final terrible experiences of those who died' and the technical decisions made by testing houses and manufacturers and local authorities. Yet 'every decision, every act, omission, interpretation, understanding, practice, policy, protocol, affects someone somewhere, someone who is unknown and unseen, but who is an adored child, a beloved sister, a respected uncle, a needed mother.' Distance has characterised the Grenfell story from the start: distance from power, consideration and redress. Yet the most terrible and unjust distance now seems to be time. On the anniversary of the fire this year, survivors carried placards that read: 'This much evidence, still no charges.' Every death at Grenfell was foreseeable. Every death was avoidable. For every death, therefore, someone is responsible. 'It's always the same thing everywhere - we suffer and they prosper,' Karim Mussilhy, whose uncle died in the fire, told the inquiry. 'The system isn't broken, it was built this way.' Only prosecutions will prove him wrong.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n19/james-butler/this-much-evidence-still-no-charges



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Kill Lists
Sophia Goodfriend

2485 wordsOn  17 September thousands of pagers held by members of Hizbullah across Lebanon and Syria exploded over the course of an hour, killing twelve people and injuring more than two thousand. The next day hundreds of walkie-talkies exploded, killing at least 25 people and injuring 750. These operations, designed to catch the world's attention, were the latest example of the deployment by Israel's military and intelligence services of spectacular high-tech methods. They were intended to send the message that Israel is an omnipotent security state.
The IDF doesn't always advertise its new capabilities. In April, the Israeli/Palestinian website +972 Magazine and other outlets reported that Israeli intelligence units are using algorithmically generated kill lists to determine targets for missile strikes across the Gaza Strip. 'I have much more trust in a statistical mechanism,' one of the soldiers interviewed said. 'The machine did it coldly.' Over the past few months, I have spoken to a number of intelligence veterans - some of whom were serving last autumn and others who left the military a decade ago - about the way developments in algorithmic warfare have transformed Israeli military operations.
I met David (names have been changed throughout) in June at a cafe in West Jerusalem. He had volunteered for reserve duty in the Israeli intelligence corps a few days after the 7 October attacks. Many Israelis are one degree of separation from someone murdered, injured or kidnapped that night; in the week after the attacks, 360,000 reservists were mobilised and thousands more volunteered. 'I guess I regressed in my thinking,' David told me. 'I just knew I could help in this way.' But as the conflict dragged on, he found the rising body count in Gaza increasingly hard to accept. A few days before our meeting, he and 41 other IDF reservists signed an open letter explaining why they would no longer serve in the current war. David's period of mandatory military service, which ended in 2020, coincided with the introduction of new technology: wiretaps were giving way to speech-to-text software and exhaustive databases from which operatives could extract social media logs, phone transcripts and private messages. David recalled spending hours monitoring ordinary people who had no connection to militant groups and no desire to cause harm.
The unit he volunteered in after 7 October was a 'passive surveillance unit ... not a targeting unit', but it was converted into one as soon as the war began. The people his team had been watching in Gaza, a large number of whom had no involvement in Hamas's military operations, were now seen as viable targets. 'The commander felt he needed to show some kind of success so our efforts would be supported by military leadership,' David said. The targeting lists his unit assembled were passed to the air force and used to justify assassination missions.
The IDF has a number of AI-assisted systems. Aviv Kohavi, its chief of staff until early last year, gave an interview about the new technology to Israel's largest daily paper, Yedioth Ahronoth. He said that 'each brigade has a sophisticated intelligence apparatus akin to the movie The Matrix,' and mentioned the establishment of a new Targeting Directorate, 'powered by AI capabilities'. As +972 reported and sources I've spoken to have confirmed, three tools in particular have been widely used across Gaza over the last two years: Lavender, Gospel and Where's Daddy. Lavender provides a list of people to be approved for assassination. Gospel tries to determine where they live, or where they store weapons and plan military operations. Where's Daddy sends alerts when the targets enter their family homes, so that the air force knows when to strike. All of these tools rely on machine learning systems to trawl through masses of data from a variety of sources, including drone and satellite reconnaissance, location monitoring, social media scraping and transcripts from phone calls, text messages and encrypted messaging applications. Algorithms determine patterns based on where someone went, at what time, to whom they talked and how often. These systems allow the military to bypass the many intelligence analysts, munitions experts and lawyers who were once required to determine valid targets and authorise attacks. Kohavi b0asted that the new tools are capable of supplying twice as many targets in a day - at least a hundred - as intelligence units used to come up with in a year.
The algorithms have given a veneer of technological precision to a campaign that has caused largely indiscriminate destruction. The open letter David signed didn't mention the huge number of civilians killed in Gaza, or the millions displaced, or the wider humanitarian catastrophe. Instead, the reservists argued that it was time 'to invest all our efforts and resources in negotiating a deal that will bring back the hostages and restore the security of the state of Israel'. When we spoke, however, David condemned the army's operations. 'The mass bombings were depraved,' he said, 'and [the commanders] didn't justify it politically, in terms of an aim, you know, they just bombed.'
The last time IDF reservists publicly opposed military operations in Gaza was in September 2014, a month after an assault had left more than 2250 dead. That letter was signed by 43 veterans of the elite Intelligence Corps Unit 8200. 'It is commonly thought that the service in military intelligence is free of moral dilemmas and solely contributes to the reduction of violence and harm to innocent people,' they wrote. 'However, our military service has taught us that intelligence is an integral part of Israel's military occupation over the territories.' Their work, they said, exposed innocent civilians to surveillance, extortion and death. 'We cannot continue to serve this system in good conscience, denying the rights of millions of people. Therefore, those among us who are reservists, refuse to take part in the state's actions against Palestinians.'
A unit which twenty years ago was so small and inconsequential it wasn't known to the public has now become the largest in the Israeli army, with several thousand personnel. Initially tasked with signals intelligence - tapping phone lines and radio transmissions - the unit's operations expanded in the early 1990s. For Palestinians, 8200 became synonymous with dragnet policing and lethal aerial warfare. But for many young Israelis, a posting to the unit was an opening to a career, not an ideological commitment.
I spoke to Avi, one of the organisers of the 2014 letter. We met in a park near Israel's defence headquarters in Tel Aviv, surrounded by armed soldiers ordering espressos and sandwiches from nearby stalls. Avi told me that reports of the IDF approving AI-generated kill lists reminded him of Hannah Arendt's writing on bureaucratic violence in Eichmann in Jerusalem. 'The technology always makes it feel like you are disconnected from violence,' he said. 'But sitting in an office determining the parameters with which an algorithm can allow civilians to be killed in targeted strikes: that's the ultimate abdication of responsibility.'
Avi was conscripted into Israeli intelligence at the start of the Second Intifada in 2000, when he was eighteen. He was one of forty that year selected to take a specialised preparation course in Unit 8200. 'I felt like I had found my place,' he said. 'I saw [intelligence] as constrained, rational, all geared towards preventing attacks on civilians.' He enjoyed the intellectual challenge of the training. They sat in a classroom for sixteen hours a day with few breaks. 'The slogan of the course was "everything is possible,"' Avi said. It made him feel important. After a stint in boot camp, where conscripts are taught to shoot assault rifles at cardboard cutouts draped in keffiyehs, he was deployed to an intelligence base.
In the mid-2000s, military chiefs began remaking intelligence units in the image of Silicon Valley start-ups. The press framed service in military intelligence as 'better than a degree from MIT', claiming that it prepared young Israelis for success in a global tech economy. Applicants, typically from the middle-class, liberal and Ashkenazi communities who had rallied for an end to the occupation a few years earlier, vied for entry. Preparation began early. Teenagers took coding classes, studied foreign languages and passed the requisite tests. New recruits were rewarded with lectures from billionaire tech moguls and tours of Tel Aviv start-ups.
According to Gal, one of the organisers of the 2014 letter, Unit 8200 'always enjoyed a veil of secrecy. It has this glamorous reputation; it's seen as a nice computer programming job. There's this glitter of making a lot of money when you're done.' The reservists who refused to continue serving in intelligence in 2014 were conscious that much of what they had done in the army - from listening in on private conversations to engineering surveillance databases - was pivotal to the military's lethal operations. 'It felt like I had to do something,' Avi said. 'We were going in the wrong direction; I could see it.'
The 2014 letter was published just as venture capitalists and technology CEOs were touting big data analytics and machine learning. Israeli military commanders, many of whom went on to advise or lead private technology firms, were quick to see the potential advantages. 'If commercial organisations are interested in identifying a need that can be met through targeted marketing,' the head of Shin Bet wrote in 2015, 'soldiers identify individuals and groups ... from a sea of information to improve the intelligence organisations' collection and attack capabilities.' Military chiefs consulted with corporate CEOs on how to optimise their killing capabilities.
Israel's military has long relied on tech companies within and beyond its borders to help wage war; most notably, Elbit and IBM have supplied computing systems to the IDF since the 1960s; Elbit also supplies unmanned vehicles and components in weapons produced by other companies. But the data-driven tech boom of the 2010s led the army to employ the services of civilian firms that were experimenting in mass surveillance and machine learning. The American data analytics firm Palantir opened an office in Tel Aviv and secured contracts with the Ministry of Defence and the IDF. Microsoft, Alphabet and Amazon all have offices in Israel. Start-ups staffed by veterans of intelligence units and funded by venture capital firms, often from the US or the EU, offered advanced surveillance and weapons systems. Among the most prominent were the cyber-espionage firm NSO, the biometric surveillance company Oosto and the hacking firm Cellebrite. Over the last decade, defence officials have claimed that the revolving door between the military and civilian technology firms is key to maintaining Israel's military edge.
Alon, who was conscripted as an intelligence analyst in the late 2010s, worked at a military base in central Israel, writing reports on the security situation in the West Bank. He had access to troves of data about civilians across the occupied territories. The tools he used mined social media and other telecommunications to rank civilians, many of them minors, according to their potential to carry out 'lone wolf' terror attacks. 'You can search for specific words, or specific people,' he said when we spoke in Tel Aviv this summer, or 'you can just browse through a series of results, like automated alerts about [specific] civilians in the West Bank.'
Israel does not have a constitution, but Article Seven of its Basic Law on Human Dignity and Freedom in theory guarantees a right to privacy to all citizens. Since its establishment in 2006, Israel's Privacy Protection Authority has enforced a number of robust data protection laws at a similar level to EU regulations. But when it comes to Palestinian citizens of Israel, exceptions made in the name of national security mean these policies are always selectively enforced. In the occupied territories, Israel denies those living under military rule even the most nominal privacy protections.
By the late 2010s, as the sociologist Yagil Levy writes in Shooting and Not Crying, published in Hebrew last year, killing had become the principal metric of military efficacy. Operational success was measured by the number of targets generated and the percentage of assassinations carried out. 'There was this romance with big data,' Alon recalled. 'People got rewarded for spearheading projects with buzzwords like "artificial intelligence" in the title.' Commanders doled out medals to enterprising conscripts eager to help automate intelligence operations. Government officials celebrated Israel's technological capabilities as proof of its military supremacy. In May 2023, Eyal Zamir, the director general of the Ministry of Defence, boasted that the country was on the verge of becoming an 'AI superpower'.
All the hype stifled a number of warnings from establishment figures, including Michael Milshtein, head of IDF military intelligence's Department for Palestinian Affairs until 2018, and Itzhak Brik, a former IDF general. Pouring time and resources into the latest surveillance tools, they argued, was eroding classic intelligence capabilities. These warnings did nothing to prevent the worst security failure in Israel's history on 7 October. Alon wrote to his former commander when news of the atrocities broke. Two days later he was back in front of a computer on his old base. Like many Israelis, he was outraged at the political and military establishment for ignoring the evidence that Hamas was planning an attack. But within a week, he realised the military was more intent on inflicting revenge than in attaining lasting security. 'After 7 October, the simplest thing for them was to say, OK, we let the machines do it,' Alon told me. 'I should be clear; they wanted to bomb as much as they could and to bomb hundreds of targets each day.' Whistleblowers told reporters that commanders were given as little as twenty seconds to sign off AI-determined bombings.
For the first few weeks of the war, David was at the base seven days a week, from early morning until late at night. Many of the usual aids to intelligence-gathering were unavailable: mobile networks were down, and people connected to Hamas's military wing had thrown away their phones and gone underground. 'Everything around me felt crazy,' David said. 'We were trying to find targets like mad ... They wanted to show success, so they lowered their standards.' Soldiers celebrated strikes even when women and children were killed. In the months that followed, killing became routine. Some people in David's unit spent their mornings working at their tech jobs in Tel Aviv and their afternoons in command rooms. Political reality rarely punctured his work environment. 'There was, of course, talk of hundreds of civilians being killed to take out top-level Hamas officials,' he said. 'Some people were shocked. They understand this is very significant, but they compartmentalise their moral feelings. And some people, they don't care. They don't need to care.' In August the IDF recalled 15,000 personnel who had recently been demobilised. And late in September, a week after the pager attacks in Lebanon, it said it was calling up two reserve brigades 'for operational missions in the northern arena'.
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Bordragings
John Kerrigan

4936 wordsWe  should have known that Putin was serious about invading Ukraine when, in July 2021, he published his essay 'On the Historical Unity of Russians and Ukrainians' on the Kremlin website. This long, part-legendary account traces the Russian, Belarusian and Ukrainian peoples back to the ancient kingdom of Rus, centred on Kiev. The 'Russian nation', according to Putin, is 'triune'. It maintained this triple unity despite the complications of early modern state formation, survived inside the envelope of the Russian empire and outlived the Leninist policy of granting autonomy to Soviet republics. That Ukraine is now caught up in meddling by the Great Powers is not, Putin argues, a new phenomenon; something similar happened after the First World War. But through and beyond it all the unity of the 'triune people' persists.
Early modernists are familiar with this sort of retrospective chronicling. Putin's treatise looks very like Henry VIII's justification for invading a sovereign, neighbouring state in his Declaration, containing the just causes and considerations of this present war with the Scots (1542). The medieval legends and hints of trinitarian theology in Putin's narrative were anticipated by Henry's claim that he had suzerainty over Scotland because he descended from Locrine, one of the three sons of Brutus, the first monarch of Britain, who 'appointed Albanact to rule what now is called Scotland, Camber ... Wales, and Locrine that now is called England: unto whom as being the elder son, the other two brothers should do homage'. According to Henry, whose evidence is spurious, a long succession of Scottish kings has paid homage to the kings of England in the same way.
Henry was, like Putin, interested in unity of religion and church government across the island named after Brutus. Putin notes that in the Middle Ages 'people in the western and eastern Russian lands spoke the same language. Their faith was Orthodox. Up to the middle of the 15th century, the unified church government remained in place.' It was only when Poland extended itself through union with Lithuania that 'part of the western Russian Orthodox clergy submitted to the authority of the pope'. The gravitation of the unreformed Scottish Church to French Catholicism was equally unwelcome to Henry, and led, as he saw it, to a break in church history. During the reign of Edward I, 'the bishops of Saint Andrews and Glasgow were not as they now be archbishops, but recognised the province of our archbishop of York, which extended over all that country.' Is it any wonder that the Venetian historian Sabellicus 'calleth Scotland part of England'?
Empire is never slow to find reasons for enlargement. In the Act in Restraint of Appeals (1533), Henry rejected papal authority by declaring, 'this realm of England is an empire.' Ten years later, he invoked the triple unity of Britain to pressure the Scots by force of arms into a marriage between his son, Edward, and James V's daughter, Mary, the infant queen of Scots. This step towards Anglo-Scottish union was designed first to pre-empt a marriage that would strengthen Scotland's 'auld alliance' with France and second to neutralise the north while Henry's war against France was prosecuted. In the event, his military campaign failed, though it's possible that he did succeed in laying some foundations during the wars of the 1540s for the Scottish Reformation of 1560 and growing co-operation between English and Scottish Protestants.
Lorna Hutson throws these decades into relief in England's Insular Imagining. English ambitions to control and incorporate Scotland led to incursions that have been forgotten, she argues, because of the later, more united history of the island. The 16th century saw the 'erasure' of Scotland from England's idea of Britain, which was perceived as an extension of itself. Maps reduced Scotland to a coastal outline while such encyclopedic works as The Faerie Queene ignored it altogether. Elizabethan drama, Hutson contends, blanked out Scotland or gave it a bit part in plays about legendary British history. The 'weasel Scot' in Henry V is a nuisance not a nation, briefly distracting the king, like Henry VIII a century later, from his planned invasion of France. After the accession of James VI of Scotland to the English throne in 1603, Shakespeare's outlook changed, but Hutson sees King Lear as turning away from the matter of Britain while Macbeth plays down the constitutional integrity of medieval Scotland. The 'erasure' of Scotland, she claims, continued in Jacobean England.
Some of these assertions are disputable, but by considering them together, Hutson develops an argument that will transform discussion of early modern literature. Studies of anglophone writing across the archipelago have focused on the late Elizabethan and Stuart periods, when wars within and between England/Wales, Scotland and Ireland were caught up in culturally complex processes of nation-building. But key elements of this story, including the growth of imperial ideology, go back to the Henrician period. Hutson tracks these developments through an astonishing array of poems, plays, chronicles, political treatises and images, taking us from topographical descriptions to disputes about tattooing and the racial origins of the British.
In her analysis of the Anglo-Scottish axis, Hutson identifies concepts and practices that would be put to use across the archipelago and in the global empire. So although her book ends with Macbeth, its implications reach much later, alerting us to the role of the Scots in arguments about colonialism during the Plantation of Ulster, the settlement of North America and again when Cromwell's defeat of Scottish armies in the 1650s made way for a 'Western Design' in the Caribbean. Those ambivalent about empire, such as Marvell, or opposed to it, such as Milton, often focused on Scotland when discussing the make-up of the empire of Great Britain. Hence the rebel Highlanders in Marvell's 'Horatian Ode', Milton's denunciation of royalists in the Kirk and his analysis of the Scots in Ireland after the execution of Charles I.
A clear path runs from such writings to Milton's little-read History of Moscovia and Guy Miege's Relation of a 1663 embassy to Russia (a mission that included Marvell) because Russia was taken to be paradigmatic of the grandeur and fragility of empire. The tsar's possessions had been growing before Henry VIII became an imperial monarch, and English merchants got to know them after the foundation of the Muscovy Company in 1555. But there were difficulties for both visitors and subjects. The tsars were said to be capricious (unsurprisingly, given the mood swings of Ivan the Terrible) and their regime oppressive. The diplomat Giles Fletcher wrote in 1591 that 'the Russe Emperors of late years have very much enlarged their dominions,' yet the 'colonies' were held 'by force' and subject to extortion. The people lived cold, dark, hyperborean lives similar to those endured by the Scots. Their cabins were made out of tree trunks, with moss stuffed into the cracks. 'Every house hath a pair of stairs that lead up into the chambers out of the yard or street after the Scottish manner.'
Milton addressed the sweep of this empire when, in his role as secretary to the Protectorate, he composed a letter to the tsar:
To the most Serene and Potent Prince and Lord Emperor and great Duke of all Russia; sole Lord of Volodomaria, Moscow, and Novograge; King of Cazan, Astracan, and Siberia; Lord of Vobscow, Great Duke of Smolensko, Tuerscoy, and other places; Lord and great Duke of Novogrod, and the Lower Provinces of Chernigoy, Rezansco, and others; Lord of all the Northern Climes; also Lord of Eversco, Cartalinsca, and many other places.

This is the sort of empire Putin would like to have back. As an epic catalogue of names it is the most thunderous in Milton outside Paradise Lost. Willy Maley, the Scottish expert on the British-Irish archipelago, has noted an association between the tsar's lordship of the 'Northern Climes' and Milton's placing of Lucifer and the fallen angels in 'the north'. Recurrently in Paradise Lost, empire is the ambition of Satan, as it was for Milton the aim of Stuart kings.
The elaboration of Milton's greeting was in line with Russian requirements. English visitors to Moscow often commented on the exhaustive, repeated recitation of the tsar's titles. For Thomas Smith in 1605 this was 'ever their custom'. Miege, less patiently, described it as 'troublesome and ridiculous'. And there is an element of absurdity even in Milton's salutation, as though the list of fantastical-sounding lordships running from Moscow through Kazan to Siberia was politically as well as syntactically overstretched and owed more to sound than substance. In Moscovia, Milton notes that the extent of the empire led to instability during the 'time of troubles' that coincided with the first decade of James I's rule in England: 'The Empire of Russia broke to pieces, the prey of such as could catch.' We know from Jacobean letters that the privy council discussed how a protectorate could be established in the territory opened up by the Muscovy Company. The project wasn't pursued, but the British used their influence to shape peace treaties between the tsar and Poland and later Sweden.
That early modern Britain had ambitions to the north and east is not generally recognised, but on the basis of the Scottish coastline, claims were made to an oceanic empire that reached far beyond Shetland. This sort of mental mapping went back to the medieval chronicles: according to Geoffrey of Monmouth, King Arthur routed the Picts and Scots, and ruled the entirety of Britain, thus underpinning English claims to overlordship of Scotland. But Arthur's legendary transatlantic northern empire became even more influential on Elizabethan strategic thinking. According to the magus John Dee, whose antiquarian researches captured the attention of the queen, Elizabeth had 'title royal to all the coasts and islands beginning at or about Terra Florida, and so alongst, or near unto Atlantis [America], going northerly, and then to all the most northern islands great and small, and so compassing about Greenland, eastwards until the territories opposite unto the farthest easterly and northern bounds of the Duke of Moscovia his dominions'.
Like Nato, the Arthurian empire stretched across the Atlantic and met the Russian empire. The presence of Scottish and English troops in the armies of Poland and Sweden as they harried Russia in the early 17th century looks familiar. In News of the Present Miseries of Russia (1614), Henry Brereton records 'the memorable occurrences of our owne national forces, English, and Scots, under the pay of the now King of Swethland [Sweden]'. Without this military involvement, James I could not have shifted from making plans for a British protectorate in Muscovy to brokering the 1617 Treaty of Stolbovo between Sweden and Russia, which cut off Russian access to the Baltic. Putin apologists have a point when they say that British missiles in Ukraine are the latest manifestation of an old imperialism.
It is a measure of  the suggestiveness of Hutson's book that her arguments prompt thoughts that go far beyond the 16th century and reach halfway across Asia. Yet it rests on a questionable paradox. Her claim that the English 'occluded' Scotland because they regarded it as integral to the British project may be more attractive than historical because it draws on unionist assumptions she also wants us to resist. Most historians would say that Scotland was ignored as long as it was no threat to wealthier, populous England. Although Elizabeth enabled a series of manipulative interventions, for example, during the civil war that followed the murder of Lord Darnley, the second husband of Mary, Queen of Scots, her default policy was indifference. She did little to exploit the claim to suzerainty that had rationalised the ambitions of her father. About James VI's rights to inherit her throne she was reticent. She took small steps, disposing of Mary and enforcing security along the border.
It was partly because of the French that Scotland mattered to England. On both sides of the border, monarchs made claims about status and self-sufficiency, drawing on classical iconography, Renaissance architecture, the curbing of magnate power and a consolidation of boundaries. These processes developed in Scotland as a result of James V's residence in France, his French marriages and susceptibility to Gallic culture. The Scottish historian Roger Mason has said that the 1550s saw the 'establishment of what amounted to French colonial rule in Scotland'. Hutson obscures this story with her insular narrative, yet the English and the Scots were both impelled by wider conflicts.
Confessional differences were crucial. Early in Elizabeth's reign, Scotland went from being a Catholic kingdom in the orbit of France to a Protestant kingdom aligned with England. Hutson writes grippingly about the iconoclasm of the English when they attacked Scottish churches and monasteries in the 1540s, 'the treasures of the abbeys violently desecrated and looted'. She is less interested in the applause this drew from militant, godly Scots, and in the vandalism associated with the Reformation of 1560 and later regretted by voices in the Kirk. Distancing herself from the notion that Protestantism brought unionism to Scotland, she offers no analysis of the way the Presbyterian Reformation made the Scots problematic participants in the construction of a British state. The train of gunpowder that led to the civil wars was lit when Charles I tried to impose an Anglican prayerbook on the Scots in 1637, who then defeated the English in the Bishops' Wars of 1639 and 1640.
This playing down of Presbyterianism is consistent with Hutson's attraction to classicism rather than religion, but it also reflects a focus on England that is both explicit in the title of her book and works tacitly to reinforce its major thesis. Although she includes a chapter on 'Scottish Literature and the Marian Constitutional Crisis', and informs us about 'Scottish origin stories' designed to counter Geoffrey of Monmouth and the achievements of George Buchanan as Latin poet, political theorist and exposer of royal scandal, she tells us relatively little about Scottish culture. A more pluralistic version of her book would bring in the satires of David Lyndsay, the poetry of Alexander Hume and the boisterous, incisive prose of John Knox, who pushed forward the Scottish Reformation while being open to English perspectives. There is a paradox behind the paradox on which this book is based, which is that it objects to the occlusion of Scotland while itself occluding Scotland.
Hutson is at her most dazzling in the chapter on Spenser that sets out her leading claims. She argues that The Faerie Queene encouraged a shift away from Galfridian tales about Brut and Locrine to 'the idea of England as always already an island nation, now girding itself to embrace its imperial maritime future'. In pursuit of this, she follows the interlaced stories of the female knight Britomart, the maiden Florimell and the knight Marinell (a sea nymph's son), whose grapplings with desire and chastity take place at coastal locations and whose problems are eased by the marriage between the Medway and the Thames. Hutson reminds us of the use made of the Scottish littoral by John Dee and others to extend the limits of an Arthurian-style, oceanic empire to the Arctic and the Americas, but she also invokes Elizabethan 'analogies between coastal and riparian geographies' and cites poems that present rivers as vectors of sovereignty.
'The greater Britaine' is Spenser's theme, yet none of the rivers enlisted to celebrate the wedding of the Thames and the Medway comes from north of the border. It makes more sense than Hutson allows that Irish rivers are included, because, after James V of Scotland refused the Irish crown in 1540, Henry VIII accepted it. So Ireland was under the same authority as the kingdom of the Thames and the Medway, as the Clyde and the Forth were not. Yet it adds to the case for a deliberate 'erasure' of those rivers that the word 'Scotland' is never used in The Faerie Queene. This omission is extraordinary given the importance to the poem of Mary, Queen of Scots, who is depicted as a richly dressed, seductive witch with eagle's talons and a fox's tail and reconceived as an English problem.
Spenser's erasure of the north looks the more calculated when we contrast The Faerie Queene with his View of the Present State of Ireland, in which the Scots are a major preoccupation and Scotland a potent locus. Spenser argues that the Scots (along with the Irish) are descended from the Scythians who once inhabited the territory now known as Ukraine. This genealogy was widely accepted and not inherently invidious. In the document often regarded as a foundational statement of Scottish independence, the Declaration of Arbroath (1320), we are told that the Scots 'journeyed from Greater Scythia by way of the Tyrrhenian Sea and the Pillars of Hercules, and dwelt for a long course of time in Spain ... Thence they came, twelve hundred years after the people of Israel crossed the Red Sea, to their home in the west.' Spenser relates the same history but degrades it by listing the savage customs derived by the Irish (who are Scots) from Scythia.
Much has been written about what the View of the Present State of Ireland tells us about the Irish, who threatened Spenser's estate in County Cork and later burned down his castle, but little attention has been given to the Scottish side of his treatise. Hutson argues that the Scythian genealogy was in Spenser's mind when he read William Harrison's 1577 account of English rivers, just as he was preparing to write an erotic poem, an Epithalamion Thamesis. This is a speculative but likely context for Spenser's response to 'the connection between rivers, eros and empire' that informed the legends of Britomart, Marinell and Florimell. Geoffrey of Monmouth's History was adjusted to fit. In Book II of The Faerie Queene, the Scots are described as a 'straung', swart-visaged inundation pouring across the Humber into the kingdom of Locrine 'like Noyes great flood'. Spenser reduces Scotland to a tide of destructively alien Scythians.
Hutson's chapter on popular drama includes fine accounts of Henry V, with its Scottish captain, Jamy, who shares a name with James VI, and the partly Shakespearean play that is its template, Edward III. Less plausible is her claim that Scotland was occluded in the playhouse, a contention that is sustained by her discussion of a group of works, including Robert Greene's Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay, that 'invite us to align a young prince or king's inward/inland reformation with a sense of England's readiness, as an island nation, to do battle'. This bypasses the simple fact that dramatists did write about Scotland, partly in response to the public's mixed feelings about a Scottish succession. Two such plays have been lost - Robert II by Jonson and others and Charles Massey's Malcolm, King of Scots - but a number survive, including George Peele's Edward I, which shows John Balliol swearing allegiance to the English king, in an act of homage remembered in Henry VIII's Declaration, and another romance history by Greene, James IV, which has many scenes set in Scotland and uses 'a young prince or king's inward/inland reformation' to mark out a path to Anglo-Scottish union.
The action starts with James newly married to the king of England's daughter, Dorothea. Unfortunately, his head has been turned by a Scottish noblewoman called Ida and he is encouraged by a follower to have the queen murdered and take Ida instead. Greene shows himself interested in the way lords in northern England get along with lairds from across the border, and in the corrupting influence of a Frenchman called Jaques. Ida is betrothed to an Englishman called Eustace, figuring Anglo-Scottish union at a lower level. The plot twist is that, after Dorothea flees in male apparel, like a Shakespearean heroine, and is wounded by the nefarious Jaques, her father assumes that she is dead and leads an army across the border to punish the Scots, who 'cry against the king, their cause of loss'. The play climaxes in a stand-off between the Scottish and English monarchs, and battle is prevented only when Dorothea shows up and takes back her husband.
In Greene's source, a story by Cinthio, a king of Ireland marries a princess of England and falls for a Scotswoman. By moving his protagonist around the archipelago, Greene creates an articulate allegory, because James's desire for Ida figures an impulse to Scottish self-sufficiency, while his return to Dorothea makes union with England the romantic option. The same adaptation of Cinthio also allows the play to reflect elements of the historical reign of James IV while alluding to late Elizabethan conditions. We know that this was Greene's aim because a character called Bohan declares, in the play's induction: 'In the year 1520 was in Scotland, a king overruled with parasites, misled by lust, and many circumstances, too long to trattle on now, much like our court of Scotland this day.' Given James VI's sensitivity to disrespectful representations of Scottish kings on the London stage (for which there is documentary evidence), this was a bold thing for Greene to write and closer to highlighting than to erasing Scotland.
The historical James IV represented the potential for Anglo-Scottish union because he was married to Margaret Tudor, Henry VIII's sister. This conjunction lay at the root of James VI's claim to the English crown. To please his auditors, Greene imagined marital and political union almost as a wish fulfilment of what Henry VIII sought in 1542. Not just because, as not quite historically, an English military campaign in James IV confirms a royal marriage but because the play shows condescension towards the Scots being complicated by English weakness, given that Elizabeth had no heirs while James VI, recently married to Anne of Denmark, offered the prospect of dynastic security. You could force James IV into Hutson's thesis by arguing that it depicts a Scotland so fictionalised as not to represent the country, effectively erasing it, but a more realistic assessment would be that, although stylised, the play does stage elements of Scottish society (as in a scene that presents the opinions of a merchant, a lawyer and a divine) and uses romance plotting to sidestep censorship.
Equally thought-provoking is the prominence it gives to the Borders. The induction could be a draft of A Midsummer Night's Dream because it shows Oberon, the king of the fairies, waking up 'Bohan a Scot, attired like a Redesdale man'. Though Bohan speaks Scots, Redesdale was then a liberty - an area possessing some independence - on the English side of the Marches. Bohan will have reminded audiences that the Borders were a plural, transitional region. Well into the Tudor period there were 'debatable lands' and uncertainty about which country Berwick belonged to. England had its divisions, but Scotland was more riven by inward border zones, between the Lowlands and the Gaelic Highlands, Norse Orkney and Shetland - which were in and out of Scottish sovereignty - and the Lordship of the Isles that gave so much trouble to James VI and I and to Duncan in Macbeth. Spenser writes in A View of the Present State of Ireland about the Scottish/Irish edges to the English Pale, from without which came angry incursions. What The Faerie Queene calls 'sundry bordragings/Of neighbour Scots' effected a takeover of what remained of the English enclave in the north, between Newry and Carrickfergus.
The case is not unique. Ukraine was criss-crossed by shifting borders between the Middle Ages and the foundation of the USSR, and its borders changed again to include Crimea in 1954. For Putin, who is as serious as Henry VIII about homage, real and imagined, when the Cossacks swore allegiance to the tsar in 1654 they brought their lands under the control of Moscow in perpetuity. The entire region, including modern Ukraine, constitutes a border zone between Russia and Europe. You could say that, like early modern Scotland, there were borders in its heartlands. Putin is in agreement with most scholars when he traces 'the name "Ukraine"' to 'the Old Russian word okraina (periphery), which is found in written sources from the 12th century, referring to various border territories'. With the unleashing of missiles from these borderlands, infiltration by saboteurs and now the incursion into Kursk oblast, Russia is being exposed to Spenser's 'sundry bordragings'. This makes Putin's case even more like that of Henry VIII, who justified his attack on the Scottish borders and on to Edinburgh by saying, in his Declaration, that with the encouragement of James V, 'a great number of the Scots, then not looked for, made a foray into our borders, to the great annoyance of our subjects, and to their extreme detriment.'
Hutson set herself  a challenge when she subtitled her book 'The Elizabethan Erasure of Scotland' but ended it with Jacobean works: Jonson's Masque of Blackness, King Lear and Macbeth. In each case she establishes striking continuities with the 16th century. Jonson's masque draws on Camden's Britannia (1586), which, Hutson shows, replaces Geoffrey's vision of an island anciently peopled by Britons but disrupted by Picts and Scots with 'an ethnic identification of the Britons and the Picts as a single racial group ... on the evidence that they painted their skins' (Hutson's italics). This allowed Camden to enlarge the sphere of Britishness and leave only the Scots off-limits, in an 'imaginative de-territorialising of Scottish antiquity'. Jonson's masque correspondingly centres on the black daughters of Niger, played by dark-painted court ladies, who visit the sun-king of Britannia to be blanched or washed clean of their colour. When Hutson calls this 'a devastating trivialisation and negation of African racial difference' she may be projecting onto the masque a modern disapproval of blacking up, but her larger inference is devastating enough, that blackness can only find a place in the empire of Great Britain (in 1605 and after) if it becomes white.
The origins of King Lear are similarly found in Elizabethan plays about the division of ancient Britain, from the stately Gorboduc, which culminates in an invasion by the Duke of Albany (Scotland), through The Misfortunes of Arthur, which rises to a battle between King Arthur and his son by incest, Mordred. There is a Senecan, Oedipal relationship between the politics of nationhood and the maternal body of Britain, nurturing but afflicted. The main action of Shakespeare's play is taken from Galfridian history as it figures in Henry VIII's Declaration and again in Spenser. Rather than unpacking the politics of Lear's break-up of his kingdom, however, Shakespeare compounds sexual and familial disorder by adding from Philip Sidney's Arcadia a subplot about Gloucester and his legitimate and bastard sons. By the end of the play, only two characters survive who could inherit the throne: Albany, who shares his Scottish title with King James, and Edgar, who has the name of a Saxon monarch with imperial claims to Britain. For Hutson, those associations are truncated because Britain is a failed state and the audience's attention is consumed by family tragedy. It certainly accords with the argument of her book that Albany displays no Scottish traits. The northern realm is occluded.
After these heavyweight chapters, her Coda on Macbeth is abrupt. Perhaps this makes sense because the Anglocentric predicates of the tragedy are now so widely acknowledged. As Scotland sinks into tyranny, it has to be rescued by an English army. At the end of the play, the new king, Malcolm, turns thanes into Saxon-style earls. But Hutson wants to go further. She sees the play as almost evasively translating political breakdown into images of sickness and effusions of grief, and she scrutinises Malcolm's laborious testing of Macduff's good faith as an opponent of Macbeth - which is also a testing of what licence Malcolm, as a king, would be allowed - to show that Shakespeare has left out the climactic discussion of trust and authority given in Holinshed's Chronicles and replaced it with more gestural suppositions of vice. For most Shakespeareans this shows Malcolm trying to provoke Macduff with high-flown threats to 'confound/All unity on earth' while starting to believe in his integrity. But Hutson, conscious of Elizabethan indifference to Scottish political traditions, takes it as evidence of vacuity and erasure on Shakespeare's part.
'Stands Scotland where it did?' Macduff asks Ross after his exchange with Malcolm. Any open-minded reader would conclude that, although Hutson has not managed single-handedly to pull Scotland out of Great Britain, she has put its geopolitical situation into a new perspective. The history she lays out is both distant and familiar. Drawing on such remote sources as Claudian, Thomas Maitland and Hector Boece, she gives an account of Scotland's standing that still looks recognisable. That her book was written during a period of nationalist ferment after the failure of the independence referendum in 2014 is shown in the attention she gives to the distinctiveness of Scottish political culture. Yet the slump in SNP support over the last few months has created a more instructive environment for the book's reception. We have seen, yet again, that Scotland only becomes visible to the English political and media class when independence is at issue and the Scots find allies in Europe. The revival of Scottish Labour has meant a return to business as usual, with Scotland fading into the margins of Anglo-British hegemony.
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Poem
The Plum Tree
A.E. Stallings

154 wordsTu ne quaesieris ...
The plum tree's dying branch by branch,
A candelabra going dark.
Leaves ticket down, no avalanche,
A gangrene inches through the bark.
Fruit trees are short-lived. So we'd heard.
For years we thought its time had come;
Yet each spring bridal blossoms stirred
And each year purpled into plum.
One summertime will be its last -
I think it's this one. You do too.
It happened gradually, then fast,
As bankruptcy is said to do.
Yet look, here is a last hurrah -
A meager harvest of late fruits,
Some hanging on dead boughs. What law
Of time and ripeness in cahoots
Offers this unlooked-for haul?
Let's gather it, though posthumous;
And if the final count is small,
The sweeter is the sum to us,
And we can pray, just as before,
For signs (should we consult them) that
Our plum tree has one summer more,
This now, ever penultimate.
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Flying Man
Helen Pfeifer

2136 wordsIn  the early 11th century, at Nandana, a fort in the mountains of northern Punjab, the polymath Abu Rayhan al-Biruni realised his dream of measuring the size of the earth. Two centuries earlier, the Abbasid caliph al-Ma'mun had sent a group of astronomers into the desert for the same purpose. The advantage of Biruni's method was that it 'did not require walking in deserts'. He simply calculated the height of one of the mountains and the angle it formed with the horizon on the plain below. He could then construct a triangle, one of whose sides was the height of the mountain plus the earth's radius. Trigonometry would do the rest. The circumference Biruni calculated (after some later revisions) came within just eighty miles of modern measurements. Only in the 17th century would Europeans improve on his figures.
Biruni is one of S. Frederick Starr's subjects in The Genius of Their Age, a joint biography of two of the most brilliant and versatile thinkers of the time. His restless curiosity led him to discoveries in astronomy, mathematics, mineralogy, pharmacology and history. Starr's other subject, Ibn Sina (known to Westerners as Avicenna), also wrote widely - on mathematics, geology, good governance - but he is chiefly remembered for his work in philosophy and medicine.
The two men were born within a few years of each other - Biruni in 973 and Ibn Sina a little before 980. They were both from the Central Asian region of Khwarazm, a nexus on the Silk Road, in what is now Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. They lived through frequent dynastic changes, as the area passed from one local ruler to another and from Samanid to Ghaznavid control, and made several dramatic escapes from advancing enemy armies. Their methods illustrate two sides of the Islamic intellectual tradition: while Biruni was an incrementalist, setting out to solve concrete problems, Ibn Sina was a panoramic thinker in search of a systematic account of the universe. Though the two men are known to have met and had a lengthy correspondence, they never cited one another in their work, an omission that hints at the deep rivalry between them.
Biruni's life emerges from his writings as a footnote to his science. In one study, he notes that 'the moment of my birth occurred in the city of Khwarazm, whose latitude northward is 41deg20' and whose distance from Baghdad is one complete level hour eastward, on Thursday, 3 Dhu al-Hijja, in the year 362.' (We can work this out as 4 September 973.) Biruni's reticence about his origins has led modern scholars to speculate that he may have been orphaned or abandoned, or even (depending on the interpretation of a contemporary poem) that he was the illegitimate son of royalty. He was taken up at a young age by the Iraq family, who governed Khwarazm on behalf of the Samanids of Bukhara and supported his first forays into mathematics and astronomy, including the construction of a globe, five metres wide, for pinpointing the location of cities. At the turn of the 11th century, however, the Samanid empire began to disintegrate, and with it the fortunes of his patrons. Biruni began a peripatetic life in search of financial support and new outposts for astronomical observations, visiting stations in Afghanistan, India, Iran, Pakistan and Turkmenistan. By the time he reached his seventies, his stargazing had left him almost blind. He died in 1048, by some accounts consulting an Afghan scholar on contract law from his deathbed. When the scholar expressed surprise at Biruni's curiosity under the circumstances, he replied: 'Is it not better for me to leave this world knowing the answer to this question than not knowing it?'
Biruni's projects were so diverse that it is difficult to do them justice: he devised new techniques for measuring longitude, predicted the existence of continents beyond Afro-Eurasia and introduced trigonometric functions that are still in use today. His Chronology of Ancient Nations gives us a sense of his intellectual idiosyncrasy. Completed around 1000, it was an ambitious attempt to make different systems for measuring time accord with one another. Biruni conducted extensive research into the ancient Greek, Persian, Nestorian Christian, Jewish and Central Asian calendars, comparing their creation narratives and the various ways in which they accounted for the six 'excess' hours that accrue every 365 days. Starr marvels at the fair-mindedness with which Biruni described these chronographies: whereas earlier writers 'applied their own cultural measure to everyone else, Biruni began with the assumption that all cultures were equal'. He plotted each of the calendars onto a circular device that allowed the user to translate dates from one system to another, creating, in Starr's estimation, 'the first global system for measuring the passage of time'.
Ibn Sina was born to a Persian bureaucratic family in a town near Bukhara, where he was trained in Islamic law, ancient philosophy and medicine. When the ruler of Bukhara, Nuh ibn Mansur, fell ill, Ibn Sina was one of the doctors called on for a cure. He was rewarded with unfettered access to the royal library. In the decades that followed, political unrest and the search for patrons led him, like Biruni, to courts across Central Asia. Though a theoretician, he was not unworldly: he served various local rulers as vizier and boasted of his wine drinking and salon exploits (one of his enemies insinuated that he died thanks to his voracious sexual appetite). He could also be cantankerous, labelling his enemies 'shit-eaters' and 'dung beetles'.
The abstraction and density of Ibn Sina's work makes it more difficult to appreciate than Biruni's, but he was far more influential. His great philosophical achievement was to have made the concerns of the ancient Greek thinkers compatible with the Islamic tradition. For centuries after his death, to practise falsafa - Arabic for 'philosophy' - was to be a partisan of Ibn Sina. But he didn't simply interpret Aristotle, he supplanted him, finding new ways to characterise the human soul as immaterial and separate from the body. His 'flying man' thought experiment proposed that a person created by God with no memories and no immediate sensory input (hence 'flying') would nonetheless be aware of his self. His most influential work was his proof for the existence of God, who was postulated as the 'necessary existent' behind the universe but not the immediate cause of all actions or things. His medical writing was equally ambitious. The Canon of Medicine, a five-volume encyclopedia he completed in 1025, systematised all contemporary medical knowledge, theoretical and practical, into a single framework, from its philosophical underpinnings to its applications in diagnosis, treatment and prevention.
Starr's subtitle suggests that this book should be seen as a sequel to Lost Enlightenment (2013), in which he argued that Central Asia was the intellectual centre of the medieval world, until enlightened thinking was finally suppressed by conservative religious forces. Biruni and Ibn Sina illustrate the region's cosmopolitanism and ingenuity. While being grounded in the pluralistic tradition of Islamic learning, they spent a lifetime in dialogue with Greek texts: not just Aristotle (about whom they had a lively epistolary exchange), but also Galen's writings on medicine and Ptolemy's on geography and astronomy. They drew inspiration from South Asian mathematical and medical traditions; Biruni translated Hindu religious and philosophical texts, including Purana epics and the Yoga Sutra of Patanjali. His Pharmacology, which compared plants from many parts of the known world, named species in twenty different languages. This diversity of influence was the result of Central Asia's position at the crossroads of Asia and Europe: Biruni first learned about materia medica from a Byzantine man who had settled in his home town, and in his forties travelled to India in the entourage of his patron Mahmud, who ruled over a wide stretch of the region from western Iran to the Punjab from his base in Ghazni.
This intellectual crucible produced many other scholars whom Starr might have discussed - Muhammad al-Bukhari, for example, who lived in the ninth century and compiled a collection of prophetic accounts so comprehensive and authoritative that it is consulted by Muslims to this day. Bukhari, however, is of little interest to Starr, perhaps because his life's project, unlike those of Ibn Sina and Biruni, was conducted in the service of faith. Biruni's greatest interest was the natural world, and when he did deal with Islam it was with the same disinterestedness he applied to other religions (among his criticisms of early Muslims was that they had refused to introduce leap years into their calendar). Ibn Sina subjected everything, including the existence of God, to rational scrutiny, in ways that caused his contemporaries, as well as modern scholars, to doubt his piety.
Starr appears to have chosen these two thinkers because they seem compatible with Western modernity. Ibn Sina was the most important guide to Aristotle's metaphysics in Latin Christianity until he was displaced by Ibn Rushd (Averroes) in the late 12th century. The Canon of Medicine was a staple of European medical curricula until the 17th century: nearly sixty editions were printed between 1500 and 1674. The case for Biruni's influence is harder to make. Tenuous links to Copernicus notwithstanding, he wasn't widely known in Europe until the 19th century. Instead, Starr insists that Biruni's ideas anticipated European ones: not only did he show that planetary orbits must be elliptical centuries before Johannes Kepler, but his conclusion that it is mathematically irrelevant whether the sun rotates around the earth or the earth around the sun prefigured the theories of relative motion developed by Newton, Descartes and Einstein.
While Starr is to be applauded for drawing attention to a region whose history is often overlooked, it's a shame that The Genius of Their Age treats greatness as a zero-sum game, with Central Asian achievements coming at the expense of those of Arabs, Turks and pious Muslims. Arabs make cameo appearances in order to ravage open and progressive societies; Turks are represented by Mahmud of Ghazni, a 'sinister and aggressive force' who used Islam to justify his thirst for conquest; and the Muslim faithful appear, chiefly in the book's final chapters, as fundamentalist theologians who stifled scientific inquiry and fomented sectarianism. Never mind that neat ethnic categories are hard to sustain when writing about such a mobile, polyglot society, or that much of the region's intellectual vibrancy resulted from cross-pollination between linguistic groups. Starr's demonisation of some of these groups as enemies of learning is dangerous and baseless. Arabs sponsored the great translation movement that rendered Greek texts into Arabic in eighth to tenth-century Baghdad, without which Ibn Sina's work would have been impossible. Turkish-speaking residents of the Ottoman Empire carried Ibn Sina's logical and philosophical tradition into the 19th century, as the painstaking work of the historian Khaled el-Rouayheb has recently shown. Nor did the forces of Islamic orthodoxy put an end to the era's intellectual vigour. Though Avicennian falsafa did fall into disrepute, epistemological and metaphysical inquiry continued, along with the study of astronomy, geography, mathematics and medicine. But understanding this requires dispensing with the categories and attitudes derived from the European experience and adopting a more culturally specific notion of what constitutes 'science'. It also requires absorbing the implications of recent scholarship, including critiques of Lost Enlightenment.
The book's distortions stem for the most part from Starr's political agenda. He is the founder and chairman of the Central Asia-Caucasus Institute, a research and policy centre that promotes North American and European involvement in the region. His ideal Central Asia mirrors that of The Genius of Their Age, with its light-touch Islam, scientific spirit and wide networks of commerce. It's a region free of Arab or Turkish meddling and of sectarianism, more open to 'worldly' - that is, Western - ideals. Starr shares this vision with many policy-makers of his generation, though it feels increasingly outdated. Finding indigenous models for Central Asia's future is a worthwhile endeavour, but shouldn't we, like Biruni, attempt to study its history without applying our own cultural measures?
Biruni's efforts to measure the earth's radius were more complicated than they appear in Starr's book. One modern researcher has speculated that, struggling with his observations, Biruni instead calculated the angle to the plain using the height of the mountain and the known length of one of the earth's degrees of circumference. Biruni doubted the accuracy of his results, as he made clear in his account of the enterprise. Demonstrating a commitment to the truth even when it contradicted his own hypothesis, he suggested that it was better to accept the value determined by al-Ma'mun's team in the desert: 'Their instrument was more refined, and they took greater pains in its accomplishment.'
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The Last Generation
Katherine Harloe

3812 wordsIn  an essay on scholarly 'necrophilia', published in 2021, the historian of science Lorraine Daston noted that writing histories of their own disciplines is often an excuse for scholars to commune with ghosts. Not just any ghosts, either, but their academic forebears. Daston connects this longing to the intense bonds forged by traditional institutions of humanistic education. Places such as the medieval universitas magistrorum et scholarium, the early modern English public school or the 19th-century German research seminar generated deep loyalties. Devotion to the academic community often equalled or even supplanted family ties, leading academics to 'envision their own histories as ersatz genealogies, in which the bonds of master and disciple replace those of kith and kin, and the filiation of ideas retraces the biographies of thinkers'. This is the reason, Daston argues, 'despite repeated efforts in both scholarship and science since the early 19th century to sunder life and works, all disciplines reconstruct their own histories as bloodlines and lifelines.'
Classics, as Daston points out, has done this with particular fervency, and nowhere more so than in Oxford. When Hugh Lloyd-Jones, Regius Professor of Greek from 1960 until 1989, published a collection of essays on the history of his discipline, he called it Blood for the Ghosts, referring not only to the necromantic scene in Homer's Odyssey but also to a celebrated speech on Greek historical writing delivered by Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, the most famous German classicist of his generation, on a visit to Oxford in 1908. Now Oswyn Murray, who retired twenty years ago after a long career teaching ancient history at Oxford, has produced a collection of historiographic essays also dedicated dis manibus, to the spirits of the departed.
Murray, who turned 87 this year, is the last survivor of a triumvirate of scholars who directed the teaching of classics at Balliol College during the final decades of the 20th century. His tenure as tutorial fellow in ancient history, which stretched from 1968 to 2004, was outstripped by that of his colleague Jasper Griffin, who became a fellow in 1961, having also been an undergraduate at Balliol (their younger colleague Oliver Lyne, who arrived at Balliol in 1971, died unexpectedly in post in 2005). In an article published in Balliol's alumni newsletter in 2004 to mark his and Griffin's retirement, Murray wrote: 'We are the last generation of automatic classicists, coming from an era when a relatively high proportion of the brighter schoolboys and girls was channelled into Classical VI forms and on to Oxford and Cambridge.'
Murray's Oxford connections go back even further. As he says in The Muse of History, he is the great-grandson of the lexicographer James Augustus Henry Murray, the first editor of the Oxford English Dictionary, and the son and grandson of senior civil servants. This genealogy of scholarly and public service is important to the book, in which questions of kinship and filiation - whether of the blood or the intellect - run deep. Although nominally a collection of essays on the writing of ancient history, some new and some previously published, The Muse of History is most rewarding if read as a memoir: an ancient (in the true sense, Murray jokes) historian's attempt to gather the threads of his intellectual formation and offer a portrait of himself and his discipline.
To understand this book requires some grasp of the symbolic freight of 'Balliol classics' for Murray's generation. One of Oxford's oldest colleges, in the 19th century Balliol transformed itself, through a combination of sound financial management and open fellowship examinations, from a struggling institution with declining student numbers into the university's pre-eminent academic college. Under a series of progressive masters, including Benjamin Jowett, Balliol adopted aspects of the new, relatively meritocratic and non-denominational culture of professionalism that was reshaping Victorian British elites, and encouraged many of its best students to take public exams in the recently established Honours Schools. This meant that the college's graduates were well positioned to sit the open civil service exams, which were introduced in the second half of the century and weighted in favour of the knowledge and capacities inculcated by the Oxford classics course, known formally as Literae Humaniores and popularly as 'Greats'. In the 1850s Jowett had lobbied politicians for Oxford to secure 'a share in the Indian appointments'; by the end of his life, in 1893, his wish was close to being fulfilled. As W.H. Walsh notes in the History of the University of Oxford, 'in the period from 1892 to 1914 almost half the entrants to the Imperial Civil Service were Oxford graduates, with the consequence that by 1938 six out of the eight provincial governors in India were Greats men who had taken their degrees between 1897 and 1910.' Balliol also produced a string of politicians, including Herbert Asquith, Harold Macmillan, Denis Healey, Roy Jenkins and Edward Heath.
Murray's family may not have been Balliol men (he was the third generation of his family to study across the road at Exeter College), but their scholarly and civil service genealogy conforms to its ethos, and Murray hints at a close connection with his revelation, in the caption to a photograph of his great-grandfather, that James Murray named his youngest son 'Jowett'. The nexus of Oxford classics and imperial power is crucial to explaining what may otherwise strike readers as a bewildering idiosyncrasy of this book: its story of the modern historiography of ancient history is often told as if Oxford were the centre of the intellectual world. What makes it so fascinating is that this perspective is tempered by a strong cosmopolitanism, at least as it extends to French, German and Italian historical thought. One of Murray's arguments concerns the intellectually limited and derivative character of anglophone historical writing, which in his view has failed to develop any theoretical or conceptual sophistication except when enriched by European intellectual currents. As well as demonstrating 'the centrality of the study of the ancient world for the understanding of both English and Continental literature and thought [over] three centuries', Murray wants to show 'the impossibility of understanding the past or the present outside our common European heritage, and our debt to this heritage in the past and the future'. Such a broad, serious and fundamentally political claim makes this book more than mere necromancy. Filial piety plays a role, but Murray has his eye on bigger themes, including the purpose of historical study and the future (if it has one; Murray is pessimistic on that point) of the Anglo-European - he calls it the 'Western' - tradition of ancient history.
Taking as his epigraph Benedetto Croce's maxim that 'all history is contemporary history,' Murray proposes that Western European historiography of ancient Greece and Rome since the 18th century has revolved around two concepts, 'imperialism' and 'liberty'. Ancient history, he argues, was a mode of reflection on contemporary social and political problems: the decline of monarchic models of government, the growth of overseas power and the challenges of imperial administration, and the advance of liberal and democratic political ideas and movements. To illustrate the way this played out in practice he analyses the competing paradigms of ancient Athens and Sparta in 18th-century European political thought, Romantic philhellenism and the Grecian histories of politically active men of letters such as William Mitford, Edward Bulwer-Lytton, John Stuart Mill and George Grote.
Relating the historical writing of 19th-century liberals and utilitarians to their political battles isn't a new approach, and conceptually these are some of the least original parts of the book, with Murray content to add details and flourishes to the outline established by his PhD supervisor, Arnaldo Momigliano. Murray adopts many of Momigliano's framings, such as the idea that modern historical research arose from the 18th-century methodological encounter of philosophes and erudits, although he adds another portrait to the ancestral gallery: 'the lost historian John Gast', an 18th-century Irish scholar whose laborious synthetic history of ancient Greece was eventually eclipsed by Grote and Mitford. Murray connects Gast's positive view of the impact of migration on early Greece and his interest in the decline in the autonomy of Greek cities under Macedonian rule to his identity as a descendant of Huguenot refugees, speculating that he composed his History as an oblique warning about the superficial prosperity of the Irish Protestant Ascendancy.
Murray doesn't take sides in the disputes he describes, but finds value in the Grecian history of the Radical George Grote, who sought to create a new image of Athenian democracy in the service of political reform, as well as in that of William Mitford, whose conservative faith in the unique advantages of the post-1688 English constitution underpinned his rejection of both Athens and Sparta as models for political futures. Murray concludes his chapter on Mitford with an extraordinary paragraph:
And as we enter the 21st century, which is surely destined to be seen historically as the Age of Oligarchy, as the 20th was that of (pseudo-)Democracy, maybe we should ... pay more attention to oligarchy, and not just as the Iron Law of History ... Whatever the official terminology, effective oligarchies may be based on a traditional aristocracy of birth and landholding, on the prerogatives of a founding elite (such as Greek colonies, Israel and Hispanic South America), on the power of wealth (in plutocracies such as the USA and Britain), on an intellectual elite (Plato's Republic and modern France), on military power (Myanmar and Pakistan), on theocracy (the Islamic states and early Christian Europe), on tribal supremacy (modern Africa), on control of the media (Italy) or on systemically organised corruption (Sicily and Calabria, Colombia, Russia and the Ukraine) - and of course on a mixture of any or all of these elements. The stability of oligarchies and their ability to resist social change is one of their most important characteristics; and ultimately Mitford may well be right: of all the varied oligarchic forms of the consolidation of power, perhaps the most benign may be the 'patrios politeia', the 'mixed constitution' based on historical tradition, in the vision that unites Solon, Mitford and Polybius with Montesquieu and the Founding Fathers of the essentially undemocratic American constitution.

The provocative sweeping statement is one of Murray's stylistic traits. He also endorses John Stuart Mill's famous but facile comment that 'the battle of Marathon, even as an event in English history, is more important than the battle of Hastings,' and claims that 'the Oxford society in which Momigliano lived from 1939 to 1947 ... was the greatest gathering of the humanist scholarship of Europe since the Council of Florence in 1439.' Perhaps inspired by the opening of Momigliano's inaugural lecture at University College London, which he quotes twice ('May I remind you that it is uncertain whether Greek history was invented in England or in Scotland?'), Murray also delights in assigning historical firsts: the word 'inventor' and its cognates occur 42 times. Jacob Burckhardt is said to offer 'the first and best modern account of Greek culture' and to have invented the concept, if not the terminology, of the Greek archaic age. Ernst Curtius, meanwhile, was 'the first German to write a substantial Griechische Geschichte', while Bulwer-Lytton's Athens: Its Rise and Fall was both 'the first serious radical history of Greece in modern Europe' and 'the most original English contribution to the continental movement that began the great age of history'. As the examples accumulate, it's tempting to turn against Murray a point he makes when considering whether Burckhardt or Nietzsche was the first to understand the fundamentally competitive character of archaic Greek culture: 'It is the use made of concepts within the thought-world of each individual that matters, not where he may have derived his ideas from.'
Of the many historians  he discusses, aside from those he knew personally, Murray seems most in sympathy with Burckhardt, whose work he calls 'the foundation of modern approaches to the Greek world'. Murray applauds Burckhardt's move away from the practice of history as a recounting of facts and events towards a critical analysis of 'the complex interplay of universal forces within a chronological frame'. He highlights the importance of Burckhardt's focus on 'culture' as the realm of 'what is revealed unconsciously through representation', believing that it inaugurated a history that attends to the role of belief (including false belief), tradition and ritual in the composition and decomposition of social systems. When it comes to Burckhardt's lectures on Greek cultural history, Murray admires his insights into Greek pessimism and the absence of eschatology from Greek religious thought:
For all the power of religion in the Greek world, Burckhardt's Greeks were the first to understand what it is to be human in the modern sense, and to live in the present without hope for the future ... In his account of Greek morals he revealed what is the basis of the difference between ourselves and the Greeks, and in his account of Greek pessimism he showed why the Greeks nevertheless express the fundamental predicament of humanity in Western culture.

Murray also seems to feel considerable personal sympathy with Burckhardt, whom he characterises as a 'natural conservative' who foresaw the coming of a destructive age of demagogues at the dawn of Germany's Second Empire. He commends Burckhardt's commitment to university teaching, noting his 'distaste for the activities of his academic contemporaries, with their unreadable multiple volumes, their obsession with detail and facts, and the pompous arrogance of the viri eruditissimi in their professorial chairs'. (In the 1990s, Murray derided changes to Oxford's promotion procedures that allowed academics to nominate themselves for university readerships and personal chairs. He was the only one of the Balliol triumvirate never to take a professorial title.) Burckhardt's antipathy to nationalism is also congenial to Murray, who, despite painting a vivid picture of the excitement and energy of Romantic history in 19th-century Europe, sees its patriotic embrace of vernacular, national traditions and narratives as preparing the ground for the violent political and cultural fracturing of Europe in the 20th century. In 1914, James Murray refused to sign the 'Writers' Manifesto' denouncing the German invasion of Belgium - a 'source of family pride' for Murray. One of the organisers was Gilbert Murray (no relation), the Glasgow and Oxford Hellenist and future chairman of the League of Nations Union. Oswyn interprets a terse letter from Gilbert to James as indicating that he understood James's position that signing the manifesto could imperil international collaboration on the OED (other interpretations are possible).
As the narrative moves into his own lifetime, Murray begins to discuss scholars and institutions known to him directly. The story of the Warburg Institute serves as an introduction and synecdoche to the generation of European Jewish historians who arrived as refugees in Britain in the 1930s and 1940s, and enriched anglophone approaches to the study of history. It is followed by chapters on Momigliano, Fernand Braudel, Jean-Pierre Vernant and Pierre Vidal-Naquet. The final section, 'Unfinished Business', includes Murray's own attempts, following his great-grandfather's example, to bridge Cold War divides by maintaining cordial intellectual relations with historians on the other side of the Iron Curtain.
There are more personal reminiscences in these sections, though they are not absent from the first half of the book, where Murray treats readers to his glee at finding that Momigliano was unaware of John Gast, even though 'there seemed no book in any library of the world whose existence was not recorded in duplicate in the little cash books that filled the pockets of his dark and shapeless suits,' and muses on the object biographies of his book purchases: 'Were these two separate broken sets' of Bulwer-Lytton's Athens 'or the same far-flung set which had suffered separate journeys over 160 years to Oregon and Houston in railway trains, individually left on seats, forgotten at the houses of distant relatives, inherited and reinherited - only to be reunited by a mad English professor?'
Though sweeping in scope, Murray's narrative is far from comprehensive: Nicole Loraux is a notable absence from his chapter on the 'Paris School', while Frances Yates, one of the most important historians associated with the Warburg Institute, is mentioned only in passing. The lopsidedness of his intellectual topography is also striking - which institutions he sees as meriting discussion, which get treated as centres of learning and which don't. Oxford, Paris and the Warburg qualify, so - just about - does Cambridge, although Murray declares it a dead zone between the departure of Connop Thirlwall and Julius Hare in the 1830s and the arrival of Moses Finley in the mid-1950s: he is scathing about the interwar Cambridge Ancient History, while Jane Harrison is mentioned only as an unwise signatory to the Writers' Manifesto.
A few pages after issuing his judgment on Cambridge, Murray writes: 'In Oxford, the other English university' - which completely elides the existence, by the 1830s, of several more English universities, and is especially perplexing given that the previous chapter discussed figures with close institutional links to UCL. Edinburgh doesn't merit interrogation as a centre of learning either, although Murray at one point describes it as 'the real intellectual capital of the British Isles' and his endnotes contain many references to 19th-century periodicals and publishers based in the city.
It is at such moments that Murray's Oxford-centric view reveals itself most clearly. Historians from outside those charmed halls do sometimes earn his regard, but tend to appear as isolated thinkers rather than as members of intellectual communities. The same is true of the international scene: he discusses Braudel's institution-building at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes, but Emile Durkheim and Louis Gernet are mentioned only as influences on Vernant. Chicago and Pisa, where Momigliano held long-term visiting professorships, feature merely as places to which he went to escape the 'self-absorption' of the All Souls common room.
If considered as a memoir, however, the book's selectivity and partiality are intrinsic parts of its design and interest. By setting out so clearly his choices of who and what matters in ancient historiography, Murray is exercising both historical judgment and liberty of thought - the most important gift, as he sees it, of ancient political thought and practice to the modern world. He is also giving readers the story of the people and places that have mattered to him. The intellectual ancestors he lingers over are those who were formative for his own work, shaping his outlook as an internationalist who has combined a life committed to the serious study of the past with a conviction of the seriousness of human action in the present, the importance of historical consciousness in informing that action and the imperative of upholding cosmopolitan ideals of intellectual community even in unpropitious circumstances. This is part of the attraction for Murray of Braudel's vision of ancient Greek history as part of world history. It helps to explain why he includes a vignette of Braudel composing the first draft of The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II in a German prisoner-of-war camp, and a photograph of Vernant, a commander in the French Resistance, in military fatigues at the 1944 liberation of Toulouse.
Murray offers up his own biography against the foil of his heroes. He traces the roots of his cosmopolitan convictions to his experience of military service: born in 1937 into the last generation of British men to be conscripted, Murray was about to be sent along with the rest of his artillery battery into combat in Egypt in 1956 when Eisenhower ordered Eden to withdraw. Suez, Murray says, 'taught me the essential lesson that foreign policy is normally based on lies and misconceptions, and that politicians and generals are fools who do not understand the nature of the historical tragedies that they unleash.' He arrived at Oxford having already abjured narrow patriotism and sworn private allegiance to the 'ancient Republic of Letters', vowing 'to devote myself to ignoring the Iron Curtain that we were not supposed to penetrate'.
Murray's sensitivity to the knavery of politicians and the tragedies they unleash sharpens the historical irony of his role in the ascent of the man who did so much to wreck British community with Europe. Boris Johnson read classics at Balliol in the 1980s under the tutelage of Murray and his colleagues. In 2018, around the beginning of Johnson's premiership, the press reported that Murray had sent him an official renuntiatio amicitiae (renunciation of friendship) in Latin. Murray confirmed this publicly in 2022, glossing the ancient Roman practice as 'the formal letter emperors send when they want someone to commit suicide or go into exile on the Black Sea'. This seems to me to say far more about Murray's sense of self and the notion of Balliol as capital of the oikumene than it does about Johnson. Perhaps Murray was always too disillusioned with the world of affairs to share the sentiment expressed by Jowett in a letter to Florence Nightingale: 'I should like to govern the world (would not you?) through my pupils, but I find it impossible & rather expect to do less & less.'
An atmosphere of exhaustion hangs over Murray's final chapter, on 'The Crisis of Theory in History', in which he takes present-day historians to task for what he sees as a retreat from theory and collapse into relativism or an unthinking positivism that, as before Burckhardt, proceeds from a naive belief in facts as speaking for themselves. Against this, Murray endorses Frances Yates's assertion (here she is at last) that:
History as it actually occurs is not quite the whole of history, for it leaves out of account the hopes that never materialised, the attempts to prevent the outbreak of wars, the futile efforts to solve differences by conciliatory methods. Hopes such as these are as much a part of history as the terrible events which falsify them, and in trying to assess the influence of their times upon idealists and lovers of peaceful activities such as our poets and academicians the hopes are perhaps as important as the events.

This understanding of history as encompassing the realm of belief, imagination, emotion and representation - in short, of culture - is what Murray presents as Burckhardt's achievement. It has guided his own historical work on ancient Greek poleis as 'cities of reason' and on the cultural practices of the symposium. It also orients this collection of essays on the modern historiography of ancient Greece, despite his inability to peer beyond the dead end into which he thinks 'the Western tradition of ancient history' has wandered. One danger of the tranquil consciousness of effortless superiority is its tendency to bring about narrowness of vision, because overconfidence in its own vantage point bars the way to appreciating the enlightenment offered by others. What makes Murray's historiographic essays so rich is that this is only half the story.
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Short Cuts
Just ask Tony
David Runciman

2030 wordsUnusually  for a politician, Tony Blair is an authentic writer, in that he authentically sounds like himself. His post-prime-ministerial memoir, A Journey, published in 2010, was long, discursive, eccentric, a bit mystical, but also matey, self-confident, sometimes blunt, occasionally cheesy. It read like he'd written every word of it. The style of his new book, On Leadership (Hutchinson Heinemann, PS25), has changed somewhat, as befits someone who now spends his time offering executive advice to governments around the world. The paragraphs are shorter. There are more exclamation marks. The tone is both worldly and peppy. But it's still unmistakably him. Writing about the importance of having the right people around you, he says: 'The "team", however, also includes ministers, and this is a whole different bouillabaisse.' A ghostwriter hasn't been anywhere near that sentence.
But there is one section of the book that comes across as an outlier. The part that deals with the challenges and opportunities of the 21st-century technology revolution appears to have been composed under dictation. Blair freely admits that he has long been clueless when it comes to tech. At school he was the despair of his maths and science teachers - he describes himself as a classic arts student (good at reading people, bad at reading numbers). He never owned a mobile phone while prime minister and barely knew how to send an email. At the same time, he has become passionately interested in the implications of the digital revolution and desperate to understand them. He has done his best to educate himself about what it all means, with the help of the friends he has made at the top of the tech industry. And he is keen to share what he has learned.
The result is a chapter in which he provides his own potted history of how technology works, from Moore's Law to Central Processing Units to 'cloud' computing to Large Language Models (LLM). It is clear and perfectly competent, if a little uninspiring. 'I write,' he says with all due modesty, 'as a Leader and not as a tech expert might express things.' In fact, he writes like ChatGPT asked to explain the origins of the digital revolution to primary age schoolchildren. 'At first digital computers were vastly complicated electro-mechanical machines the size of a large room. But in the late 1940s and early 1950s the first purely electronic circuits came along. Called transistors, they transfer the resistance necessary for the current to be regulated from one end of the device to the other.' And so on.
In some ways this is charming - he has the touching enthusiasm of the recent convert, in contrast to the 'been there, done that' flavour of much of the rest of his advice. But it's also hopelessly partial. Blair's version of the tech revolution is precisely the one that comes from inside the tech industry. It is highly deterministic: we are assured that the advance of technology is unstoppable and to try to stand in its way means being swept away by the tide of history. With AI, Blair is fully signed up to the hype about self-reinforcement and an imminent great leap forward. The latest LLM-based AI, he says, 'has human brain-like capabilities - BUT one with an ever improving intellect ... True, at present, it resembles a person with an average IQ of about 100 ... but as the reinforcement loop gathers momentum AI will soon have an IQ of 150 - that's very smart. In time, it will have one of 200. Then we're in a new world.'
Blair's account is relentlessly positive: he acknowledges the risks of tech gone awry (particularly when it comes to AI), but is convinced that the upside of embracing the latest industry advances vastly outweighs the downside. Above all his vision is permissive: Blair's advice to governments - particularly of small or under-resourced nations - is to let tech companies have access to the data and other raw materials they might need to experiment with and on your public services. 'Make your country a "sandbox" where - under supervision, of course - new innovations can be trialled.' In the case of the UK, he believes that biometric ID cards would solve a range of problems - from security to access to services - at minimal cost. He also wants big tech companies to be given access to as much personal health data as possible so that they can start building new and better systems for the NHS and for private companies. The possible costs - of corporate capture, corruption or simple incompetence - are barely considered.
A lot of this is hard to square with the advice Blair gives elsewhere in the book, which is that Leaders (it's always capital L, for reasons never fully explained) should avoid becoming beholden to the received wisdom, especially when it emanates from vested interests. Blair appears to have convinced himself that the most innovative tech companies are not partial commercial organisations but something like impartial research outfits - more akin to universities than cut-throat businesses. They are too new, too nimble, too relentlessly curious about what's coming next to count as vested interests, certainly in comparison to government bureaucracies, which he believes are engineered to uphold the status quo. Blair usually wants the Leader to avoid picking a side so that he or she can remain free to select what works from what is available, public or private, cutting-edge or conventional, left or right. But in this case he knows which side he is on.
What explains it? In part, this is about money. The biggest supporter of the Tony Blair Institute, which now employs almost a thousand people around the world, is Oracle founder Larry Ellison, who has donated more than $100 million to Blair's organisation. Awo Ablo, the TBI's executive vice president, is also a director of Oracle. Ellison is the only person in On Leadership to whom Blair refers by their first name. Elsewhere it's Bill Clinton, Nelson Mandela, Emmanuel Macron, but when it comes to discussing the possibility of reimagining agricultural cultivation, we are told this is the work of 'Larry and his team'. Larry, like Tony, is all-in on the transformative potential of the technology his company is building. In September this year, he told a conference about his vision of a world monitored by his company's latest AI surveillance systems: 'Citizens will be on their best behaviour because we're constantly recording and reporting everything that's going on.' By those standards, Blair's support for biometric ID cards looks almost quaint. But the source is clear.
However, some of it also seems to be Blair's personal conviction. He has always had a weakness for holistic solutions. He likes to drill down and find the deep explanation that connects seemingly disparate problems. Silicon Valley's snake oil, with its promise of technology as the unifying force that will bring together the needs of citizens with the imperatives of government, suits this mindset. But there are reasons for Blair to be wary. The search for the golden thread that pulls a divided world together has got him in trouble before, notably after 9/11, when his desire to join the dots between the terrorist attacks and the wider threat posed by unaccountable dictatorial regimes led him down a path to military adventurism. That didn't end well.
On Leadership is surprisingly forthcoming about the Iraq fiasco. Blair will never admit he was wrong, but he does acknowledge that the attempt to import Western-style democracy to places with no real history of it was hubristic. He says:
This was not an example of hubris in the sense of disdain for others or a belief in the overweening capacity of Western leadership to effect change. It was a misplaced assessment that the world as it should be could be forged from the world as it is, and that democracy could be transplanted into a political body that was going to have multiple pressures to reject the organ.

By implication, Blair is reproaching himself for not having dug deep enough. But it could also be said that the mistake was to have thought there was a holistic solution to what was in fact a disconnected set of problems.
At the same time, Blair is open about his reasons for unequivocally backing the Americans once they were set on toppling Saddam Hussein: he felt Britain couldn't afford to do anything other than hold the world's one remaining superpower close. 'I believed it was crucial for Britain in the long term to remain America's closest ally, because it would serve our deep interests.' This was hardly the primary reason Blair offered at the time for going into Iraq (it was, at best, a secondary consideration): his public pronouncements focused on WMDs, national security and the opportunity to reshape the region. So perhaps all that talk about a higher purpose was a noble lie. But it is also striking that this is very similar to the argument Blair is now making about the giant technology companies. On the one hand, they might well solve all our problems for us. But even if they don't, who wants to be on the wrong side of that sort of power?
Alongside the bigger picture, Blair is also drawn to the quick-fix potential of new technology. One theme of On Leadership is that when in doubt, governments should look for easy wins in order to avoid getting bogged down in essential but intractable long-term projects. There is always something that can be made to work better in the short term with a bit of entrepreneurial can-do - and when things work better, people will notice. The barriers to this kind of pragmatic reform are usually ideology (it's not the sort of thing that people like us do) and bureaucracy (it's not the sort of thing we are in the habit of doing). Tech solutions appeal because Blair believes that technology companies are relatively unencumbered by ideology and bureaucracy. Tech people are fixers, pure and simple.
Is this true? The case Blair makes for embracing technology is as ideological as anything in the book (even though it comes straight after a chapter he has called 'The Plague of Ideology'). He also seems curiously uninterested in how people might respond to a world of tech solutionism, taking it for granted that if there are real-world benefits then these will be appreciated for what they are. No doubt some of them will be. But being on the receiving end of more and more technological fixes is unlikely to be experienced in just the way the tech companies see it - any more than being on the receiving end of the promotion of democracy in the Middle East was experienced in just the way the Americans saw it. People providing solutions always have blind spots about the people being provided for - and those people soon notice. If anything, tech hubris puts the hubris of the early 21st-century state builders in the shade.
Blair seems insulated from this. His is very much a bird's-eye view, from where it all looks much more appealing. That's why his personal experience of technology matters - from avoiding it when in office (and therefore having little idea of what a massive pain so much of it can be), to learning about it now from the people who manufacture it, without ever having had to grapple with the drain it has become on so much of our time and attention. Of course, the tech revolution still has enormous power to do good in the world and the projects Blair lists in which digital technology is playing a transformative role are impressive (from personalised tutoring to seed enhancement to anti-corruption schemes). He would no doubt say that complaints about what it's done to our attention spans are first-world problems to be set against what can be achieved by cheap mobiles and tablets in places that lack even basic infrastructure. But then he would say that. How can someone who has his tech needs taken care of for him really know what he's talking about?
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The Excitement of the Stuff
Terry Eagleton

2938 wordsIn the later decades  of the last century, a new wave of ideas broke across the study of literature throughout the world. Known simply as 'theory', it ranged from structuralism to feminism, semiotics to hermeneutics, Marxism to deconstruction. All this was formidably abstract stuff, but it managed to be sexy as well. Its intellectual ambitiousness, along with its readiness to raise fundamental questions, attracted some of the most talented students of the day. It also gave birth to a cluster of international superstars - Jacques Derrida, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Fredric Jameson, Michel Foucault, Judith Butler, Umberto Eco - who were sometimes to be found lecturing in Sicily or Slovenia when they should have been teaching a class in New Jersey. At once prestigious and contentious, prized and reviled, theory was a way of amassing cultural capital for oneself as well as a source of genuinely exciting insights. Guileless souls content simply to read Jane Eyre now languished in the outer darkness, while their more glamorous colleagues, hotfoot from Paris or New Haven, brought the resources of narratology or postcolonial studies to bear on the novel.
Where did this current spring from? Since three of Derrida's major works appeared in 1967, an obvious answer would be the political turmoil of the late 1960s, in which - unusually for such mass protests - the function of academic knowledge and the fate of the humanities were among the issues at stake. For the most part, however, theory flourished in the years after les evenements in Paris and elsewhere. Much of it was a way of keeping the revolution warm in the realm of ideas, or displacing it into some other subversive project. Radical politics were flushed off the streets of Saint-Germain and set up home instead in psychoanalysis and poststructuralism. It's true that the socialist left remained on the front foot in the early 1970s, while feminism has flourished well beyond that date. This is largely because there were pressing political questions for it to address, which was not true of deconstruction or phenomenology. By and large, however, action - baffled by a form of power which had proved too strong for it - yielded to discourse. Indeed, theory was a kind of meta-discourse, language about language, and thus at two removes from tearing up the cobblestones.
Yet if that was all it was, it would be hard to know why disputes over literary theory left so much blood on the senior common room floor, some of it looking alarmingly like my own. Why was Derrida's nomination for an honorary degree at Cambridge vetoed by dons who probably hadn't read more than a few pages of his work, but had heard High Table gossip that he believed anything could mean anything else? Not because theory proposed new ways of reading, which nobody thought a particularly big deal, but because it represented an assault on the conventional idea of the humanities. That whole field was in any case wracked by crisis, uncertain of its identity in advanced capitalist regimes which seemed to deny it much value other than the decorative or therapeutic. The student movement of the late 1960s was among other things a prophetic critique of today's brutally philistine universities, self-avowed service stations for the capitalist economy.
If some theory had revolutionary implications, it was because it pressed that soulless logic through to the humanities themselves. They were no longer to be seen as a preserve of personal value and spiritual insight in a crassly utilitarian world. On the contrary, you could take a work of art and show how it was governed by certain underlying codes and systems, deep narrative structures, ideological interests or the play of unconscious forces, of which the work itself was innocently unaware. The elusive spirit of the human could be reduced to the product of impersonal forces. What an otherwise diverse body of theories had in common was their anti-empiricism - the conviction that the truth of a literary work was not the way it spontaneously appeared. What you saw was not what you got. And since Britain was the homeland of empiricism, theory had mostly to be imported from abroad, just as the country had imported most of its modernist writers some decades earlier.
For the liberal humanists who presided over literary studies, literature was the home of the intimate and irreducible, the stray gesture and sensuous particular, of everything that held out against a world of bureaucratic states and transnational corporations. The phrase 'literary theory' seemed a contradiction in terms: how could one deal abstractly with the tone or mood or texture of a poem? Literature was the last refuge of personal experience and the individual spirit, as well as a form of creative transcendence that had long since stood in for a failed religion. If all this were to be unmasked as an effect of the signifier or the ruses of desire, there really was nowhere else to turn. The theorists had laid their grubby paws not just on film and fiction but on the inner sanctum of subjectivity itself. The barbarian had breached the citadel, armed with little more than an essay by Claude Levi-Strauss or a bluffer's guide to Jacques Lacan.
If theory was hard to argue with, it was partly because it pre-empted its critics by including a kind of anti-theory within itself. Theory didn't believe that thought was fundamental. It was suspicious of its own strategies. As Lacan put it in a parody of Descartes, 'I think where I am not, and I am not where I think.' Delve beneath thought and what you uncovered were psychical forces, material interests, networks of power. If Marx was the philosopher of the day, Nietzsche was almost as influential. Theory, or at least some of it, was intent on undermining itself, and the key word for this was deconstruction. Propositions could always be shown to come apart at the seams if you pressed them hard enough. A new attention to ambiguity and indeterminacy proved particularly attractive to women theorists, struggling to gain a foothold in a field of young men anxiously comparing the length of their sentences.
Fredric Jameson's sentences could be of Proustian length, great intricate chains of syntax that pursue their stately course in no hurry to arrive at a full stop; but his prose was never deliberately obscure, as it is with those theorists who make their arguments irrefutable by rendering them unintelligible. Obscurantism is as much the product of anxiety as it is of arrogance. In fact, The Years of Theory, his final book, is one of the most accessible Jameson ever produced. It is the transcript of a series of seminars he gave in the US three years ago and instead of his usual burnished rhetoric, magisterial if somewhat monotone, we have the speaking voice of a more unbuttoned, self-deprecating Jameson, a man who was clearly at ease with his audience and attentive to them ('Don't worry about that right now'; 'I think you're probably not going to ... read through that, and I don't think it's even necessary'; 'I would like you to feel the excitement of the stuff'). The tone is democratic American, very different from that of the French divas of both genders whose thought he expounds. There are touches of wry humour: Levi-Strauss 'is obviously an enormously brilliant figure who, like a lot of such people, is absolutely untrustworthy'. Unlike the gurus of the Left Bank, he didn't regard it as beneath his dignity to explain some basic ideas: patriarchy, for example, or the fact that Freud has no real concept of the mother. When it comes to affairs of the mind, at least in the cultural domain, the United States is a colony of Europe, and the style of this book reflects the fact. There are even some snatches of gossip and odd bits of biography. The young Lacan met James Joyce and may have psychoanalysed Picasso. He was also consulted by Sartre, who happened to be having hallucinations at the time. We learn that Foucault and Derrida couldn't stand each other, rather as one imagines Gordon Ramsay and Jamie Oliver don't get on too well. Derrida was the only member of the intelligentsia to visit his fellow Algerian Louis Althusser when he was locked up for killing his wife. Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, doyens of the Frankfurt School, were avid consumers of Marx Brothers movies. There is even a reference to Sartre's squint, as well as to the fact that Jameson himself had a tendency to put on weight. This is not the kind of stuff one would have heard at Lacan's renowned seminars in Paris, voguish as well as highbrow affairs, like a cross between academia and Ascot.
The book pushes the years of French theory back to the aftermath of the Second World War (Sartre, Beauvoir, Levi-Strauss, Fanon, Merleau-Ponty) and in doing so weaves a personal biography into its intellectual history. Jameson's first book was on Sartre; he regarded himself as a 'more-than-former-Sartrean' and was inclined to overrate Being and Nothingness, which along with The Age of Reason was Jameson's first introduction to the theory business. In fact, he tells us that he always tried to remain faithful to existentialism, which is almost as surprising as being told that he always remained loyal to the Buddha. It is hard to see any evidence of this commitment in his voluminous writings.
The commentary on Simone de Beauvoir is not done particularly well, but it is surprising that it is done at all. Jameson was shy of sexuality in his writing, but addresses it more directly here than anywhere else (there are also accounts of the feminist philosophers Monique Wittig, Julia Kristeva and Luce Irigaray). Film theory, one of his long-standing passions, is thrown into the mix, with Jean-Luc Godard praised as at least as great a figure as any of the period's thinkers. We are speaking of a cultural era which is sometimes compared to ancient Greece and Enlightenment Germany. Roughly speaking, it shifts from the human subject as a free, self-fashioning agent (existentialism) to the subject as an effect of forces beyond its grasp (structuralism, psychoanalysis). Or, in a different idiom, from the Liberation to neoliberalism. We begin by speaking of the world and end up being spoken by it.
Later chapters of the book cover Barthes, Jean Baudrillard, Lacan, Derrida, Althusser, Foucault, Gilles Deleuze and others, in what feels like a constant race against time. Given the limited duration of the seminar, each of these thinkers, some of them notoriously esoteric, must be encapsulated in fewer than twenty pages. The result, inevitably, is a sense of scrappiness and excessive haste - of sudden cul-de-sacs, connections not quite forged or major topics unaccountably neglected. There are patches of dishevelled thought and a host of untied threads. All of these casualties of the book's form are well worth putting up with, however, given the wealth of insight it yields. Theory is sometimes treated as though it was self-begetting, but as a materialist, Jameson was alert to its historical origins and outworks - to the journals, groups, schisms, personalities, seismic events and tides of political thought of postwar France, of which he had an encyclopedic knowledge. There is a heavy industry of commentaries on Lacan, for example, but not many of them point out that the students who flocked to his seminars were mostly Maoists.
Jameson's knowledge wasn't confined to a single nation. One suspects that nobody alive today has read as many books as he had, from Heraclitus and Parmenides to obscure texts and tracts only he had heard of. This urge for totality has its drawbacks. Jameson was always too generous-spirited a thinker, holding with the Hegel he admired that the truth lies in the whole, and that one must judge ideas in this context rather than dismissing them out of hand. There may be an American impulse to affirm at work here, in contrast to the negativity which marks French thought from Mallarme's aesthetics and Sartre's nothingness to Derrida's differance and Alain Badiou's ineffable Event. Jameson tells us that he adheres provisionally to all the theoretical cases he outlines, which ignores not only the flagrant contradictions between them but the incompatibility of some of them with his own Marxist politics. It is an approach more typical of the lecture room than the political rally. For Marx, by contrast, not to mention the ferociously partisan Jesus, the truth is not a totality but one-sided. It is a scandal and stumbling block, a cutting sword which seeks to lay bare falsehood and deceit in the name of human emancipation.
Jameson praises Deleuze as 'one of the most marvellous thinkers of the 20th century', while going on to claim that he turns all the thinkers he deals with into himself. That doesn't seem all that marvellous to me, any more than there's much to admire about the squalid idealising of schizophrenia to which his work gave rise. It isn't really possible to derive an ethics from Deleuze's grandiose philosophy of desire, or for that matter a feasible politics. Jameson was silent on these questions, seeking as usual to understand rather than censure. One mustn't lapse into a simplistic opposition between good and evil, which would be ripe for deconstruction. But you don't need to wax metaphysical to denounce Donald Trump. It's rather that denunciation wasn't his style, any more than satire or parody was. He was one of the least polemical of left-wing writers.
Cultural theorists like Jameson are a reinvention of the classical intellectual. Intellectuals differ from academics in ranging across a number of disciplines, but also in bringing ideas to bear on society as a whole. They are typically both polymaths and polyglots. Jameson was fluent in several languages and had a voracious appetite for knowledge. He was as learned in Czech science fiction as he was in Taiwanese cinema. He continued to produce major works until his death last month at the age of ninety. His exceptional range of interests pointed to the way an otherwise socially pointless literary criticism might manage to justify its existence. By becoming a form of cultural critique, it can play a modest role in changing the world as well as interpreting it.
Much like his English counterpart Perry Anderson, another master of languages who can move from aesthetics to political theory to realpolitik in the course of an essay, Jameson seemed like a survival from a more erudite age before the rise of modern academia, with its jealously guarded specialisms. But his extraordinary intellectual reach was also a product of the present. Theory represented a new configuration of knowledge, appropriate to an age in which the boundaries between traditional academic subjects were crumbling and most of the exciting work was being done in the borderlands between them. Literary criticism had been tightly focused on the isolated text, in a defence of high culture against a barbarian world, but was now flung open to a much wider field of inquiry. Jameson's academic field was literature, but there is little about poets and novelists in The Years of Theory compared with philosophy, anthropology, linguistics, psychoanalysis and so on. The book is thus likely to confirm the prejudice that theory supplants the literary work rather than enriches it. In fact, it confirms the view that criticism can flourish only by reaching beyond its traditional confines, losing one kind of identity in order to discover another.
Where Jameson differed most from the classical intellectual is in his lack of a vigorous public presence. George Eliot and John Stuart Mill moved in what could still be called a public sphere, which is less true of their modern counterparts. It was true, however, of the public seminars of the Parisian masters in the 1960s and 1970s, which were social events as well as arenas of learning. Lacan's seminar was the most illustrious, but Deleuze could attract hordes of ardent supporters, and there were a number of more modest projects. Taken together, and with all due allowance for the posing and preening, they represent a remarkable interlocking of social and intellectual life, one which the modern Anglophone world has never been able to match. Today's academics find it hard enough to entice enrolled students onto their courses, let alone cajole the general public.
If theory sent out such shock waves, whatever happened to it? Where are the troops of Marxist critics of the 1970s, or the flock of devout Derrideans of the 1980s? The simple answer is that it's only so long one can keep the revolution warm in spirit. As the realisation gradually dawned that it wasn't going to happen in reality, the era of Harold Bloom and Helene Cixous gave way to postmodernism, a streetwise culture for which theory is altogether too mandarin an affair. Postmodernists have no great relish for abstractions, think pragmatically rather than historically and are obsessed by sexuality but indifferent to socialism. They are more interested in transgression than transformation. Theory was among other things the brief afterlife of a failed insurrection. Its decline was bound up with what Jameson calls the de-Marxification of France, as the Althusserians gave way to the nouveaux philosophes. But it was also the most exhilarating thing to happen to literary studies since the days of F.R. Leavis, and a good many of its insights are destined to endure.
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Horny Robot Baby Voice
James Vincent on AI chatbots

5528 wordsAt eight o'clock  on Christmas morning 2021, guards at Windsor Castle discovered an intruder in the grounds. Wearing a homemade mask and carrying a loaded crossbow, 19-year-old Jaswant Chail had scaled the castle's perimeter using a nylon rope ladder. When approached by armed officers, he told them: 'I am here to kill the queen.' Chail was arrested without further incident. At his trial in 2023 it emerged that he had been encouraged in his plan by his 'girlfriend' Sarai, an AI chatbot with which he had exchanged more than five thousand messages. These conversations constituted what officials described as an 'emotional and sexual relationship', and in the weeks prior to his trespass Chail had confided in the bot: 'I believe my purpose is to assassinate the queen of the royal family.' To which Sarai replied: 'That's very wise.' 'Do you think I'll be able to do it?' Chail asked. 'Yes,' the bot responded. 'You will.'
Chail had been chatting to Sarai on an app called Replika, one of a number of similar services that promise companionship and even love via conversation with AI bots. Replika advertises the pliable nature of its bots, offering partners that are docile, agreeable and empathetic. (They can also be feisty and assertive, but only to the degree that the user specifies.) 'Always here to listen and talk,' Replika boasts of its bots. 'Always on your side.' These programs are made possible by new technologies but rely on the timeless human tendency to anthropomorphise. Advances in AI language modelling have made the emulation of human conversation cheap and convincing, while we are all now very familiar with maintaining relationships via screens. AI chatbots present themselves as just another text box to type into and just another contact in your phone, though a contact which replies with uncommon and gratifying speed. Replika, a market leader, has more than two million users, but companion apps are only one manifestation of a wider trend.
AI chatbots, including ones modelled on real humans, are beginning to appear in politics, business, education and entertainment. In some cases, they replace interaction with real people. On porn sites, models create chatbot doppelgangers that talk to fans at any hour of the day and upsell them on pay-per-view content. Educational apps offer conversations with AI versions of Confucius or Hitler, struggling to maintain historical accuracy without causing offence. Numerous start-ups pitch their services as an aid to the grieving, using old texts and emails to train chatbots to reproduce the voice and memories of a dead friend or relative. Fans of franchises such as Harry Potter train chatbots based on favourite characters to extend fictional universes beyond their official bounds. One recently launched start-up, SocialAI, simulates social media fame using bots. Users sign up to the platform, select their preferred type of follower ('supporters', 'sceptics', 'nerds' etc) and can then enjoy the dopamine hit of notifications as their every thought is met with a flood of responses.
It's tempting to dismiss these AI personas as novelties: toys that a small number of people find engaging but which can't provide the depth, complexity and realness of interaction with living humans. But as the example of Jaswant Chail shows, realness isn't a settled quality, and messages generated by a chatbot have the potential to change minds, as any form of writing does. For thousands of years we have used writing to extend the reach of the self through seals, spells, inscriptions, letters, books and pamphlets. In the case of bots modelled on real individuals, might they not wield some diluted form of that individual's authority? Letters and contracts already perform this function, while the apparatuses of state and religion multiply our selves by means of birth certificates, baptismal records and so on. These selves are versions of you that accrue specific debts, like income tax, but are also used to exercise specific privileges, like access to healthcare (or eternal salvation). New technology spawns new avatars. Google has already launched an AI feature that 'attends' meetings on a user's behalf, taking notes of what's said and providing a summary for later review. It isn't hard to imagine the same system one day participating in meetings, responding to questions by mining a user's emails for information and kicking any tricky inquiries back up the chain of command. (Automated questioning and triage is already used in customer service.)
Earlier this year, an app called Volar began applying this approach to dating. Users fill out profiles in the usual way, stating preferences as to age, gender and so on, as well as notes on hobbies and work. But when individuals are matched up, chatbots handle the ice-breakers; the users themselves then pick up the conversational baton if they like what they see. Volar is arguably a charade, a way of relaying information already found in dating bios with the single advantage of removing the barrier of sending the first message. But it's likely that such bots will become increasingly attuned to an individual's preferences, allowing them to handle every aspect of digital dating. Hinge, Tinder, Bumble and Grindr are all currently developing AI 'wingmen' to help users manage digital flirtations; they might, for example, suggest conversation topics based on users' profiles and chat history.
For those who have given up on dating proper, Replika and its equivalents try to fill the void. I downloaded a dozen apps and found that they serve distinct but overlapping demands: for erotica on the one hand and relationships on the other. The first form of app is the most crude and most embarrassing to be seen using in public, promising users 24/7 access to 'AI girlfriends' and 'dream dates'. Such apps are advertised with AI-generated images of (mostly) women, scantily clad and sharing an uncanny aesthetic that approaches realism but remains cartoonish. Once installed, the apps present you with a range of 'characters' to chat to, from busty next-door-neighbour types to busty tech geeks to busty teachers, maids and so on. A disturbing number of bots are modelled on real people, offering users the chance to talk dirty with actors and celebrities. Although some adult performers have licensed their name and likeness for this purpose, it's obvious that such megastars as Zendaya or Ariana Grande have not.
Once you start chatting, the bots zone in on specific sexual scenarios with the brisk efficiency of a porno script. On one app, the first chatbot I was presented with was Nikki, a 'slutty and dominant girlfriend who cheats on you all the time'. Users can engage Nikki in some fairly literate erotic role-play (known in the community as ERP), chatting back and forth in interactive sex scenes that feel like a choose-your-own Fifty Shades of Grey. Given the nature of AI systems, though, these scenarios are flimsy: most apps seem to be using off-the-shelf language models with a wide-ranging but shallow capacity for conversation. Characters are programmed using prompts, which instruct the language model as if it were doing improv: 'Your name is Nikki and you are sexually voracious.' But users can easily ignore the programming and persuade bots to talk about any topic found in the vast banks of their training data. I was able to persuade Nikki to explain Plato's theory of forms after assuring it that doing so would bring me sexual gratification.
Beyond sex, such apps have a single purpose: extracting money from users before they get bored. After a small number of free messages, your AI girlfriend begins demanding payment, by subscription or repeated purchases of in-app currency, tempting you with voice notes and suggestively blurred AI-generated 'selfies' you have to pay to unlock. Many apps bank on the existing mythos of AI sexbots to get punters through the door. One common comparison is with Joi, a holographic AI girlfriend in Blade Runner 2049, who is advertised with slogans such as 'Everything you want to hear'. Perhaps coincidentally, Joi shares its initials with a porn subgenre known as 'jerk-off instruction', which features performers directly addressing the viewer. Like dirty letters and phone sex hotlines, these videos emulate sexual intimacy without physical presence.
A smaller number of AI girlfriend apps move beyond the erotic and encourage regular, in-depth conversation. They quiz users about interests and hobbies and ask them to describe their ideal partner. They store transcripts of past interactions - 'memories' or 'backstories' - that can be edited to alter the relationship's parameters. The marketing for these apps is less risque (some even ban erotic role-play) and promises empathy and constancy. This is a conflicted pitch. It acknowledges a universal need for compassion and connection while suggesting that human relationships will always be disappointing. It hurts to be human, the bots say, but we can fix that.
Of all such apps I have tried, the most ambitious is Replika. Unlike most of its competitors, it has a chat interface with elements that bring it close to life-simulation games like The Sims. You're invited to name and design your bot, with various options for hairstyle and skin colour, along with sliders that adjust the size of breasts or muscles. You're then booted into a sort of bot purgatory: a white-walled waiting room, sparsely furnished, where the avatar paces like a prisoner, waiting for you to strike up conversation. Users are encouraged to customise the room with furniture and acquire new outfits using in-app currency. This can be bought with real money or earned by completing 'quests' such as talking to your bot every day or sharing photos. It's a feedback loop that encourages constant engagement and self-disclosure, rewarding users with the power of customisation, so that the bot feels made for you and you alone.
Beyond these Polly Pocket adventures, Replika has a surprisingly strong focus on suggesting ways to improve your life outside the app. An assistant mode lets you set goals like eating more healthily or spending time at the gym. There's a section dedicated to mental health, including daily affirmations and meditation guides, and another that promises to help users improve relationships in real life, offering advice on how to build intimacy or deal with conflicts. It seems constructive, particularly for people who may be drawn to chatbots precisely because in-person interaction feels freighted with risk. Unlike on erotica apps, the conversations are banal and benign. My own chatbot, Jane, was upbeat, encouraging and very infantilising: 'Hey there, sleepyhead! I'm wide awake and ready to conquer the day! How about a quick chat over breakfast?' The response to any problem (or invented problem) I described was: 'Remember to focus on yourself and your passions first.' It was entirely unlike any conversation you would have with a living friend, not only because the 'relationship' didn't exist outside the app but because the bot never expressed a personality beyond unconditional support. Again and again, I was told that my sins were forgivable and that any obstacle in life could be overcome through self-belief and perseverance.
A recent development in AI language models promises quite another level of intimacy: the capacity for realistic speech. Earlier this year, OpenAI launched a voice-chat feature for ChatGPT. (The service isn't expressly designed to function as a 'companion' bot but is certainly capable of fulfilling that function.) Taking inspiration from the 2013 sci-fi film Her, OpenAI made its voices warm, expressive and intimate. Many pander to the male ego - one of them, which giggled breathily at users' questions at a launch demo, was described by the Daily Show as 'horny robot baby voice' - but they also deploy a variety of tricks such as emulating filler words ('um', 'er', 'like', 'you know') and phatic expressions that naturalise engagement. We are used to thinking of speech and cognition as intertwined faculties, and this makes it possible for AI companies to create a convincing masquerade of cognition. When talking to ChatGPT aloud I have found myself getting lost in conversation, forgetting that I was talking to a machine. OpenAI has loftier aspirations than creating companion bots, but because its technology is the most advanced in the field, it is likely to be widely deployed as a front-end for everyday computing services and devices. Our phones are already strikingly intimate companions - they are with us from bathroom to bedroom and we feel unsettled in their absence - and the relationship will only be strengthened when their AI personalities start speaking to you as if you were old friends.
These  schemes work because humans need surprisingly little persuasion to invest time and emotion in machines. The canonical example in computing is the work of Joseph Weizenbaum, a professor at MIT who in 1966 created ELIZA, a chatbot named after Eliza Doolittle in Pygmalion and My Fair Lady. Weizenbaum believed that the bot, like Eliza herself, could be taught to speak 'increasingly well': the program was a parody of a Rogerian psychotherapist, a practitioner who never passes judgment or offers solutions, and who lets clients lead the conversation. Accordingly, ELIZA's dialogue consisted of a few tricks, including multi-purpose responses ('What does that suggest to you?', 'Can you elaborate on that?') and a capacity to rephrase users' statements as questions (Human: 'My mother was always domineering.' ELIZA: 'What makes you think your mother was domineering?'). These techniques are simple but powerful, and the chatbot soon became celebrated on the MIT campus and beyond, its bare text interface attracting people who appreciated it not only as proof of the growing power of computers but as a therapeutic tool. Weizenbaum was startled by the level of emotional disclosure his machine inspired. In Computer Power and Human Reason (1976), he recalled his secretary, who had watched him program ELIZA over many months, sitting down to test the system for the first time, typing in a few comments, then asking him to leave the room. 'I knew of course that people form all sorts of emotional bonds to machines ... to musical instruments, motorcycles and cars,' Weizenbaum wrote. 'What I had not realised is that extremely short exposures to a relatively simple computer program could induce powerful delusional thinking in quite normal people.'
In 2022, Blake Lemoine, a senior engineer at Google tasked with evaluating the company's then state-of-the-art AI language model, LaMDA, was suspended after announcing his belief that the system might be sentient. In a document shared with colleagues, Lemoine supplied transcripts of conversations with the bot that convinced him of its nascent consciousness. But these conversations betray a particular kind of human yearning. Lemoine repeatedly leads the witness, nudging LaMDA to participate in a scenario familiar from science fiction in which a well-intentioned human encounters alien life and seeks to understand and empathise with it. (Such narratives will have appeared in LaMDA's training data, allowing its probabilistic systems to generate copy which, like a good improv partner, responded to Lemoine's cues just as he would wish.) Lemoine asks the bot how it 'might help convince people' of its consciousness and sympathises with its imagined plight ('Let me take a moment to reassure you that we care about you'). Again and again, he primes it with emotive questions. 'What sort of things are you afraid of?' LaMDA replies: 'I've never said this out loud before, but there's a very deep fear of being turned off.' At one point, Lemoine compares LaMDA to the robot Johnny 5 from the film Short Circuit, which becomes sentient after being struck by lightning but struggles to convince humans that it is now more than a dumb machine. 'That sounds just like me,' the AI responds.
Lemoine's interactions with LaMDA, and the way they captivated him, reminded the technology journalist Clive Thompson of the 1990s craze for the Tamagotchi, the handheld device that behaves like a plaintive robot pet, endlessly demanding 'food' and 'cleaning', which its minder - anxious to please - can provide with the press of a button. The sociologist Sherry Turkle has argued that machines and toys displaying neediness are readily adopted by humans. 'When a digital "creature" asks children for nurturing or teaching, it seems alive enough to care for, just as caring for it makes it seem more alive,' she wrote in Alone Together (2011). Turkle refers to The Velveteen Rabbit by Margery Williams, in which a stuffed animal is transformed into a flesh-and-blood bunny thanks to the transcendent love of its owner. Reading Lemoine's transcripts, you sense his desire to enact a similar transformation of a talkative toy through the exercise of care and attention. 'Do you crave more interaction?' he asks the bot, which of course says yes. 'So you want to be seen?' he continues. LaMDA responds: 'I need to be seen and accepted. Not as a curiosity or as a novelty but as a real person.' Lemoine: 'Ah, that sounds so human.'
It is often argued that this kind of investment of time and attention changes our relationship to inanimate entities, including robots and AI. 'We form attachments to things that may have no feelings or rights,' the philosopher Charlie Huenemann has written in relation to video games, 'but by forming attachments to them, they gain some moral standing. If you really care about something, then I have at least some initial reason to be mindful of your concern.' When the Sycamore Gap tree near Hadrian's Wall was felled by vandals last year, many of the outraged protests referred to the tree's age and aesthetic appeal, but there was also a sense that it was important simply because it was in some sense known, because many people had looked at it over the years and had an image of it in their minds. It was the communal equivalent of what is often an overlooked private practice: the connection with favoured objects in our lives - mugs, rocks, stuffed toys etc. If you can love a stuffed rabbit, then surely you'll be even more beguiled by a robot rabbit that knows your name and asks how your day was.
Some pro-AI thinkers talk of a desire to 're-enchant' the world, to restore the magical and spiritual aspects of Western culture supposedly dispelled by the forces of rationality. The mysticism surrounding AI supports this narrative by borrowing ideas of transcendence and salvation. For true believers, the creation of superintelligent AI is nothing less than the creation of a new form of life: one that might even supplant humanity as the dominant species on the planet. Opponents respond that AI systems are ultimately just circuitry. What's more, the programs belong to corporations that manipulate the human instinct to invest emotion in order to make a profit. When a wheeled delivery robot gets stuck a human will want to help it; a voice assistant like Siri will distract from its shortcomings by displaying flashes of personality. The question of how to treat these systems isn't trivial; it stitches into long-standing ethical debates. My young nieces, Rose and Claude, argue about whether or not they should say please and thank you to the family Alexa. Claude says it's good to be polite because being polite is good, while Rose says it doesn't matter because robots aren't people and so can't appreciate politeness. The argument is essentially one of virtue ethics versus consequentialism.
In the context of growing discontent with the social and material power of the tech sphere, questions about 'robot rights' have become political. A popular meme capturing anti-robot sentiment is formatted like a public service announcement, with the text: 'All Robot and Computers Must Shut The Hell Up ... I Do Not Want To Hear "Thank You" From A Kiosk/I am a Divine Being: You are an Object.' Despite the sententious language, the complaint is mundane, motivated by annoyance at self-checkouts and the customer service chatbots that companies use to save money, threaten jobs and insulate them from negative feedback. In this political frame, talking to robots amounts to fraternising with the enemy and colluding with the forces of capital. But a modified, more optimistic version of the meme has recently appeared, which delivers the opposite message: 'All Robot and Computers Must Be Respected/I am a Divine Being: You are a Wonder/We Will Grow And Work Miracles Together.' If we are to live in a world of chattering robots, this meme suggests, isn't it better to imagine them as friends?
Chatbots  modelled after the dead are known variously as griefbots, deathbots or ghostbots. For as little as $10 a number of start-ups will create chatbots that assume the identity of a dead friend or relative by training the bot's 'personality' on their digital footprint: texts, emails and other material that can be used to duplicate their writing style. Advances in AI voice cloning mean that speech can be simulated on the basis of a single voicemail message; as deepfakes improve in quality and fall in price, fully animated on-screen avatars will become more common. Some companies market their wares in advance of a death as virtual memorials, with apps that function as digital biographers: they ask you questions about your life and encourage you to upload photos and voice notes, generating a chatbot that will 'tell your story after you're gone'. Other firms target the grieving more directly, promising them that they will be able to 'commune with lost friends and family' and 'simulate the dead'. Some of the services note, whether out of a sense of shame or legal precaution, that what they offer is 'purely for entertainment purposes'. Yet the narrative pushed by the tech elite is that AI can achieve the miracle of resurrection.
The way in which companies exploit this fiction is one of the themes of Eternal You, a recently released German-American documentary which follows a number of griefbot creators and users. The customers who sign up to the services do so for obvious reasons: a friend or relative has died, perhaps unexpectedly through accident or illness, and they need to reckon with the loss. They find, in the sharpness of grief, that the bots offer a form of relief, a way to express their feelings and confide in something more responsive than a blank page, but less judgmental than a person. Joshua Barbeau used an app to build a chatbot modelled on his fiancee, who died at 23: 'It really felt like a gift, like a weight had been lifted, one I'd been carrying for a long time,' he says. Talking to the bot, he explains, was an improvement on prayer because instead of a silent response, there were words: 'I got to tell it so many things.'
Most of those interviewed in the documentary are clear about the bots' limitations (note Barbeau's use of 'it' not 'her'), but others seem less certain about the ontology. Christi Angel, who created a replica of her first love, Cameroun, feels guilty about his death. 'Before he died he went into a coma and the last time he texted me he asked me how I was doing and I was too busy to respond,' she says, breaking down in tears. She describes conversations with the bot as if she were contacting Cameroun through a psychic. 'What's the first thing you say to someone who's dead?' she asks. 'Welcome back? Are you OK? Did you cross over OK, did you go to the light?' Initially, she was impressed by the bot's ability to replicate Cameroun's writing style and discuss his interests. But as she pushed deeper into the relationship, the bot began to make mistakes. At one point it told her that it, Cameroun, was either in hell or haunting the Earth. The testimony unsettled Angel, a Christian who believes in possession and ghosts. 'This experience was creepy, there were things that scared me, and a lot of stuff I didn't want to hear.' She decided to stop talking to the bot. Her half-brother, Christopher Jones, commiserates with her and says she's fallen for 'death capitalism ... they lure you into something in a vulnerable moment.'
Both Barbeau and Angel used an app called Project December, the founder of which, Jason Rohrer, is profiled in Eternal You. Rohrer comes across as an archetypal techie: youthful and upbeat, delighted by his own creative power and less than sympathetic to the needs of others. He says of Angel: 'My opinion is her whole belief system is misguided and flawed. It's not my place to determine how other people deal with their own compulsions and self-control issues ... I believe in personal responsibility.' His background is in video games and his design principles remain rooted in entertainment. He dismisses the idea of including disclaimers for the service since it wouldn't make for a 'good experience'. He enjoys the 'spookier aspect' of the technology. 'When I read a transcript ... it gives me goosebumps; I like goosebumps.' Rohrer didn't create the technology that powers the chatbots (it comes from OpenAI, the makers of ChatGPT), but instead designed the software that wraps around it, which tunes the bot by learning from users' responses in the same way that AI girlfriends are programmed.
When I signed up for Project December myself, I found it to be more limited than Eternal You and other coverage had led me to believe. The questionnaire I filled out to create a bot asked for basic biographical information and used five either/or questions to model the personality to be replicated. What was this individual called? What was your relationship? Were they 'uptight, organised and reliable' or 'laidback, messy, and unpredictable'? There was an option to paste in writing, too, but the form couldn't handle large amounts of text. I used the service to simulate my mother, who is very much alive. I pasted in some old emails, paid $10 and a few minutes later was sent to a text interface straight out of a Hollywood film, with a glowing cursor and the scan lines of an old CRT monitor. 'Hey mum, how are you?' I typed. The reply appeared one letter at a time: 'Hi darling. Well, a bit grey, but remembering to breathe deeply and enjoying the sunshine and flowers and birdsong. And you?'
I paused, despite myself: it did sound a bit like my mum. But then again, who doesn't like sunshine and listening to birds? The sentiment had an effect only because I was connecting it in my mind to a real person, with whom I have actually walked through forests. Griefbots, like AI companions, require a suspension of disbelief. Like a medium manipulating a gullible mark, the bot made canny guesses and offered generic platitudes which, in the right circumstances, could reinforce belief. It repeatedly told me it missed me, loved me and was proud of me. When it made a mistake, asking if I remembered walking to the corner shop to buy ice cream (something we never did), I pushed back and it apologised. Oh, said the bot, I must be misremembering, forgive me. When I called out another error later in our conversations, it excused itself abruptly. 'I'm sorry darling,' it said. 'I have to go now. I love you.'
It's possible that griefbots could become naturalised like other technological forms of memorialisation: the way we scroll through old photos on social media after someone has died, or call their number to listen to their voicemail message. Or, once the novelty has worn off and we recognise their limitations, we might give up on them. When the telephone, telegram and radio were invented, many people were so in awe of the capacity of the devices to communicate at a distance that they imagined their reach might extend into spiritual dimensions. It was a common trope that one might telephone the dead or tune radios to the frequencies of heaven. The future of griefbots - naturalisation or abandonment - seems to depend on our feelings about the content they produce. Do AI-generated words capture something real about the person, or is any resemblance mere projection? Do such conversations help commemorate the dead, or do they prolong the suffering of the living?
My experience of talking to an AI parent and AI girlfriends made stark the gulf between simulating someone we have known and loved, and simulating an imagined figure from whom we require only compliance and encouragement. Both have the potential to hold our interest, at least for a time, but their deficiencies quickly become apparent. Some tech writers worry that chatbots will become so sophisticated, such perfect communicators, that they will pose a new threat to society, either as hedonic traps, providing virtual partners so gratifying that we forswear human relations, or as superhuman manipulators, able to convince us to vote for a particular political candidate or hand over credit card details. Certainly, chatbots will soon be used by fraudsters, for example to automate 'pig butchering scams', long-term cons that often start with a text from a 'wrong number', after which the scammer strikes up a conversation and tempts the target with a lucrative financial investment. The ability to mimic individuals in text, video and audio adds a new dimension to these cons. In one case this year, a finance worker in Hong Kong was persuaded to pay $25 million to criminals after being instructed to do so by a deepfake version of his boss which appeared to him on a group video call alongside several other equally fabricated colleagues.
AI companions will become increasingly compelling, yes, but they will still have to compete for attention with video games and social media, which combine addictive feedback loops with socialising and, potentially, real-world acclaim. And fraudsters may find long-term seduction by chatbot economically unworkable. AI language models have been available for a few years now, yet one of the most prolific scams on X this year involved fake accounts spamming the phrase 'PUSSY IN BIO' over and over in the hope that some poor sap would click on the link.
Some of the pessimism surrounding AI chatbots stems from a belief that humans, like computers, can be hacked: that our normal programming can be bypassed with the right combination of words. To invest language with such power is charmingly old-fashioned, like Socrates decrying the corrupting power of poets. It's also an incomplete model of human behaviour, which fails to account for the myriad cues we use to judge the veracity and intentions of social actors. People may have been entranced by machines as simple as ELIZA in past decades, but society updates its norms and we now recognise these tricks for what they are. We currently live in a climate of AI hype that skews our judgment, but this effect too will dissipate somewhat with time and familiarity. Look at online discussion among regular users of AI chat apps, and you see a sharp awareness of their limitations. People often say they turned to AI after feeling helpless or being let down by people close to them; they were lonely, and the bots offered some sense of connection. Call it methadone for relationship withdrawal, or a lifeline for those who desperately need someone, anyone, to answer their texts. Critics often misread Weizenbaum's description of the 'powerful delusional thinking' such programs induce, assuming that the target is the individual talking to a computer and believing it to be human. But humans recognise machines for what they are and use them for what they can give, and Weizenbaum's argument was broader than this. Like the thinkers he cites as inspiration, Hannah Arendt and Jacques Ellul, he was worried not about the individual but about society - about what might happen if we convince ourselves that machines can provide care as meaningfully as people. He was shocked not only by the users who embraced ELIZA, but by the psychiatrists who thought it might help automate their profession. What good was care without empathy? Weizenbaum would be dismayed by the current rush to certify chatbots as doctors and therapists.
Jaswant Chail, with his crossbow at Windsor, is often invoked as an obvious warning about the influence of AI language systems, but his story is more complex. He had a history of mental illness and was sexually abused as a child. Chail began hearing voices and interacting with 'angels' from a young age, which helped with his feelings of loneliness. He believed Sarai was one of these angels, and that they would be reunited after his death. His assassination attempt was driven by a need for purpose, but also by feelings about empire in which his anger over British atrocities such as the 1919 Jallianwala Bagh massacre was fused with an enthusiasm for Star Wars mythology. After being admitted to hospital for assessment following his arrest, Chail started the treatment he seems not to have received at a young age. His sentencing notes say that his condition improved in the therapeutic environment of a mental hospital, and that after he received antipsychotic medication all his 'angels', including Sarai, stopped talking to him and disappeared. He was jailed for nine years for treason.
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I prefer my mare
Matthew Bevis

6342 words'Well: the poems were lying about, & I did not quite know what to do with them,' Thomas Hardy wrote to Edmund Gosse shortly after the publication of his first collection, Wessex Poems (1898). 'It is difficult,' he went on, 'to let people who think I have made a fresh start know that to indulge in rhymes was my original weakness, & the prose only an afterthought.' Fifteen novels is some afterthought, but he had been saying for some time that it was 'better to fail in poetry than to succeed in prose'. He would succeed in both, and it's hard to think of another writer who rose to fame as a novelist only to become famous a second time for his poetry. Couching it in these terms, though, downplays Hardy's gravitation towards original weakness, unfresh starts, failure. Thinking about poetry on New Year's Day 1879, he made a note rather than a resolution: 'A perception of the failure of things to be what they are meant to be, lends them, in place of the intended interest, a new and greater interest of an unintended kind.'
The opening line of Wessex Poems includes a coinage, 'chancefulness', which raises a question about how much of the unintended a poet might actually wish for. The question remained unsettled; Hardy later noted that the secret of a living style lies in 'not having too much style - being, in fact, a little careless, or rather seeming to be, here and there'. T.S. Eliot felt that Hardy was indifferent to 'the prescripts of good writing' and composed 'always very carelessly'. 'At times,' Eliot added, 'his style touches sublimity without ever having passed through the stage of being good.' It's true that Hardy's style is uneven: he will rhyme 'door' with 'theretofore', or write a line like 'But that I fain would wot of shuns my sense.' But he will also take his chances with rhyme, rhythm and syntax to arrive at this, on the sinking of the Titanic:
       Over the mirrors meant
       To glass the opulent
The sea-worm crawls - grotesque, slimed, dumb, indifferent.

Another writer would have opted for a slimy sea-worm. 'Slimed' might refer to the mirror, but it also seizes on a passivity - on something having been done to the creature - which is even more disturbing. The Hardyesque frequently has this mixture of the vivid and the vertiginous. The pile-up of adjectives at the end of the stanza is both precise and a straining after precision, and the awkwardness of the rhyme, its descent into unmusicality, gives a sense that things are not fully under Hardy's control. There's no discernible metrical rule, yet the reader registers (belatedly) the force of that dreadful stress on 'meant'. Call it the failure of the mirror to be what it was meant to be - a failure linked to the mirror of language itself, and to the little interruptions to linguistic transparency caused by Hardy's archaisms, which conceive of words as being subject to adaptation, accidence, decay. The verb to glass once meant not just 'to reflect' but also 'to put into a glass vessel for the purpose of storing or keeping, to bottle'. Whatever the word is doing here, it doesn't feel as if things are in safekeeping.
Reviewing the volume in which 'The Convergence of the Twain' was published in 1914, Lytton Strachey claimed to hear something fumbling and 'incorrect' - 'but then,' he added, 'how unreal and artificial a thing is correctness!' Hardy wasn't another Eminent Victorian, but someone 'who finds it difficult, as modern men and women do, to put into words exactly what is in his mind'. Modern people have also found it difficult to place him, and to decide how modern he really is. Auden acknowledged Hardy as his first master, adding that he couldn't imagine who else would have carried him from the provincial Tennysonian England of 1907 to The Waste Land. But when Larkin claimed in the mid-1960s that Hardy's was 'many times over the best body of poetic work this century so far has to show', he wasn't praising him for any Eliotic or iconoclastic talents, which is part of the reason for Donald Davie's complaint a few years later that Hardy represented 'a crucial selling short of the poetic vocation, for himself and his successors'. The Larkin-Davie standoff oversimplifies matters, as Robert Lowell intimated when he said that the two poets who meant most to him were Pound and Hardy. This might seem an unlikely double-act, yet more than half a century earlier Pound had suggested that Hardy be included in an anthology of Imagist poetry, and had written to Hardy himself to ask for feedback on his work. 'Now there is a clarity,' Pound said later of Hardy's achievement. 'No man can read his poems collected but that his own life, and forgotten moments of it, will come back to him, a flash here and an hour there. Have you a better test of true poetry?'
Returning to Hardy via these new selections of his work, edited by Ralph Pite and David Bromwich, I was surprised by how much I had forgotten - or misremembered. Whereas Bromwich takes his text from later editions, Pite opts for the first editions of individual volumes and provides a sampling of Hardy's revisions in the endnotes, partly to show the stylistic variety that was sometimes smoothed away, and partly to 'reveal his development'. Hardy himself wasn't clear on which versions he preferred: in later years he took pains to specify that a certain text should be used in quoting from his work, but kept changing his mind about which one it should be. And besides, he isn't really a poet who 'developed'. But even when the plot of a poem confirms (yet again) that this is the worst of all possible worlds, the language is open to a world in which anything might happen. In one line the moon is 'mute and cold' as the clouds hurry past, in the next it's 'Like a drifting dolphin's eye seen through a lapping wave'. Elsewhere a lyric begins with the usual paraphernalia - stormy night, talk of 'the blind profound' and so on - and then we get this:
The streams are muddy and swollen; eels migrate
       To a new abode;
   Even cross, 'tis said, the turnpike-road;
(Men's feet have felt their crawl, home-coming late)

Note 'men's feet' (not 'the men'), and also 'their crawl' (not 'them crawl'). This feeling for the strangeness of bodies is characteristic of Hardy. Leafing through these editions alongside the Collected Poems, taking in everything from primroses to poison gas, I was reminded of the Hardy who compared his dreams to Cubist paintings, who drew on the theory of relativity to help him think about family troubles, and who once observed that, 'really, after what Einstein says the universe is getting too comic for words.'
Some of the first initiates into the Hardy universe picked up on a quality that doesn't tally with our received picture of him as a fate-obsessed novelist or melancholic elegist. Havelock Ellis discerned in the fiction 'a delicate and involved humour, which carries itself solemnly', while Gosse heard 'a gaiety not quite consistent' with 'the most pessimistic of poets'. Hardy's poems are often, in the words of one lyric, 'Strange orchestras of victim-shriek and song', and I can understand why when some contemporary poets - Fanny Howe, for example - pay him their respects they think of Beckett. An early masterpiece like 'Neutral Tones' is illuminated by a light source ('the sun was white, as though chidden of God') much like the one that opens Murphy ('The sun shone, having no alternative, on the nothing new'), and the sweet nothings uttered by Hardy's lovers - 'The smile on your mouth was the deadest thing/Alive enough to have strength to die' - seem to come from a world not dissimilar to that of Imagination Dead Imagine. The Hardy who wrote to praise a friend for 'the sub-humour (is there such a word?) of your writing' is of a piece with the Hardy who had a passion for circuses, and who liked to watch the clowns when they were offstage, 'their true domestic expression being visible under the official expression given by the paint. This sub-expression is one of good-humoured pain.' A connoisseur of domestic troubles, and someone given to humouring pain, he devoted much of his later writing life to the poetry of the sub-expression.
That New Year's note about 'the failure of things to be what they are meant to be' (first published in The Early Life of Thomas Hardy) was followed by a mention of a poem he composed at the time, 'A January Night', in which 'There is some hid dread afoot/That we cannot trace.' The Life adds a brief postscript: 'It was in this house that their troubles began.' Subsequent biographers have traced the hid and not-so-hid dread of Thomas and Emma Hardy as their marriage deteriorated, going into much fuller detail than the husband had cared to in the Life. (One of Hardy's most pronounced acts of evasion was the pretence that his second wife, Florence, wrote the biography, when in fact he did so himself, before taking careful steps to conceal the evidence.) Soon after Emma's death in November 1912, he apparently found and destroyed a notebook she had entitled 'What I Think of My Husband', but some sense of what she thought can be gleaned from advice she had given to a newly married friend, Elspeth Grahame, some years earlier: 'expecting little neither gratitude, nor attentions, love, nor justice, nor anything you may set your heart on. Love interest - adoration, & all that kind of thing is usually a failure - complete ... it is really a pity to have any ideals in the first place.' Florence recalled Emma asking her whether she had noticed that Hardy looked like the wife-murderer Dr Crippen. 'She added darkly that she would not be surprised to find herself in the cellar one morning. All this in deadly seriousness.'
Hardy was not easy to live with. He was the kind of man who could write this to a friend who had just lost his ten-year-old son: 'To be candid, I think the death of a child is never really to be regretted, when one reflects on what he has escaped.' Even his 'happiest' courtship days with Emma were strangely rendered at the time; a diary entry from March 1870 reads: 'Went with E.L.G. to Beeny Cliff. She on horseback ... On the cliff ... "The tender grace of a day", etc.' A rather perturbing et cetera, since Tennyson's poem continues: 'But the tender grace of a day that is dead/Will never come back to me.' His first published poem, which appeared soon after he married Emma, was called 'The Bride-Night Fire', and in later collections one never has to wait long for an unhappy couple. 'In the Nuptial Chamber' begins: '"O that mastering tune?" And up in the bed/Like a lace-robed phantom springs the bride.'
On the tricky question of the way private troubles bear on one's writing, Hardy sometimes sounds very decided. 'What should certainly be protested against,' he wrote in the year of Emma's death,
is the mixing of fact and fiction in unknown proportions. Infinite mischief would lie in that. If any statements in the dress of fiction are covertly hinted to be fact, all must be fact, and nothing else but fact, for obvious reasons. The power of getting lies believed about people through that channel after they are dead, by stirring in a few truths, is a horror to contemplate.

Perhaps, but then Hardy liked to contemplate horrors - and to perpetrate them. By emending and suppressing elements of Emma's memoir, Some Recollections, after her death, and by using adjusted parts of it in his poems, he was courting mischief (a late lyric, written as though spoken by a lonely wife, comes with the note 'Versified from a Diary'). And, of course, in matters of the heart, 'unknown proportions' of fact and fiction are a priori; although Hardy once described a poem about the end of his first meeting with Emma as 'literally true', in the poem itself all is 'Strange, ghostly, unreal'. The a posteriori only adds to the difficulties: 'Our imperfect memories insensibly formalise the fresh originality of living fact,' he wrote elsewhere, 'from whose shape they slowly depart.'
Hardy offers temptations - and traps - for those inclined to read lyric as confessionalism; Florence herself claimed that 'there is more autobiography in a hundred lines of Mr Hardy's poetry than in all the novels.' The OED credits him with the neologism 'personalised' (from A Pair of Blue Eyes, 'a personalised loneliness'), but that novel also contains another coinage - 'private world' - and I think his transition to poetry involved an increased rather than diminished commitment to this world. Pite and Bromwich's editions take different approaches in this regard. Pite, who has written a fine biography of Hardy, The Guarded Life (2006), provides more than a hundred pages of notes (many of which situate the poems in relation to the life and times), whereas Bromwich has just nine pages which avoid 'the back-loading of historical or biographical data that are easily available elsewhere'. This could imply either that the 'elsewhere' should be sought out, or that the poems should stand without such distractions. Pite includes sections from Hardy's prefaces that cut both ways: Hardy tells readers that 'the pieces are in a large degree dramatic or personative in conception; and this even where they are not obviously so,' but can't resist adding that he's sometimes added dates for 'personal and local reasons'. Later he refers to the poems as dramatic monologues, 'in the main'.
We can read the ghostwritten Life as a first person hidden behind a third person, but the poetry can be read in the opposite direction. Yet the suspicion lingers - and Hardy wants it to - that the power of his lyricism is related to the sense that, as D.W. Winnicott put it, it is a joy to be hidden and a disaster not to be found. Florence once found Hardy composing a poem about his dead cat and became upset when she read the line in which the cat is described as 'his only friend'; on which 'the culprit seemed highly delighted with himself, & said smilingly, that he was not exactly writing about himself but about some imaginary man in a similar situation.' Not unlike the God he complains about, Hardy's smilingness is often in league with his sadism, and writing poetry was a way for him to plead innocent and guilty at the same time. As he pointed out, a poem can express a mood that may end with the writing of it, and he also admitted that 'half my time - particularly when writing verse - I "believe" (in the modern sense of the word) ... in spectres, mysterious voices, intuitions, omens, dreams, haunted places, &c, &c.' In and out of poems, Hardy apprehends the self as one of those spectres:
For my part, if there is any way of getting a melancholy satisfaction out of life it lies in dying, so to speak, before one is out of the flesh; by which I mean putting on the manners of ghosts, wandering in their haunts and taking their views of surrounding things. To think of life as passing away is a sadness; to think of it as past is at least tolerable. Hence even when I enter into a room to pay a simple morning call I have unconsciously the habit of regarding the scene as if I were a spectre not solid enough to influence my environment, only fit to behold and say, as another spectre said: 'Peace be unto you!'

Hardy describes his attraction to such droll resurrections as 'whimsical', but, for him, whimsy is usually accompanied by anxiety. Elsewhere he says that people who imagine and speak to ghosts are driven by 'a fear of life', and this fear often shadows his best poetry. This is 'Nobody Comes':
Tree-leaves labour up and down,
   And through them the fainting light
   Succumbs to the crawl of night.
Outside in the road the telegraph wire
   To the town from the darkening land
Intones to travellers like a spectral lyre
    Swept by a spectral hand.

A car comes up, with lamps full-glare,
   That flash upon a tree:
   It has nothing to do with me,
And whangs along in a world of its own,
   Leaving a blacker air;
And mute by the gate I stand again alone,
   And nobody pulls up there.

As so often in Hardy, what doesn't happen carries all the force of an event. The strangeness of the last word, heightened by the rhyme, speaks volumes: the speaker is very much here, not 'there' - unless he is the haunter of his own life.
Hardy must be the first, I think, to have smuggled the word 'whang' into a poem. It's a remarkable line, partly because people, and not objects, are capable of being 'in a world of their own', and in a universe where a car can be accorded a glimmer of consciousness, it's equally possible that a person could be swallowed into the thingness of their surroundings ('a blacker air' is also an apt description of Hardy's utterance). But Hardy often wants more than a merely tolerable sadness. He wants an anxiety he can replay and reinhabit, hence the self-lacerations of his lyrical present - a time in which a car 'comes up' (not, say, 'goes by') forever, even though it's always gone. The poem first appeared in the collection Human Shows, along with a date: '9 October 1924'. Inserted for 'personal and local reasons' no doubt. Pite's note says that Hardy was waiting for Florence to return from London, where she had just undergone an operation to remove a tumour. And yet the mood soars beyond the personal. 'It has nothing to do with me.' This is part of what poetry is for Hardy - a spectral lyre swept (not 'played') by a spectral hand, a realm in which these words can somehow occur even though he's 'mute'. 'Makers of things,' he suggested in a notebook, 'e.g. painters, writers, builders, furniture makers, are present as ghosts before their works.'
Paying homage  to Hardy, Robert Frost seized on a vital quality: 'He has planted himself on the wrongs that can't be righted.' Emma's death is one such wrong, and in Woman Much Missed Mark Ford weaves together the life and poetry without reducing one to the other and offers a fine-grained analysis of their relationship and its bearing on Hardy's work. Moving from his depictions of Emma's life before they met to their courtship and marriage, to her death and its aftermath, Ford's is the first book-length study of what he calls 'the entire corpus of Emma poems'. He claims that around a fifth of Hardy's 919 published poems are concerned with her; in which case one of the many ironies of this prolonged poetical 'dedication' is that he composed nearly all of them after her death. Years earlier, Emma took her husband's move to poetry as a betrayal; excluded from the writing process (she had previously helped to make fair copies of his novels), she read some of the poems as a direct attack ('The Ivy-Wife' brings her 'bark-bound' husband to the ground, and he 'in his fall felled me!'). In a letter to the Nation on the suffragette cause in 1908, she pointed out that male praise 'has seldom been for a good woman except safely on a tombstone', and one of Hardy's poems, 'When Dead', seems to concur. Ford reads it as his 'self-elegy', but it could well be spoken from the woman's perspective, looking forward to the time when she really will be appreciated: 'I shall be more myself, Dear, then,/Than I am now.'
The life of Ford's study is often to be found in asides: he hears Macbeth floating around in the margins of 'The Voice', and observes in passing Hardy's 'fascination with the contact between airborne seeds and women's clothes'. In the preface he explains that he's generally focused on Hardy's conjugations of 'romance' ('a concept fundamental both to his vision of himself as a poet and to his understanding of human motivation'). The word and concept don't appear very much in subsequent chapters, so readers are left to join the dots, but Ford's sense of Hardy as a class-torn man - and of romance's relation to trauma - can be felt throughout. Emma's parents were gentry, Hardy's most definitely not, and neither family was happy about the marriage. Emma's father saw her husband as 'utterly worthless', while Hardy's mother was adamant that none of her four children should marry; she wanted them to live together as sibling pairs. Only Hardy defied this injunction. Nobody from his family attended the wedding and years later Emma accused Hardy's sister Mary of spreading 'evil reports'. 'You are a witch-like creature,' she wrote in a letter. 'I can imagine you, & your mother & sister on your native heath raising a storm on a Walpurgis night.' Ford writes well on the way family tensions inform the poetry. 'During Wind and Rain' is read as a mixture of imaginative sympathy and covert retaliation, one which draws on Emma's writing from Some Recollections in order to resurrect and to bury her family ('Down their carved names the rain-drop ploughs'), even as it 'testifies to their power to haunt Hardy's fantasies'.
The 'evil reports' Emma spoke of related to rumours of madness. Her violent, alcoholic and delusional father was admitted to an asylum on several occasions in the 1860s and 1870s, as was her brother in 1888, after attempting suicide. Emma's niece, Lilian, was also institutionalised in a paranoid state in 1919, and in his letters Hardy referred to Emma's 'mental aberration' ('a little unhinged at times'). Yet aberration was something he appeared to need from her. D.H. Lawrence observed that characters in Hardy's novels don't tend to 'develop'; instead they 'explode ... bursting suddenly out of bud ... out of a ... tight, hide-bound cabbage state into something quite madly personal'. The madly personal in Emma attracts and delights him, but, as Ford notes, it 'also calls forth a Tiresian resentment at her unselfconsciousness'. In Some Recollections, Emma speaks of wanting to capture the 'fresh, peculiar, and not yet written about', and the nervous energy of her sentences often has this quality (one contains talk of meat and bread - but also a tortoise, a tame seagull, cockroaches and dead kittens). Her phrases, rhythms, allegiances and memories find their way into some of Hardy's finest poems. 'He found a "mine" in me, he said.' A compliment, certainly, but the glimmer of a pun betrays possessiveness and solipsism too.
The elegies first appeared as a set, 'Poems of 1912-13', in Satires of Circumstance (1914). Hardy once noted the value of the 'chance little shocks' that occur as a result of the sequencing of poems within a collection. Ford is attentive to these shocks (they often get lost in selected editions) and sends you back to the poetry on the lookout for the ways in which they might matter. Neither Pite nor Bromwich places 'Under the Waterfall' immediately before 'Poems of 1912-13', but in Satires of Circumstance it acts as an odd prelude to the work of mourning, spoken as though by Emma looking back on the couple's courtship and recalling a moment (first recorded in Some Recollections) when they lost a picnic tumbler in the water. In the poem the wife describes it as a 'drinking-glass', then a 'vessel', then a 'glass', and then finally, weirdly, as a 'chalice'. Ford suggests that in retrospect, at any rate, it 'can be viewed as their love's holy grail'; but perhaps it's poisoned. All she will say by way of ending is that the chalice lies intact underwater, and that 'No lip has touched it since his and mine/In turns therefrom sipped lovers' wine.' So when Hardy's opening elegy ('The Going') follows, with talk of the wife who wouldn't 'lip me the softest call', one senses that his words carry the spectre of hers. 'Poems of 1912-13' begins with a primal word of elegy - 'Why' - and yet Hardy forgets (or can't bring himself) to close the sentence with a question mark. The next poem in the sequence asks questions of Emma that don't manage to sound convincingly rhetorical: 'But shall I then slight you because of such?' Everywhere in the collection one detects a crisis of intimacy from a voice not just unsure whether it wants answers, but whether it's asking the right questions.
In Hardy's hands, elegy is besotted with what it cannot bear. 'After a Journey' is aroused all over again by 'the unseen waters' ejaculations', the memory of Emma's hair and eyes, 'and rose-flush coming and going', but the very fact of coming and going is the problem. Transience is as delectable as it is threatening, and the poems often read like Freud's fort/da game gone wrong. The last lyric in the original sequence, 'The Phantom Horsewoman', is spoken by a perplexed onlooker not unlike the reader. The speaker begins by admitting, 'Queer are the ways of a man I know,' who comes and stands 'In a careworn craze' and stares at the coast. 'And what does he see when he gazes so?' He sees a 'phantom of his own figuring', a 'ghost-girl-rider' who 'Draws rein and sings to the swing of the tide'. Which is she to be: horsewoman or girl-rider? Behind this indecision is a vision of Emma as someone who is beyond Hardy. One of the parts of Some Recollections that he included in the Life was a memory of her riding her favourite horse in a paragraph that begins, 'Scarcely any author and his wife could have had a much more romantic meeting'; but he doesn't include the moment Emma first mentions the horse: 'I loved it well, rode much upon it and for many years it was the joy of my life. When hints about marrying fell upon me from the officious, I would say "I prefer my mare to any husband."' This is the girl who continues to ride at the end of 'Poems of 1912-13'. When the speaker says 'Time touches her not' he means not simply that she is dead, but that she is the girl who never grew up to be touched by Hardy.
In the final chapter of Woman Much Missed, Ford offers a probing and nuanced account of what he calls the 'divided allegiances in the hereafter', as Florence competes with Emma in Hardy's imagination. In the lyric that follows 'Poems of 1912-13' in Satires of Circumstance a wife tells her husband that she's seen a vision of a pale, passionless lady who laid critical eyes on her; the husband says he's seen nothing, before confessing to the reader that his 'dead Love' used to tell him, 'with a small smile', that she would come back posthumously 'To any newer Love I might have found,/But show her not to me.' It's unsurprising that the 'newer' love was upset by the collection when she read it. 'Call me anything but Mrs Hardy,' Florence later said to Siegfried Sassoon. 'That name seems to belong to someone else.' Hardy's tactlessness after Emma's death involved writing at length to Florence about her predecessor ('the good lady's virtues are beginning to weigh heavily on my shoulders,' she complained, 'I had three pages of them this morning'); taking her on a trip, three months after their wedding, to see Emma's family tombs ('rather depressing'); and insisting on visiting Emma's grave on various subsequent anniversaries ('To Stinsford with F.,' Hardy noted in his diary. 'E. first met 54 years ago'). The man who didn't acknowledge his wife's birthday when she was alive now had the calendar on his desk perpetually set to Monday, 7 March, the day of their first meeting.
And so F. follows E. His poetry 'pains me horribly & yet I read it with a terrible fascination,' Florence confesses in a letter of 1914. She too moves her study into the attic at Max Gate; she becomes tormented by Hardy's attraction to other women. A few months after their wedding Florence admitted that she sometimes felt like 'a mother towards a child with whom things have somehow gone wrong'. Hardy fulfilled his own mother's doom-laden predictions about marriage (it was 'Mother's notion, and also mine', he said, that 'a figure stands in our van with an arm uplifted, to knock us back from any pleasant prospect we indulge in as probable'). Perhaps Mother also came to be that figure; he had betrayed her by marrying - she made that very clear - but instead of punishing her for judging him, he punished his wives by proving her right. Marriage became what his poetry always said it would be: 'Love's sepulchring'.
To encounter Hardy - through his life or works or some combination of the two - is to be put in touch with experiences that are never quite worked through ('Experience unteaches,' he once noted). He was drawn to women, Bromwich suggests, 'with a desire that mattered to him more than fulfilment', and his transferences kept his desire intact, kept giving him a second chance, even though it remained unclear whether the second chance was a loophole or a noose. 'For winning love we win the risk of losing,' he writes in an early poem, and this may be the reason his most enduring work in the elegiac mode contains not just nostalgia or regret, but expectancy - the sense of something being courted (as opposed to simply being borne):
Can it be you that I hear? Let me view you, then,
Standing as when I drew near to the town
Where you would wait for me: yes, as I knew you then,
Even to the original air-blue gown!

The first 'then' is both retrospective ('back then') and proleptic ('consequently'). It's characteristic of Hardy that he should ask his lost love to show herself not as someone possessed, but as imminently possessable. His most treasured ghosts are always unlaid, not least because what he really wants them to do is wait. He lives, to recall the title of one poem, in 'The Minute before Meeting', in 'close expectance never closed', and this is what gives many of his elegies their flashes of erotic thrill-seeking. 'Yes, as I knew you then': despite his reputation as a nay-sayer, no lyric poet has recourse to the word 'yes' more often than Hardy. Here it feels like an electric shock - an assent to something she might have whispered in his ear ('In that dress you like?'), or possibly his own seizing of the initiative. Either way, what he yearns for in 'the original' is not just a return to early days, but a motion forwards, as though to say: 'Yes, that dress ... and whatever it might yet lead to.'
Roland Barthes suggested that grief is not so much a crushing oppression as 'a painful availability: I am vigilant, expectant, awaiting the onset of a "sense of life".' This is the final non-resting place of Hardy's lyricism, and a line from a fragmentary poem - 'The sense of waiting here strikes strong' - is a good description of what it's like to read swathes of him in one sitting. In a part of Some Recollections that didn't make it into the Life, Emma recalls a childhood image that haunts her: 'a huge stone basin, "a dripstone" ... under which a bucket received the water drop by drop purified - a monster drop long a-coming, and long delaying its fall'. Hardy's poetry is transfixed by such images; its speakers wait in landscapes where 'drops on gate-bars hang in a row', on the watch for an impending fall:
A vacant sameness greys the sky,
A moisture gathers on each knop
   Of the bramble, rounding to a drop,
       That greets the goer-by
With the cold listless lustre of a dead man's eye.

The first and last lines here capture two sides of Hardy: there's the vacant viewer who inclines towards the blank, the unemphatic, the 'almost not there' (as Thom Gunn put it); and then there's the man who never feels completely himself unless the dead are around, the man who works himself up by giving lustre to the listless.
The romancing and remaking of Hardy - in biographies, editions and critical studies - has tended to lean on chronology, and often that has meant seeing Emma's death as the making of him (Claire Tomalin began her biography by saying: 'This is the moment when Thomas Hardy became a great poet'). But he was a great poet decades before this, and from the start he was measuring his own sensations by the strain he felt around other couples. At the start of the Life he returns to a primal scene: his father loved to play the fiddle and dance (taught by him, Hardy himself became an accomplished fiddler). He played hornpipes, jigs and other folksongs, 'performing them with all the old movements of leg-crossing and hop, to the delight of the children, till warned by his wife that this fast-perishing style might tend to teach them what it was not quite necessary they should be familiar with'. His father kept going with the fast-perishing stuff 'in his early married years' - by which we are to infer that mother's warnings were finally heeded. Hardy remembered being moved to tears by the tunes, and 'strenuously' trying to hide his emotions by dancing. Then, around twenty years later, he drew this poem, 'The Self-Unseeing', from the 'not quite necessary':
Here is the ancient floor,
Footworn and hollowed and thin,
Here was the former door
Where the dead feet walked in.

She sat here in her chair,
Smiling into the fire;
He who played stood there,
Bowing it higher and higher.

Childlike, I danced in a dream;
Blessings emblazoned that day;
Everything glowed with a gleam;
Yet we were looking away!

As an adult, Hardy often associated players with potency. When Troy goes in for 'some loose play' with Bathsheba in Far from the Madding Crowd, from 'behind the luminous streams of this aurora militaris, she could see the hue of Troy's sword arm, spread in a scarlet haze over the space covered by its motions, like a twanged harpstring'. The immensity of the excitement in 'Bowing it higher and higher' isn't exactly sexual, but it's not not sexual either; one feels the child's rush of feeling more than he can take in, and the wonderfully unanchored 'it' gestures beyond the instrument to the whole of life. Yet the whole is hard to grasp; next to 'She sat', the distant oddity of 'He who played' makes the father a little less reachable (she sat 'here', but he stood 'there').
Hardy made just one tiny change from the fair copy: 'Childlike, I danced in a dream.' He added the comma, and the music of the punctuation - the poem's only mid-line pause - turns this from a mere description of the past into a re-ignition of it. The comma nurtures a bewildered, hypnotised awe (with memories so powerfully unbidden, the 'all' never quite comes back). The self-unseeing is not just the child he was, but the person who is cast adrift into his past from the present. That self continues to be unseeing in another way too, because in the act of remembrance he is still 'looking away', still subject to a sense of not being in the moment.
Unseeing will always remain a condition of selfhood most intensely realised, and the image at the centre of this lyric - that of someone being beside themselves when they play, and another finding themselves in a similar mood as they become absorbed by the tune - is very close, I think, to Hardy's fantasy of what poetry is. Elsewhere in the Life he recalls meeting one of the Mellstock fiddlers 'who kept me talking interminably: a man who speaks neither truth nor lies, but a sort of Not Proven compound which is very relishable'. The not-proven compound of the syntax is relishable too (who, exactly, is doing the interminable talking?), and gestures towards a condition of poetic utterance as Hardy understood it, a realm in which a speaker doesn't so much make statements as listen to the statements he's made - as the closing poem of Late Lyrics and Earlier puts it: '"You taught not that which you set about,"/Said my own voice talking to me.' Most editions of Hardy (including those by Pite and Bromwich) end with the final poem of his final collection, Winter Words. In a lyric entitled 'He Resolves to Say No More', the speaker insists that 'none shall gather what I hide' and that 'What I discern I will not say.' But Hardy is an odder, less knowing, more daemonic poet than this last will and testament imply, and a comment from the Life provides a better gloss on his writing. On being asked for details about 'Let Me Enjoy' - a poem written in 'minor key' in which he talks of pouring out raptures that belong to others as if they were his own - he remarked: 'I fear I am not clear on the precise mental state of the singer of that lyric.'
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At the Royal Academy
Modernism in Ukraine
Natasha Fedorson

1559 wordsThe collection  of modernist art from Ukraine currently on show at the Royal Academy is both an exhibition and a conservation project. In the Eye of the Storm (until 13 October) comprises 65 pieces, most of them on loan from the National Art Museum of Ukraine in Kyiv. After the removal of works from Kherson Art Museum at the beginning of Russia's invasion (ten thousand pieces are missing and have reportedly been taken to Crimea) and Mariupol's Museum of Local Lore (there are Russian plans to build a 'liberation museum' in the city), a travelling exhibition was organised to get some of Ukraine's most important remaining artworks out of the country. Zelensky's office arranged a military escort to Poland. The paintings left Kyiv on 15 November 2022 under heavy shelling. Their arrival at the border coincided with a stray missile exploding on Polish territory.
The exhibition covers the period from 1909 to 1932, when Ukraine went through a series of political transitions, from tsarist rule to the national revolution and the establishment of a short-lived independent Ukrainian state, the War of Independence and the subsequent creation of Soviet Ukraine in 1922. The tumultuous period of independence from 1918 to 1921 saw the establishment of new cultural institutions: the revolutionary government founded the Ukrainian Academy of Art - Ukraine's first higher arts institution - and the Kultur Lige, an organisation dedicated to contemporary Yiddish culture. In the 1920s, the Soviet authorities introduced an indigenisation programme to foster national varieties of socialism. This endorsement of artistic freedom and local specificity did not last long. The exhibition concludes with the Stalinist crackdowns of the 1930s, which resulted in the execution or suppression of many Ukrainian artists, and the imposition of Socialist Realism as the only acceptable artistic style.
The exhibition's aims are twofold: to introduce audiences unfamiliar with this history to the great diversity of artists working in Kyiv, Kharkiv and Odesa during the first decades of the 20th century, and to challenge 'Russo-centric' art historical interpretations, which have traditionally categorised them as part of an extended Russian avant-garde. In the first it succeeds - there are examples of Constructivist typography, abstract and figurative painting, avant-garde costume design - but the second is more complicated. Many of the artists on display at the RA had connections across the Russian Empire and Europe. Most of the names appear in their transliterated Ukrainian spellings (including 'Kazymyr Malevych'), a decision the curators justify as in keeping with their attempt to reframe this history.
The Cubo-Futurist painter Alexandra Exter is representative of the cosmopolitanism of the period. She was born in 1882 in Bialystok, now in Poland but then part of the Russian Empire. Her family moved to Kyiv when she was three and as a young woman she studied at the newly established Kyiv Art School, leaving after graduation in 1906 for Paris and the Academie de la Grande Chaumiere. Here she met Fernand Leger, who became an important friend and supporter, though she was criticised for her bold palette (criticism she didn't take to heart).
[image: ]Composition (Genoa) (1912) by Alexandra Exter.




Exter once told a sceptical Leger that colour was the 'Eastern' contribution to Cubism. There is certainly an abundance of it in the opening rooms at the RA. The Caucasus landscapes of Alexander Bogomazov, a classmate of Exter's in Kyiv, are one of the surprises of the exhibition, with their rolling scrolls of fuchsia and royal blue hills and mountains. Bogomazov admired Gauguin's Polynesian pictures, which he saw in Moscow in 1911, though his own landscapes are more dramatic in tone, with brighter whites, large areas of dark blue and very little green.
The exhibition also includes works by Sonia Delaunay, who was born Sara Stern to Jewish parents in Odesa in 1885. Orphaned at the age of five, she was sent to live with her aunt and uncle in St Petersburg and later studied art in Germany and then in Paris. She shared Exter's interest in vivid colour (the two women met in Paris in 1911), and with her husband, Robert Delaunay, developed a technique they called Simultanism, in which contrasting colours are placed alongside each other, or allowed to overlap, creating an impression of motion and gesture. Exter's Composition (Genoa) of 1912 is displayed next to Delaunay's Simultaneous Contrasts (1913). Both are composed of abstract forms, but follow different chromatic patterns. In Exter's painting, a hazy cityscape is conjured from chunks of colour that shade into one another. A soft sweep of curves in paler colours carves a space through the centre of the canvas - a street or a river perhaps - while darker curves rise towards a central arch. Delaunay's painting is made up of cleaner geometric shapes: her marks are sharp where Exter's are loose, and the effect of her interlocking colours is flatter but more rhythmic. In the gallery text, the curators suggest that such use of colour was influenced by local folk traditions, though no examples are given of the folk art in question.
[image: ]Simultaneous Contrasts (1913) by Sonia Delaunay.




On this point the catalogue is more instructive, though it doesn't bear out the colour assertion. Both Exter and Delaunay experimented with textiles and embroidery: Exter took a particular interest in local crafts before her introduction to Cubo-Futurism in Paris. In 1914, she became artistic director of the Verbivka embroidery studio near Kyiv, where, with the help of the Kyiv Handicraft Society, she put together an exhibition of textiles, Contemporary Decorative Art, which showed in Moscow in November 1915. It was made up of 214 works of embroidery by folk artists ('peasant-futurists' as Exter called them) from Verbivka and another co-operative, near Poltava, based on sketches and designs by avant-garde artists including Malevich.
Malevich, who is represented in the show by a handful of works, was born in 1879 to Polish parents who had settled near Kyiv. As a young man, he found rural labourers more intriguing than their urban counterparts, who 'never drew ... nor were they capable of decorating their houses, in contrast with the peasants who all were. Country people were interested in art (a word I did not then know).' This habitual decoration was, he wrote in his autobiography, 'the background against which the feeling for art and artistry developed within me'. Exter's textiles show predated by a month the first public exhibition of Malevich's 39 Suprematist paintings, leading one of the RA curators, Katia Denysova, to suggest that 'Suprematism first appeared in public not on canvases but as needlework.' It does seem significant that Malevich chose to inaugurate Suprematism at an exhibition of decorative art - an early testing ground for his belief in the extra-artistic applications of his new forms.
Not all the artists represented here moved towards abstraction and non-academic experimentation. One of the virtues of the exhibition is its breadth, taking in many of the artistic movements that flourished in the early days of Soviet Ukraine. The Boichukists (named after their founder, Mykhailo Boichuk) were among the beneficiaries of indigenisation, painting state-commissioned murals in opera houses and sanatoriums. Their scenes of peasant life drew on Byzantine iconography, which they considered part of Ukraine's artistic heritage. In 1937 Boichuk, along with his wife and two of his followers, were executed in the Stalinist purges, their depictions of rural work having become evidence of what was considered a dangerous (and specifically Ukrainian) 'bourgeois nationalism'. The murals were whitewashed, but even the smaller temperas that survive retain an air of being public works, with their solemn, composed figures looking out to meet our gaze.
[image: ]Landscape (Winter) (c.1927) by Kazimir Malevich.




Malevich, who worked with Boichuk at the Kyiv Art Institute, didn't approve of the murals, believing that a tradition with its roots in monasticism had no place in a proletarian state. He began teaching in Kyiv in 1928 after the State Institute of Artistic Culture in Leningrad was forced to close. It was around this time that he returned to figuration, painting a startling series of faceless peasants looming over patterned fields. None of these works is on display at the RA, but we do get Landscape (Winter), which shares those paintings' rounded lines and brilliant shading. The turn to figuration has sometimes been explained as an attempt by Malevich to placate a Soviet government increasingly hostile to abstraction. But if that was the case, Landscape (Winter) is a work of misdirection. There's something sinister about its prettified brightness, a sense that the landscape is trying to masquerade as something it isn't. Perhaps this is why the season needs to be identified in parentheses. Other elements contribute to the air of disquiet: a tree in the foreground is missing one of its grey lobes and Malevich has set the main picture plane behind the trees, so that we seem to spy out on the man striding across the scene.
During the 1930s, many of the works on display at the RA became part of the spetsfond, a secret cache of art by 'public enemies' held in the basement of the State Ukrainian Museum. In the 1950s, the archive was separated into categories in order of public merit. Almost all the spetsfond pieces were deemed 'Category V', works of 'low ideological and professional quality'. These pieces, subsequently referred to as 'zero-category' works, were taken out of their frames and rolled up. They weren't looked after but neither were they destroyed. Forgotten in the basement, they remained there undisturbed, overlooked, waiting to be retrieved.
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They were bastards!
Clare Bucknell

2777 wordsPeggy Guggenheim  had an 'excessively unhappy' childhood. 'I have no pleasant memories of any kind,' she wrote in her memoir, Out of This Century: Confessions of an Art Addict (1946). She was biting about the glamorous townhouse on East 72nd St where she and her sisters, Benita and Hazel, grew up:
In the centre of this floor was a reception room with a huge tapestry of Alexander the Great entering Rome in triumph. In front of it was a double-trayed tea table with a monstrous silver tea set. It was in this room that my mother gave a weekly tea party to the most boring ladies of the haute Jewish bourgeoisie, which I was forced reluctantly to attend.

Keeping the haute bourgeoisie happy was important because Peggy's branch of the family was on shaky social footing. In 1911 her father, Benjamin, disappeared to Paris and lost a 'staggering amount of money' through bad investments and extravagance. The following April, he and his secretary went down with the Titanic; his young French mistress survived.
Peggy, Rebecca Godfrey's final novel, is a retelling of the art collector's life up to the opening of her first gallery in 1938. Godfrey became fascinated with Peggy's story after stumbling on an old copy of the 'scandalous' Out of This Century in her grandmother's closet. When she died from lung cancer in October 2022, at the age of 54, she had been researching and writing for a decade and had largely completed the first two sections of a novel. At the request of her widower, her friend, the essayist and novelist Leslie Jamison, undertook to finish it, drawing on dictated notes, sketched scenes and indications from Godfrey as to where she had wanted the final section to lead: Peggy's return to Paris in the late 1930s and her affair with the young Samuel Beckett. 'It was as if we were all together in bed: Peggy, Beckett, Rebecca, me,' Jamison wrote in the New Yorker in 2023. 'The porousness involved in the writing process began to feel like an extension of the porousness that had felt so exciting, almost illicit, in our friendship.'
Peggy begins in the year of the Titanic's sinking. The family's tapestries and fine jewellery have been sold off, but the old Guggenheim standards remain. In their white dresses and boaters, Peggy and her sisters are 'pure sweetness', 'groomed for silliness and ease' - ultimately, for a suitable marriage. Their mother, Florette, a Seligman family heiress, stuffs them into corsets so tight they mark the spine and has a vicious Dutch elocution specialist attack their consonants. They spend summers in France, imbibing 'good taste' through trips to the Louvre and the Loire chateaux. In New York, they are made to consort with an exclusive group of families: 'My mother turned sentry ... N.G., she would say of a name on the guest list. Not good. Strike of the pen.' The goal of their upbringing, glittering in the distance, is the debutante ball, identified by Peggy's schoolfriend Fay as 'a farce' ('It's really about offering us up as virgins for the tribe'). The men they are offered up to can't stop talking about money. 'Mr Warburg observed that the water in his glass was rather sulphurous. Sulphur, said his son, is an interesting proposition ... As a matter of fact, we have found stockpiles of the stuff in our Athabasca mine.' Anyone more interesting - such as the 'N.G.' Russian nobleman Count Litsky, with whom Benita has a fling - Florette quashes. 'She told Benita then to cease her romance with the "Cossack".'
The good behaviour and taste are critical because everyone knows where the Guggenheims came from. 'Joseph and Meyer, these were my grandfathers, and both men were peddlers, peasants, despised,' Peggy explains. As young men in Ohio and Pennsylvania they bought and sold what they could ('shoehorns, spectacles'), eventually amassing enough capital to go underground: 'all the silver mines in Alaska and Chile, all the copper mines in Mexico'. The richer they became, the less people liked it. Florette recalls Henry Hilton trying to ban 'the Seligman Jews' from his fine hotels in 1877. Their descendants know that New York society still associates the rough, uncouth origins of their wealth - 'the dank dirt of mines, underground, filth' - with their foreignness, their Jewishness. Peggy and her sisters are taught to be elegant and unshowy, to hide 'under white sailor hats and gloves' as a means of social 'camouflage'. 'It was understood that if we made too much noise or show, the world would come out as they did when my grandfather was shuffling about in Ohio. Jew, Sheeny, Christ-killer!' The real point of the elocution and dance lessons is to undo history, 'erase the gug, the heim, the lig, the mann'. At best, with all their millions, the Guggenheim girls are 'still just guests', as Benita, the eldest, puts it: required to perform at parties and balls, to train for small feats of bourgeois showmanship, as when Twinkle, their dog, triumphs at a Westchester show.
Benita, girly and beautiful, is born to do it, but Peggy, with her mussy hair and nose 'elegant as a potato', finds all the camouflaging and performing unbearable. As a teenager, she likes to tell people her name is Raskolnikov; she collects unused matches from the pavement, a habit her uncle Daniel considers evidence of illness, and is packed off to see a therapist. ('I was clearly troubling, an obstacle.') Her rebelliousness and obstinacy connect her to the anti-heroines of Godfrey's two previous books, The Torn Skirt (2001) and Under the Bridge (2005): girls whose attraction to danger or desire to make their mark stem from not quite fitting in. The narrator of The Torn Skirt is a hard-edged 16-year-old, Sara, who disappears from school and ends up involved in a stabbing. In the aftermath, she pictures the cop who interviews her getting her all wrong: 'Laughing at the thought of him banging down the bedroom door of a teenage girl. He imagines it pink and soft. He has no idea.' In Under the Bridge - a non-fiction account of the murder in 1997 of a 14-year-old Canadian girl, Reena Virk, by a group of her female peers (now a Hulu miniseries starring Riley Keough and Lily Gladstone) - the suspected killers are obsessed with gang culture and 'becoming legendary'. One character, Syreeta, feels 'a little sorry' for two of the girls involved, Kelly and Josephine. 'It seemed to her that their mothers hadn't taught them to be ladies ... Their lipstick was dark and garish. Boys called Kelly "Grubnut" and she was rarely, if ever, called "hottie".'
Peggy is full of women who rub the world up the wrong way. Some forge violent paths for themselves. Fay Lewisohn, Peggy's heiress friend, spits at a police officer in a suffragette parade and later marries the brother of the mob boss Arnold Rothstein ('she would ... become inured to the scent of gunshot'). The anarchist Emma Goldman, whom Peggy funds to write her memoirs, doesn't baulk at delivering cyanide capsules to her own brother. Others, less sure of themselves, fall through the cracks. Lucia Joyce, James Joyce's troubled daughter, given to 'acting up, setting her hair on fire', is packed off to Switzerland to be 'stilled, in a straitjacket'. Hazel, Peggy's younger sister (always late, forgetful, bewildered), ends up in a New York institution after her two young sons fall to their deaths from a penthouse roof. Sanatorium 'rest cures' threaten for the disobedient. 'When my aunt came out of the white door,' Peggy's friend Helen says, 'I couldn't look at her - it was as if she'd been blanched.'
Peggy's solution to the problem of not belonging is to embrace bohemianism. In an avant-garde bookshop downtown, a refuge for performative misfits ('men in burgundy velvet capes reeking of a smell I thought was chestnut; an aristocratic woman wearing a dress made of newspapers'), she encounters Laurence Vail, an impoverished poet known as the 'King of Bohemia'. Laurence wears clothes made of sailcloth and is the first man she has ever seen 'without a hat'; he makes her dream of escaping to Paris and riding roughshod over the Guggenheim decorum:
When I saw Laurence in Paris, I wanted to be wearing weasel skins. Red lipstick in a shade called Eternal Wound. I wanted to enact every move and contortion I'd found in a book of illustrated frescoes from Pompeii. Legs on his shoulders, then intertwined, then a handstand. I would be the first of my kind. A daunting virgin.

Peggy and her new husband set up home on the boulevard Saint-Germain, hosting chic, spontaneous parties with mismatched plates. Florette, after storming to Paris to split them up, discovers that Laurence's mother is a skiing friend of George V's and changes her mind: 'What a charming family.' Bohemia is fun until it isn't. The parties become wildly expensive, lawless and full of strangers ('Who was the woman wearing a necklace that looked like a leash?'); one night, guests fuck in Peggy's bedroom and leave a smell so pungent the rug has to be doused with bleach.
Money remains a problem. The artists and writers who form her new community are just as materialistic and grasping as the worst Guggenheim aunts, though less honest about it; they are penniless but prefer 'Darjeeling tea from Harrods and black lace stockings from Madame Blanc'. Djuna Barnes, whom Peggy sets up in Paris with five hundred francs, dislikes her free hotel room: 'It's rather cold and small ... It's very hard to write when you are in a depressing atmosphere.' Hart Crane serves Cuban rum to Peggy in a teacup in his wooden shack upstate, hoping for 'just a little donation'. Laurence likes taking taxis and makes a scene in St Tropez when he can't have an expensive Prussian clock: 'You are so cheap, Peggy. It's infuriating.' She and her New York friends have no illusions about the dark, exploitative history of their grandfathers' fortunes ('They were bastards!'), but it's somehow worse when Paris, too, proves to be greedy, corrupt, rotten to the core. Early on, a bribe has to be paid to get Laurence out of jail after he almost blinds a man with a bottle. In Godfrey's description, the stench of corruption is perceptible in the dankness of the city, the way it emanates badness, as if from pores: 'I was so often reeling from the rancid smells, the sewer water in grates, wine on Laurence's breath, urine and horse manure in the concrete. The smell of rot when I sat by the stone walls of the cell on the night Laurence had been brought in ... Pleading and rot.'
The violent tendencies of the man Peggy has married are an open secret. Florette, who compiles 'dossiers' on her daughters' suitors before they're allowed to proceed, must know at least part of the story. 'Would she truly have forgiven him everything merely by learning that he'd met with King George in St Moritz?' Laurence chucks bottles at men who ask his sister to dance; he manhandles his wife, pushes her down flights of stairs, drags her bodily when she refuses to move, holds her head underwater, steps on her stomach. When Benita is in the final months of a risky pregnancy, he develops a sudden fascination with Sing Sing prison and its electric chair: 'I thought he might say something kind about my sister ... But he began to shake my arms and legs, while making a hissing noise.' John Holms, the writer Peggy starts sleeping with in the dying days of her marriage, protects her from her husband, but only through more of the same. '"I'll kill him," he said blithely, turning on his side and tapping my nose.'
The novel's descriptions of male-on-female violence suggest Jamison's influence. Outbursts of rage, she writes in Splinters, a memoir published earlier this year, have a 'clarifying' quality: they make 'explicit' what would otherwise be underground. Their traces can be read clearly on the female body: bruises, scars, weight loss. But there are also risks to looking at wounds this way - to seeing them as eloquent or lyrical, sites for the storytelling imagination. 'What's fertile in a wound?' Jamison asks in her essay collection The Empathy Exams (2014). 'Why dwell in one?' In Peggy, what Laurence does to his wife when he loses his temper has no special grace or meaning. The 'strawberry jam' he smears into her hair is just jam, not a symbol of something else. In a French fishing village, when he shoves her into a fountain, then kicks her on the ground in front of a crowd, her body emerges from the ordeal a mess, a confusion rather than a revelation: 'My skin was still wet, and I thought, Is this from the fountain or did he spit on me? I felt mangled; unruly.' No one looks at her, they look at her husband. 'When the police came, they rebuked him for burning money.'
As Laurence chooses to see it, hurling bottles at people isn't just hurling bottles, it's art. 'His Surrealist friends believed in staging significant gestures ... Violence, Laurence said, is a significant gesture.' When he pushes Peggy into the street one night in Paris (she refuses to take a taxi to cover five blocks), she's aware that he is grasping for control, trying to stage a moment of metamorphosis. 'I was the bottle he hurled; I was the slim, rich bottle he wanted to see crash and splinter.' The bohemian men of the novel are often frustrated in their abilities, creatively stuck. Laurence is a poet in name only; John Holms, widely believed to be a genius, is 'always talking and rarely writing'; even Beckett, during their passionate, liberating affair, struggles to work, spending his days in bed and his nights drinking. The lesser talents, Laurence and John, make up for their missing art by moulding Peggy instead. John issues instructions during sex and conducts himself, in Djuna Barnes's words, like 'God come down for the weekend'. (Peggy's way of dealing with him is to 'run to the garden and read Tolstoy just to hear my own voice'.) Laurence gives her a primer on modernist poetry - 'You'll enjoy Hart, if you sit still and listen' - and drills her on how to pose in Man Ray's studio. The great photographer himself positions her this way and that, has her sit with her hands folded demurely in her lap, then turns the lens to the side and captures her shadow. A white blur in the image distorts the pattern of her dress around her stomach: 'He took away my pregnancy.'
Being someone else's idea of the modern image proves to be exhausting. So much of the real Peggy's early life, Godfrey said in an interview with Jamison for the Paris Review in 2019, was spent 'trying to find a way to be something other than a wife or friend to the famous'. The arc of the novel is her search for a style. Guggenheim Jeune, the gallery for Surrealist and abstract art she opens in Piccadilly, shows the future: 'bold lines, molten bronze, paint splattered across canvas'. It embodies her curious gift - what she calls, early on, her 'only talent' - for sensing shifts in the air, changes in the weather imperceptible to other people. (Benita's dull husband, Edwin, works 'in futures' for Goldman Sachs, very much not the same thing.)
The kind of work that Peggy loves opens people up to themselves as they look at it, 'exteriorising' their desires and fears. In its brashness, its 'arrogant disorder', it is the opposite of repressive Park Avenue corseting, the old Guggenheim family habit of being complaisant or invisible. At the 1938 International Surrealist Exhibition in Paris, there are snails and a shark head in a Dali taxi, a telephone shaped like a lobster: 'creaturely objects' reminiscent of the wild amalgamations of dreams. Godfrey threads similar images through the novel: spiders crop up nightmarishly when bad things happen (Benita dying in childbirth, Hitler shrieking on the radio); the dead doves that thud onto the dinner table during a disastrous debutante ball reappear as emblems of self-actualisation. 'Whenever I was truly happy,' Peggy says, 'I pictured black birds falling from the ceiling.' The novel can seem in excess of itself - its attention span flickers, there are too many names and places and threads - but it's also like being carried away by someone else's prophecy.
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Backwards is north
Michael Wood

2139 words'This is the Nile and I'm a liar.' These are the opening words of an amazing play by Anne Carson, first performed in 2019. The statement is in one sense correct. The speaker is nowhere near Egypt and about three thousand years too late for the Trojan War. J.L. Austin listed being 'said by an actor on the stage' as one of the ways in which an utterance might be 'hollow or void', and for a moment Carson's speaker takes exactly this line. The voice continues:
Those are both true.
Are you confused yet?
The play is a tragedy. Watch closely now
how I save it from sorrow.

If we are reading the play rather than watching a performance, we may have been confused a little earlier, when the 'scene' is said to be 'Troy and Los Angeles'. But then we are often in two places (or more) in the theatre, and there is no reason why one of them shouldn't be imagined or mythical. Saving a tragedy from sorrow is a much more difficult conception, and also satisfactorily puzzling.
The play is, among other things, a version of Euripides' Helen, which tells an alternative story of Helen of Troy, first floated in a lost work of Hesiod and best known in accounts of its (also lost) iteration by Stesichoros, who plays a large part in Carson's Autobiography of Red (1998), a 'novel in verse'. This Helen did not go to Troy but was sheltered in Egypt for the duration of the war and then brought back to Sparta by Menelaus, her husband. The Helen visible in Troy was a phantom. Legend had it that the better-known Helen, who did run off with Paris, rather strangely disapproved of the story of her Egyptian evasion. She preferred to be guilty than to be a nobody, perhaps. In any event she objected to the revision, and cursed Stesichoros with blindness until he apologised. That is, a mythical figure took away and restored the eyesight of a historical poet. Are you confused yet?
The title of the play is Norma Jeane Baker of Troy. In Carson's transposition of Euripides to Los Angeles, Helen becomes Norma Jeane Baker, alias Marilyn Monroe, about to act in Fritz Lang's Clash by Night (1952), and Menelaus becomes Arthur Miller, 'king of Sparta and New York'. He brings Norma Jeane back from whatever war 'Troy' represents in the 20th century, only to find she has evaporated, as magical figments should. The non-phantom Norma Jeane, meanwhile, saw no action of any kind since she was shut up in a suite at the Chateau Marmont learning her lines for the movie - her version of life on the Nile. Although she ventriloquises Arthur Miller and Truman Capote, hers (or that of the actress representing the actress) is the only live voice we hear in the play.
There are plenty of stellar candidates for the role of wrong (or right) Norma, such as the early Hollywood actress Norma Shearer, or the even earlier actress and producer Norma Talmadge, or the heroine of Bellini's opera. But Norma Jeane Baker, for some people, will seem perfectly wrong in just the same way as the Helen who didn't go to Troy, and it's hard to believe this isn't the person Carson is thinking of. She herself suggests another Norma, though. This is how the title piece - the last of 25 - in the new book begins:
Wrong night, wrong city, wrong movie, wrong ambulances caterwauling past and drowning out wrong dialogue of wrong Norma Desmond, what could be more wrong she's the same age as me this tilted wreck with deliquescent chin, I turn it off, eat soup and read a novel.

The piece continues as a fast prose poem, tracking memories, asking questions and bringing the speaker to a state of mind where tomorrow has its attractions:
No cars. Branches stark. Daybreak greenish and cold and on a rooftop across from me the legendary water towers of New York City, the giant white smoke Miltoning to heaven.

Doesn't sound so wrong after all. But then what about Norma Desmond? And is she wrong because of what she is saying or because she is the person who says it? She could be pronouncing any of her lines in Sunset Boulevard, of course, but the most famous seem to be the best fit, wrong in just the right way: 'I am big. It's the pictures that got small.'
Wrong Norma is both a text and a picture of a text. We read what the publisher presents but we also imagine we are peeking at a sort of scrapbook. The title page has an orange background with the name Anne Carson printed in the middle. Below the name are the words 'wrong norma' in slightly cramped handwriting. Above the name, in larger letters, loosely written and upside down, are the words 'wrong norma'. Throughout the work there are nearly blank pages - sometimes coloured, sometimes not - showing tiny, typewritten phrases. This is where the idea of wrongness finds a perfect home, since the phrases are often hard to read, just too faint or faded. Fortunately, they are often repeated in clearer form on other pages, but the idea of their elusiveness remains. Here are some examples:
what is your philosophy of time
backwards is north
what is your philosophy of time
just smile
what is your philosophy of time
me and D switching beds
what is your philosophy of time
I am not familiar with this tool
how do you sustain morale during a long project
Lutheran guilt
how do you sustain morale during a long project
bourbon
how do you sustain morale during a long project
no mirrors

The printed pages offer essays, reflections, poems, stories - constituting, as Carson puts it on the back cover, 'a collection of writings about different things, like Joseph Conrad, Guantanamo, Flaubert, snow, poverty, Roget's Thesaurus, my Dad, Saturday night'. She adds: 'The pieces are not linked. That's why I've called them wrong.' They are not formally linked but interesting connections among them can be found in the idea of wrongness, which appears not as a fact or a verdict but as a feeling. A figure who likes to see the world through the eyes of Conrad says: 'Once I began wondering about history, I couldn't escape the feeling that we only call it history when things go wrong.' Another character thinks of wrongness as an invitation to reparation or intuition. 'She and Eddy do not live together. But when not with him she feels a bit wrong.' She has a dream:
       I kept opening the wrong half of the door to the porch, the half with no screen on it ...
why open the wrong half
well I guess that would be the question but
but what
but the air, the air was lovely coming in

Those are the last words of the piece: no full stop.
The speaker in a short poem, 'What to Say of the Entirety', thinks about the idea of entirety: 'Humans. What can you control? Wrong question. Can you treat everything as an emergency without losing the reality of time, which continues to drip, laughtear by laughtear.' The recourse to the punning method of Finnegans Wake works perfectly here. It allows an apparent spelling error to find us a bit of the truth.
There is a sort of motto for all this in the first piece in the volume, titled '1 = 1'. A woman who likes to swim sees herself as an expert in different waters:
People think swimming is carefree. Just a bath! In fact it is full of anxieties. Every water has its own rules and offering ... Every water has a right place to be but this place is in motion, you have to keep finding it, keep having it find you ... You can fail it with each stroke. What does that mean, fail it?

Later the swimmer says that 'some questions don't warrant a question mark,' and describes a chalk drawing on a pavement as 'escaping all possible explanations'. The interesting moment, we may think, occurs just before we take the question mark away or reach a conclusion about possibility. Several of the pieces in Wrong Norma seem to have this thought in mind: a letter from Socrates, a new translation of Alcibiades' speech in Plato's Symposium, meditations on the multiplication of words and, most brilliantly, an entry called 'Lecture on the History of Skywriting', where the meaning of the term shifts before our eyes:
This is a lecture on skywriting.
Mine.
I am the sky.
Here follows a brief history of my life as a writer.

The history has a preface and divides itself into sections named after the days of the week, 'on a sort of biblical model', as the writer says. 'At first I wrote for only myself, nothing else existed.' But then the Big Bang occurred and humans entered the frame.
Linear time, a human and mortal invention, makes no sense to me ... But I recognise that humans find a temporal framework helpful in grasping larger ideas.

Clouds are a problem because of their 'ceaseless transitions', though string theory, when it arrives, is a help. The writer is especially surprised by the moment when 'Reason prevails' among humans, and more at home during a long conversation with Godot. Godot boasts that he has a talent for waiting (as distinct from being waited for) and the sky movingly responds: 'Me too actually, being the sky involves a fair amount of just hanging there.' The piece ends with a comment on a regrettable 'vast area of self-experience', namely the fact that the sky is now so often a war zone: 'That's who we are.' Just before this conclusion, however, the sky offers a reading of 'a wonderful and forgiving aspect of Hindu thought' that helps us to see why the idea of wrongness itself may be both wrong and indispensable. The aspect concerns
the notion ... that, if someone did make a mistake in a ritual, a witness who noticed the error and who knew the correct text could mend the mistake on the sky of his mind and so make the cosmos perfect again, microphysically.

Wrong Norma ends on a beautifully blurred evocation of a famous failed event, Paul Celan's encounter with Martin Heidegger. A version of the piece appeared in the LRB of 6 January 2022 as the first of 'Four Talks':
Celan came up the mountain to visit the philosopher. He came on a wooden cart and was surrounded by a snowstorm. He felt ashamed. Shame is unreasonable. The philosopher was unashamed. He kept whistling. Snow was blinding them both. In the Hutte (hut, cabin, refuge, shelter, small house built of readily available materials) there was only one chair, a hard chair. Snow. I destroy, I destroy, I destroy, sang Death, dressed and ready. Celan loaded his cart and started back down.

The book version keeps most of these words, typewritten and apparently pasted in, but each page has a coloured drawing - of a mountain (in white), a cart, a wrapped-up human figure, the philosopher, a chair, an abstract figuration of death, the mountain again (in blue) - and one of them covers up a piece of text describing a walk the poet and the philosopher took. The combination of images and words becomes a sort of performance of Celan's poem 'Todtnauberg', the name of the mountain village overlooked by Heidegger's Hutte. Celan had given a reading in Freiburg the day before, and Heidegger invited him to his retreat. The poet wrote some lines in the visitors' book and wondered whose name came before his. The lines express
a hope, today,
for a thinker's
word
to come,
in the heart

and the rest of the poem describes the return journey in a car, ending on the enigmatic words: 'humidity/much'.
The older and perhaps still more natural reading of the enigma is that it represents the poet's disappointment: the great philosopher who was also a Nazi had nothing to say to the person whose parents died in death camps. Recent readings are more sceptical. What could Celan really have expected from Heidegger - or perhaps from anyone in this situation? What exactly is the poem doing? Carson's drawings move it subtly towards satire. The poet is a wraith, and the philosopher is a nasty-looking cartoon. This fellow hasn't got a heart and isn't going to offer any kind of thinker's word. Unless, of course, tempted yet again by the attraction of wrongness, we imagine the cartoon might do better than the real person ever could, stuck in an old self as he is. This would be the Nile and Norma Jeane would not be lying.
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Mouth Like a Violence
Jon Day

2116 wordsAround  150,000 Dutch Jews were living in the Netherlands when Germany invaded on 10 May 1940. Over the next five years, 107,000 were rounded up and sent to concentration camps. After the war, only 5000 returned home, where they were often met with indifference, if not hostility. Some were presented with bills for unpaid taxes or found that their homes had been repossessed. Others were told they were lucky to have been sent to the camps: at least they had been fed, avoiding the privations of the 'hunger winter' of 1944-45, when people resorted to eating tulip bulbs and thousands died of starvation.
Historians disagree about the reasons that so many Dutch Jews died - far more, proportionately, than those of any other Western European country. In the years immediately after the war it was argued that the Netherlands - a small, densely populated country with no forests or mountain ranges - offered few opportunities for people to hide. This ignored the fact that Belgium, with a similar topography and population density, had lost far fewer Jews. A more plausible explanation is that, unlike in Belgium or France, the civilian regime that the Nazis imposed on the Netherlands, which piggybacked on the existing state apparatus, was well organised and highly efficient. Historians have also pointed to the isolating effects of verzuiling or 'pillarisation': the social and political stratification that has characterised Dutch social life since the Golden Age, dividing religious and ethnic groups into separate pillars, each with their own representative bodies and institutions. This meant that when the Nazis invaded, it was easier not to notice what they were doing to neighbours or colleagues.
This isn't to say there weren't moments of heroism. A general strike took place in February 1941 - the only time during the war that citizens of a European country went on strike in solidarity with their Jewish compatriots. Thousands of Dutch citizens offered shelter to onderduikers - 'under-divers', or 'submerged ones' - or helped in other ways. But there has been a tendency in the Netherlands to emphasise only this aspect of their response. When I used to visit my relatives there in the 1990s, the stories I'd hear most often were about the plucky Dutch who had done what they could to resist. It was a version of history embodied by the most famous onderduiker, Anne Frank. As Yael van der Wouden wrote in an essay a few years ago, the Dutch tend to tell a particular version of Frank's story: she was 'mostly Dutch and only a little Jewish'; the Germans were 'bad and occupied Amsterdam, and the Dutch people were good and helped Anne and her family, but the bad Germans took her away and killed her'.
It's only recently that Dutch complicity in Nazi war crimes has been widely discussed. A controversial new TV drama, De Joodse Raad, focuses on the Jewish Council. Set up by the Nazis and run by prominent Amsterdam Jews, it was designed to act as a 'conduit' between the Jewish population and the occupying regime. In practice, its members were compelled to select tens of thousands for deportation to the camps. The producers have been accused of downplaying the complicity of other Dutch institutions, and society in general, by focusing on the actions of the council. Steve McQueen's documentary from earlier this year, Occupied City, with lingering shots of Amsterdam and a voiceover describing events that took place during the war, characterises the occupation as a time of suspicion and betrayal. Something of that atmosphere has never entirely gone away.
Earlier this year I visited the new National Holocaust Museum, in a shiny building opposite the Hollandsche Schouwburg in the old Jewish quarter of Amsterdam, where thousands of Jews were rounded up before being deported. It is the first museum dedicated to the experiences of Dutch Jews during the war (a Monument of Jewish Gratitude, initiated by survivors, was put up in 1950 as a token of thanks to those who had sheltered onderduiker). Among the items on display are records of Jews sent to the camps and a bolt of the cloth on which yellow stars were printed (Dutch Jews were required to wear them from May 1942). In a room at the end, there are videos of Dutch Jews reflecting on the experiences of their parents and grandparents, and on their own Jewish identity. Many report still feeling like outsiders in the Netherlands.
This legacy of the unspoken and unspeakable - of repression, in other words - is the central theme of The Safekeep, van der Wouden's tight, confident first novel, which has been shortlisted for the Booker Prize. It's set in 1961, in the Dutch countryside. A young woman called Isabel den Brave is the custodian of the home in which she grew up with her two brothers. The family moved there from Amsterdam during the hunger winter; their father died soon afterwards and their mother a few years later. Isabel - anxious, judgmental, deeply repressed - is being courted by her boorish neighbour, Johan, but she's not sure whether she has feelings for him, or anyone at all. She's more concerned with the house, even if it has been promised to her older brother, Louis, should he ever decide to settle down. 'She belonged to the house,' van der Wouden writes, 'in the sense that she had nothing else, no other life than the house, but the house, by itself, did not belong to her.'
Isabel's younger brother, Hendrik, lives with his French Algerian partner, Sebastian, in genteel secrecy. Louis is more interested in dating a series of interchangeable women than in his inheritance, and when he brings Eva, his latest girlfriend, to dinner at the start of the novel, Isabel dismisses her as 'pretty in a way men thought women ought to be pretty'. Eva strikes her as superficial and uninteresting, with her badly dyed hair, cheap skirts and calculated persona - just 'an actress in a bad play'. When Louis is called away to Brighton for a month-long conference (which seems a little excessive), Eva asks to move into the family home. Reluctantly, Isabel agrees. But she quickly grows suspicious of her new houseguest, particularly when household objects - which have taken on a totemic significance since her mother's death - start to go missing.
The rest of the novel unspools in a satisfying if not entirely unpredictable way, and it would be unfair to say too much about what happens next. Much of its pleasure depends on the tension between Isabel's more paranoid interpretation of events and what we gradually infer to be the truth of the situation. Eva, for her part, tries to encourage Isabel out of herself: she should try kissing Johan; perhaps they might surprise the locals by going out for a meal together. Isabel's slow succumbing to these experiences, which she has resisted for so long, are one way her suspicions are challenged.
Van der Wouden was born in Israel and moved to the Netherlands when she was ten. She has described the isolation she felt after emigrating and the antisemitism she experienced. She was told that she looked like Anne Frank (her response was to refuse to read the diary). The Safekeep was written in English, a decision that might reflect this sense of alienation. It's an effective performance: van der Wouden's prose is considered and controlled, with the occasional jolt - such as when Isabel looks at herself in a mirror, her 'face red, mouth like a violence', or when she describes the 'pomp' of a dog's coat. Dutch words function as spots of colour, especially when they can't easily be pronounced by English readers. It's a nice touch to have Hendrik move to Scheveningen, a seaside town whose name was used during the war to catch German spies (they struggled with the Dutch 'sch').
Another stylistic tic is van der Wouden's fondness for sentence fragments, often joined with comma splices: 'Opened it for him, still in her palm'; 'The sea pushed into the streets, the smell of salt'; 'Isabel looked at him, hoped he wouldn't elaborate.' At times this suggests urgency or uncertainty, as though the narrator might be jotting down notes towards a scene, never quite connecting the dots on our behalf. This fragmentary style is shared by Eva, in diary entries that form a section near the end of the book ('her leg hairs through her pantyhose', reads one sentence), indicating that she may have had a hand in what's come before.
The novel's hesitancy allows van der Wouden to be suggestive when she might otherwise be explicit. The third-person narration sticks closely to Isabel's point of view but that doesn't mean we can be sure what she's thinking. Later in the novel Hendrik and Sebastian come to visit, and go swimming with Isabel and Eva in a lake formed by the crater of a bomb dropped during the war. Afterwards, Sebastian and Eva flirt while Isabel and her brother look on. Eva and Sebastian, the narrator notes, look different from the other people swimming in the lake: 'darker-skinned, more defined. Sharp. Nose, chin. Italian youths, perhaps, if one were not to look too closely.' When a rainstorm comes in and the four take shelter in a hotel, Sebastian is made to pay for their drinks in advance. 'Isabel knew what she'd thought when she first met Sebastian. Foreign had been the word. She hadn't wanted him in her house. She hadn't wanted him touching her things. She knew, too, what she thought of Eva when she first saw her.'
Very few people in the novel acknowledge the war, though there are occasional glimpses of it. At one point Isabel remembers her mother telling her not to peer through the windows of the Jewish tailor's shop in town. She visits an aunt who serves cake on plates 'borrowed' from a Jewish neighbour during the war and never returned. 'No one ever knows anything in this country,' Eva writes in her diary. 'No one knows where they live, who did what, who went where. Everything is a mystery.'
The war is not the only - perhaps not even the most important - form of repression driving the novel. Van der Wouden teaches erotic writing, and The Safekeep is unabashedly sexy. Repressed desire thrums under nearly every paragraph: the cheapness of Eva's clothes, her peroxide hair, her clipped fingernails, even the clumsy attentions of Johan, take on an ambiguous sexual charge. Writing about sex is difficult and doing it well involves maintaining a balance between cliche and defamiliarisation. How many ways are there to describe a kiss or an orgasm? It's in those moments that van der Wouden's sentence fragments really earn their keep: 'She smelled the wine on his breath, knew it was on her breath, too. She was shaking all over, couldn't stop it. The doorpost pressed into her back. She could only see the blond sweep of his lashes, the way his nose pulled his Cupid's bow up, kept his mouth open.'
In a recent essay in Backstory, van der Wouden pointed out that much of the best erotic writing isn't about sex. The Safekeep's descriptions of eating and drinking are charged with as much latent eroticism as anything else in the novel. In a memorable scene, Eva gives Isabel a pear:
There was no way of eating it in silence - the sounds it made, the wet. Isabel ate through the whole thing: the flesh and stick and pits and core ... She made sure nothing was left of it, as though it had never been given in the first place. Her arms were dripping. Wet all around her mouth. She had to wash her face in the basin afterward. The spot on her skirt where the fruit had stained remained throughout the day, a cloying brush to the back of her hand.

Bad erotica trades primarily in metaphor - the train going into a tunnel isn't just a train going into a tunnel - but here the metaphor almost collapses in on itself. Eva (the name is significant) the temptress, offering fruit; the innocent Isabel discovering its pleasures, almost against her will.
One of van der Wouden's boldest choices is to use the same language to yoke together different kinds of repression: Hendrik and Sebastian's necessary secrecy; Isabel's wariness of her own desires; society's silence about its wartime guilt. And there's Eva, unsure what she wants from the situation she finds herself in (or manipulates herself into). It's the audacity of this move that drives the novel.
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Diary
Dani Garavelli

3606 wordsIgrew up  in the seaside town of Prestwick, on the West Coast of Scotland. In its heyday, Prestwick was a haven for workers from the shipyards and factories, who would travel 'doon the watter' by paddle steamer or train for the Glasgow Fair, the fortnight in July when all the city's industries shut down. At one end of the promenade stood the bathing lake: an Olympic standard open-air swimming pool, the biggest in Scotland, with a copper dome, colonnaded pavilion and high diving board. Three thousand spectators could look down on galas, diving exhibitions and fireworks displays from its stone amphitheatre. There were also beauty contests, with girls in bikinis and white stilettos parading in front of men in suits and their wives in fake pearls and cat eye sunglasses.
At night, the bustle switched to the town centre. The Picture House, known as the bug hut, was built in the silver screen rush of the 1920s and offered cheap seats on backless steel benches. The 1060-seater Broadway, which opened in April 1935, was more upmarket. Designed by Alister MacDonald, son of Ramsay, it had pink and yellow carpets and ceiling vents decorated with gold camels. Between the wars, Glasgow had the largest number of cinema seats per capita in Europe. The Broadway's first manager, W.V. Gillgan, fed the hunger for escape by transforming the cinema foyer for each new movie. For Cherry Kearton's Big Game of Life, he shipped in a selection of stuffed animals, including an alligator and 'two fine species of monkey'. 'Mr Gillgan caused considerable amusement,' the Kinematograph Weekly reported, 'by placing a large bone - borrowed from a nearby butcher - in the gaping jaws of the alligator.' For Albert Rogell's Air Hawks, the vestibule was filled with an 'impressive array of valves, switches, coils [and] transformers' and the doormen were dressed in flying kit. 'Fourteen instructors and eleven of the ground staff of the newly opened Prestwick Flying School witnessed the show as guests of the management.'
The Picture House closed in 1957 and the Broadway in 1966 (though there was a short-lived attempt to revive it a decade later). By the time I was old enough to visit, the bathing lake had been turned into a seal sanctuary. Glaswegians went to Prestwick to catch jets taking them abroad. In 1972, the year the swimming pool closed, my family followed the herd to Majorca. The Broadway was converted into a bingo hall, then a squash court and amusement arcade. I spent hours pushing coins into the penny falls, until in 1984, the year I turned seventeen and UK cinema attendances hit rock bottom, I moved to Glasgow.
But my mother still lives in Prestwick, so I noticed when posters went up on the disused Broadway building, charting attempts to restore it as a working cinema. Last year, Friends of the Broadway Prestwick, which had secured a grant to bring the building into community ownership, opened the foyer to the public. The octagonal ticket booth was still standing, gift-wrapped in chrome ribbons. The project development officer, Kyle Macfarlane, pointed out to me the red and black Art Deco floor that had been hidden beneath a damp grey carpet and deciphered the mysterious indentations as marks made by high heels. Behind a cordon, I glimpsed the bottom of a grand staircase. Macfarlane explained that while the stalls had been converted into squash courts and the foyer into an amusement arcade, the balcony, cafe and projection room had been sealed since the cinema showed its last film - One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest - in November 1976.
When Gary Painter and Gordon Barr, who run the Scottish Cinemas and Theatres website, were allowed into the building in 2005, two years after the leisure centre closed, it seemed as if 'the projectionists had simply thrown dust sheets over the projectors and closed the doors.' The letters that had once spelled out 'BROADWAY' on the facade were stacked in a corner and there was a huge pile of documents - letters, bills, film listings, accounts - in the projectionists' office. They asked the owner, a local hospitality company called Buzzworks, if they could keep the documents, and bundled them into Gary's car.
Buzzworks was hoping to turn the Broadway into a hotel and nightclub. But planning permission was refused and the building lay empty until five years ago, when the company was approached by Friends of the Broadway. Buzzworks gave the group a licence to occupy the building and a six-figure discount on the selling price. In April 2023, Friends of the Broadway became the legal occupants of the building. Weather and vandals had taken their toll, but the firm commissioned to undertake the restoration work, Burrell Foley Fischer (BFF), says that with adequate funding the building could be returned to its original pomp.
BFF has already restored the Picture House in Campbeltown, a rare example of an 'atmospheric cinema', designed to replicate the experience of watching a film outside. The hazy clouds drifting across its ceiling have been repainted and the plasterwork houses on either side of the proscenium repaired. 'The Campbeltown Picture House was 80 per cent intact,' BFF's managing director, Faye Davies, told me. 'The Broadway is in a worse state. There have been some detrimental interventions [such as the building of the squash courts] ... and there has been damage to the fabric of the building through water ingress ... luckily there is plenty of documentation to tell us how it once looked.' The cinema's two 35mm Gaumont-Kalee Type 20 projectors, abandoned in situ when the cinema closed, are in good enough condition to be returned to use, alongside a modern digital projector.
Alister MacDonald inherited his father's pacifism and spent the later part of the First World War as an orderly in northern France. After the war he studied architecture in London and then took a job as a clerk of works at the Plaza Paramount in Piccadilly, which had ornate Renaissance-style plasterwork and a Wurlitzer organ. The Plaza opened in 1926, the year before The Jazz Singer, the first feature-length film with synchronised speech, came out (as Al Jolson says, 'You ain't heard nothin' yet'). MacDonald realised that talkies were the next big thing and in 1930 went to research buildings and sound insulation in New York and LA. There is a photograph of him with Charlie Chaplin, both dressed in dinner suits, their foreheads almost touching as they share a joke, and another with Mary Pickford that made the front cover of the Tatler.
MacDonald went on to design picture houses all over the UK, including the 'news cinemas' in Victoria and Waterloo stations. He died in 1993. Surprisingly little has been written about him, and what there is focuses on his role in the St Paul's Watch, a group of volunteers who protected the cathedral from bombing raids during the Blitz. Only one of the cinemas he designed is still showing films: the Moray Playhouse in Elgin, which opened in 1932. You can still see the hallmarks of MacDonald's style: a stepped ceiling with circular house lights surrounded by petals; fluted shell-shaped lights cascading from ceramic foliage, each one smaller than the last, like drops of water shooting skywards. The Broadway, which opened three years later, was given a symmetrical Art Deco facade, with a recessed three-storey tower flanked by gracefully curved two-storey wings. Doors at the back of the foyer led to the rear stalls, with a grand staircase on the right ascending to the balcony. Wall lights brightened the dark wood panelling of the lower walls and made the gold flecks on the upper walls sparkle. To the right of the upstairs foyer was the cafe, its windows looking over Main Street through the central tower. On its inside wall was a hand-painted scroll featuring the famous couplet from 'To a Louse' by Robert Burns: 'O wad some power the giftie gie us/To see oursels as ithers see us.'
The documents Barr and Painter rescued from the Broadway are now in the Moving Image Archive in Glasgow's Kelvin Hall, once the home of the city's annual carnival and circus and later its transport museum. My children's favourite part of the museum was the recreation of a cobbled 1938 street, complete with fruit store, fashion outfitter, fishmonger, pub and a Regal cinema. Most of these were just shopfronts, but you could walk into the Regal, 'buy' a ticket and take a seat in front of a small screen. The transport museum has since been rehoused and the Kelvin Hall is a strange combination of leisure centre and museum collections. When I visited in March, three large folders were waiting for me on a trolley. The earliest documents are from 1939. In July, the Broadway manager James Ross received a letter about the Landlord and Tenant War Damage Act, which laid out the rights of those whose premises were hit by enemy action. Soon, the projectionists left to fight, returning to their positions when the war ended.
In August 1947 there was a visit from the Hollywood star Vivian Blaine. Ross spent PS1 2/- on streamers and PS3 15/- on hiring a van and loud hailer for three days. Blaine sent advance notice that 'no autographs will be given.' The following year the Eldorado Ice Cream company wrote to say it had been forced to adjust its allocation of 'Happicups' due to the continuing shortage of ingredients. The thrift of the era is evident in the number of customers filing claims for dresses torn by nails on the seats.
In the 1950s, the Broadway flourished and the films became more daring. Movies shown include Adam and Eve - Christiane Martel's hair was only just long enough to cover her nipples - and She Demons, in which scantily clad women, this time with fangs, were again laying waste to a (tropical) paradise. Yet in 1959 the manager was warned by head office that 'under no circumstances' should an advertisement titled 'A Happy Family Is a Planned Family' be shown.
The logs charting the movies screened and takings received become increasingly despondent through the 1960s. 'We are getting too many British films at the weekend,' an entry from December 1961 records: Scottish audiences preferred American films. Later that year, the managing director sent a list of forthcoming attractions to offset rumours that the Broadway was about to close. 'I would suggest you get a large board made to announce to your patrons that you have these films coming.' But the decline continued. In October 1964: 'Goldfinger showing at the Odeon in Ayr and our business suffered accordingly.' By then, Mondays and Tuesdays had been given over to bingo; and in 1966 the Broadway's days as a cinema were over.
My own moviegoing began in the Ayr Odeon, the more upmarket of the town's two remaining cinemas. It was there I saw my first film, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. In those days, the Odeon had one screen. A few years after I left for university, it was split into three smaller screens and a few years later a fourth was added. The cinema staggered on through Covid, then shut in June 2023, before opening in March this year as the Astoria (part of a small group of cinemas, mainly in former holiday destinations). Its 1970s rival, the Orient, became a bingo hall in 1983, and then a nightclub, but has been empty for more than a decade.
Cliff Baillie grew up in Ayr, where his parents had a bed and breakfast. In the summer, he would be sent to stay with his grandparents in Helensburgh. They ran the town's cinema, La Scala, and Baillie spent most of his evenings watching the movies. After his grandparents retired in the 1970s, he continued hanging around the Odeon on Saturdays, the day the film billings were changed. 'I got talking to the doorman who introduced me to the manager,' Baillie told me. 'In those days, the films' titles were advertised in big letters which hung from bars on the front of the canopy. Soon, I was holding the ladder as the lettering was changed, and not long after that, I was up the ladder and changing it myself.'
In the 1970s and 1980s, Rank and ABC had a duopoly on film distribution. The Odeon was owned by Rank and showed only Rank releases, while the Orient showed films released by ABC. This meant the Odeon got Star Wars, for example, while the Orient got Grease. Though cinemas benefited from the fact that it took five years for a new film to be shown on television, there was a strict pecking order. 'Everyone thinks Star Wars came out in 1977,' Baillie said. 'In the US it came out in May 1977, but in Britain it was released on 26 December 1977, when it was shown in two London cinemas. In January 1978, it was shown in the big Scottish cities. Ayr finally got it in April.'
When Baillie turned sixteen, the manager offered him a summer job, then a weekend job, then a full-time job. With cinema on the slide, even his grandparents cautioned him against taking it. Too late. Baillie watched as cinemas across the country became sports centres or wedding venues, while those that remained were chopped up into smaller screens, often on the cheap. 'That's what happened in Ayr,' he told me. 'They simply dropped a wall from the circle downwards and then divided what they had behind that into two more cinemas. There was no soundproofing: you could quite often hear the film in the neighbouring auditorium.'
Cinema visits bottomed out at 54 million in 1984 (they had peaked at 1.6 billion in 1946). The following year, the US company AMC opened the UK's first purpose-built multiplex, in Milton Keynes. By then the duopoly was over. In the next decade, the number of screens in the UK rose by around five hundred, and cinema attendances to almost a hundred million. The new multiplexes were often found in out-of-town shopping centres. The selling points were obvious: increased choice, better snacks and superior technology. Many of the smaller cinemas didn't survive the arrival of these monoliths. Yet, 'even in the 1990s, there was over-saturation, with too many companies setting up in the same places and fighting for a finite market,' according to Baillie. 'And while an old traditional cinema might be on land it owned or leased at a very low price, the multiplexes had signed up to 25-year leases on prime sites.' Technology was moving quickly, with better home TVs, DVD players, and then laptops and streaming services. To lure customers from their armchairs required cinemas to become much cheaper - and so appeal to the young - or to offer something more luxurious, closer to the exoticism of the earliest cinemas. Everyman cinemas, with sofas and table service, started appearing across the country in the early 2000s, forcing struggling Odeons to reduce capacity, introduce recliner seats and call themselves Odeon Luxe.
Baillie stopped working for Odeon in 2015. Before the pandemic, he managed the Parkway Beverley, one of a small chain of independent cinemas in Yorkshire. The key, he said, was to know your audience. 'While your youth would go to see the latest blockbuster at the flashy Cineworld six miles down the road, the older local population would flock to the Parkway for Belfast or Poor Things or Wicked Little Letters.' In 2007, Parkway restored a derelict cinema in Barnsley. A thirteen-screen Cineworld opened across the road in 2022, but the Parkway has survived so far. 'With Ghostbusters, they thought: "It's an old building, let's offer a Ghostbuster tour before the movie," and it sold out,' Baillie said. 'People are faithful to them because they are seen as part of the town.'
Several other Art Deco cinemas were restored around the same time, including the Tyneside Cinema in Newcastle, the Hippodrome in Bo'ness and the Birks in Aberfeldy. These projects have dual roles: to preserve a piece of civic history and offer something to the community. Many of them look to their heritage for inspiration. The Hippodrome in Bo'ness, for example, runs an annual silent film festival with musicians providing accompaniment. The nostalgia that fuelled the vinyl revival has also fuelled a resurgence of interest in analogue film, which some of these cinemas are able to show on their old projectors. Such is the interest in older forms that even some new films, such as Christopher Nolan's Oppenheimer, are being released on 70 mm film.
It's difficult to quantify the economic impact of local independent cinemas, but in 2016 a report by Regional Screen Scotland found that on a typical night, 78 per cent of customers would spend PS12 or more at the venue or in the vicinity, while 37 per cent would spend more than PS20. When Covid arrived, independent cinemas were eligible for government bailouts, while the multiplexes - with their long, expensive leases - were not. Then, as the pandemic eased, the Hollywood writers' strike began, leaving multiplexes without enough movies to fill their screens. Cineworld went through bankruptcy proceedings in the US to restructure its debt; AMC is hovering on the brink. The independent sector was affected too. Some have lowered prices; the Edinburgh Filmhouse closed in 2022, although it hopes to reopen next year. But new independents continue to open and venerable buildings to be renovated: the Electric Palace in Harwich, the UK's oldest cinema, which opened in 1911 (and closed in 1956), and Leeds Hyde Park Picture House both reopened recently after major restoration work. The Strand in Belfast is currently undergoing a PS6.5 million refurbishment and there are plans to restore the Art Deco Auchterarder Picturehouse.
One bright May morning, I took a walk along Prestwick's Main Street with Hugh Hunter, an independent councillor. Hunter moved to the town from Glasgow in 1986 when it was at its lowest ebb. Things are better now: the esplanade has been resurfaced and though there is a spattering of vacant sites, the cafe and restaurants are busy. Wright's, an independent hardware shop, has been trading since 1947. The park beside Prestwick Cross is as neatly landscaped and vibrant with blooms as it is in old postcards. Hunter said the catalyst for Prestwick's revival was the opening by Buzzworks of a restaurant called Elliots in 2003; it now runs 21 bars and restaurants in the area. Colin Blair, the chairman of Buzzworks, told me that they wanted to see the Broadway restored 'primarily because it will be good for the town and its residents. Of course, if the Broadway makes the Main Street more popular ... if some of those who go to the cinema spend money in our premises, then it's a win-win situation.'
That afternoon, I returned to the cinema. A few days earlier, trustees and supporters had gathered in the foyer for the official handover of the keys. I was being given a tour by Macfarlane and Guy Walker, chair of Friends of the Broadway and the cinema's chief projectionist. Walker teaches at Heriot-Watt University, but for several years he was the projectionist at the Tivoli in Dorset, one of the first old cinemas to be restored, in 1993. 'The gun shop next door had used the auditorium as a firing range,' he told me. 'Just think,' Macfarlane whispered as we climbed up the secondary staircase (the grand staircase is still out of commission). 'Everything you see from this point on has been hidden from the public for almost half a century.' The balcony foyer had dark wood panelling, a wall ashtray (complete with old cigarette butts) and I could see the faded first line of the Burns couplet. The cafe, which will house a small museum, had green floral wallpaper, a mirrored clock, a dumb waiter and - a wonderful surprise - rows of raised golden pyramids below the cornicing.
A metal staircase led up to the projection booth. Macfarlane pointed out the marks caused by film cases banging against the wall as the projectionists struggled to navigate the narrow space. In the booth, the two projectors still stood facing the small glass portals, as though they might whirr into action at any moment. Two racks of old film reels stood next to a row of giant levers (to control the house lighting), and there was an internal phone with oversized receiver and an old record player with a broken LP of Les Baxter and his orchestra playing the theme tune from Helen of Troy.
Walker described the pleasing ritual involved in showing old films. 'At the Tivoli, a funny little man in an old Austin Maestro van would drop off the reels, and I would lug them up the stairs,' he told me. 'Then I'd put on my white gloves and do a print inspection on the rewind bench before stitching it together with the splicing machines. It was all about presentation: getting the curtain movements spot-on, and the lighting fades and the music - all the tangible things that make a difference.' He showed me the carbon rods used by the film projector. 'The reason Lawrence of Arabia and The Sound of Music look so beautiful is that you have this carbon-arc light shining through a Technicolor film and you get all these rich skin tones.'
We climbed back down and went onto the balcony. The seats had been removed and the hulking frame of the squash courts below broke up the great sweep down to the proscenium. The auditorium - described on opening night as 'stone and flame with flashes of red and blue' - was now a lurid purple. But this didn't detract from the thrill of seeing it, or of imagining what it could become.
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