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Debout!
  I wonder about T.J. Clark's choice of Pierre Bourdieu as a foil for Frantz Fanon (LRB, 26 September). Clark mentions Bourdieu's referring, in an  interview, to Fanon's 'irresponsibility', and goes so far as to call Bourdieu a 'boor', in contrast to Fanon's 'real' readers, such as Hannah Arendt.
  The interview in question took place in the context of the 'black decade' in Algeria, from 1992 to 2002, when between 44,000 and 200,000 people were killed. This period represented the bitter coda  to the optimism of the Algerian revolution of 1954-62. It may have been partly Bourdieu's reflection on such losses that led him to accentuate his distance from Fanon. But it is also true that  Bourdieu had from the early 1960s been critical of Fanon's view that the peasantry would be the sole or main revolutionary force.
  Bourdieu, who was himself conscripted to Algeria, was a noted advocate for the colonised Algerians and critic of colonial anthropologists; he ended his first book, The Algerians (1958),  with a revolutionary song. Although he opposed some of the National Liberation Army's methods, he and his Algerian colleagues - including Abdelmalek Sayad, Mouloud Mammeri and Mouloud Feraoun -  fully supported the decolonial struggle. Feraoun, a lycee headteacher, was killed by the OAS, and Bourdieu himself had to flee, late one night, having discovered he was on the French army's red  list.
  Both Bourdieu and Sayad, like Fanon, favoured a socialist revolution in Algeria. They wrote an article together in 1964 about the need to avoid the bureaucratic deformation of the revolution. Vital  to this, they argued, was the creation of radical educational programmes that would not alienate the peasantry: tools that would counter the 'demagoguery' and hierarchical centralisation that both  they, and Fanon, feared. However, in Bourdieu's view the peasantry - especially dispossessed ex-peasants, forced to hawk goods or search for work in the cities - might be absolutely impoverished  but often didn't attribute their alienation to social causes. Instead they perceived magical reasons for their bad fortune and nurtured magical hopes for its redress. What's more, the 'empeasanted  peasants', still living on the land, often did not see the scarcity of agricultural work as unemployment, and tended to adopt a traditional cyclical view of life and of the future. Thus for  Bourdieu it was the urban working classes, especially those who had gained permanent work and a regular wage, who would be able to embark on what he called a 'rational revolution'. They had a  longer temporal perspective on the potential future (the 'a venir') than empeasanted peasants or shantytown dwellers with precarious employment.
  Clark seems to imply that Bourdieu's comments on Fanon sprang simply from moralistic individualism, but they are better viewed as part of an anti-colonial radical humanism. Much later, implacably  antagonistic to the 'bankers' realism' of neoliberalism, he would appeal for a 'reasoned utopia'.


Bridget Fowler

				Glasgow
			
T.J. Clark writes: This is an excellent summary of Bourdieu's position on Algeria. But whenever has a sociologist not found the peasantry wanting as a force for revolutionary change? It's always the urban working class that is called on to do the job. If we're wringing our hands at the human cost of peasant resistance to the FLN state in Algeria, as we should, then it seems fair also to count the cost, starting in tens of millions, of revolutions propelled (or that's the story, at least) by the proletariat. Oh, but it's always because the proletariat was 'nascent', surrounded by peasants who didn't know their own good. As for personal judgments, I'm happy to substitute something more malevolent for 'boor' in Bourdieu's case. Coming at the moment it did - in comfortable retrospect, Fanon long dead, the French thinking classes absolved of their support of the French state's torture technocracy - Bourdieu's comment on The Wretched of the Earth still strikes me as loathsome.





Behind Closed Doors
  Clare Jackson writes that Susan Doran, in From Tudor to Stuart, is concerned not with 'how James's English self diverged from his Scottish one, but with the ways in which he differed - or  didn't - from Elizabeth' (LRB, 26 September). Little is said, however, about one of the fundamental differences between Elizabeth and James, namely  gender. The novelty of two female monarchs, Mary and Elizabeth, in succession necessitated a structural change in English politics. For dignity's sake, the bedchamber became impermeable, and thus  apolitical, giving ministers more unofficial autonomy and ensuring that all royal business was conducted in the form of public-facing pageant. Such changes did not occur in Scotland, where at a  young age James inherited an informal, flexible political system of favourites and personal relationships, centred on the king's own apartments. Indeed, as James often could not afford his  attendants' wages, access to the royal person in private could be bought remarkably easily. The imposition of James's male, Scottish brand of personal politics on an English political class which  had not known it for two generations should not be overlooked as a cause of the rifts between the two sides. It is an irony that perhaps the most extravagant royal project of Robert Cecil, the man  who benefited most from the dislocation of politics from the bedchamber, was Theobalds House, which was intended for Elizabeth and incorporated into its architectural scheme a marked separation of  private life from public grandeur. James, however, mainly preferred to spend his time in hunting lodges, notably the converted public houses at Royston and Newmarket, built in the Scottish manner,  with cramped, shared spaces for the king and his closest favourites.


Ted Smethurst

				Peterhouse, Cambridge
			


Age of Hypochondriacs
  Assessing the impact of the Antonine Plague under Emperor Commodus (177-92 CE), Josephine Quinn states  that 'rebellion against Roman forces gathered pace from Sparta to Egypt' (LRB, 15 August). The reference seems to be to a Spartan inscription of the time  mentioning hoi neoterismoi. This would indicate a civil disturbance in provincial Sparta, serious certainly, but not known to be anti-Roman - as opposed, for example, to a municipal riot.  There were no 'Roman forces' in Antonine Greece, an 'unarmed' province. Sparta was a Roman success story, acquiescent and heaped with favours by an imperial regime admiring of its martial  traditions. Self-styled Spartan descendants of Heracles and Brasidas now sat in the Roman Senate and commanded Roman legions.


Tony Spawforth

				Brighton
			


Are you being served?
  Like Rosemary Hill, I too miss Fenwick's store at Bond Street and lament the passing of so many 'high street titans' (LRB, 26 September). In the early  1990s when I was researching the rise of modern retail I set myself the task of working out which had been the first department store. My friend and fellow social historian John Walton was at the  same time on a quest to discover the first fish and chip shop. We both narrowed the search to two possibilities. John found a shop in the East End which opened at the same time as one in the North,  and I turned up Kendal, Milne & Faulkner in Manchester and Bainbridge's in Newcastle, both of which opened in 1838. Bainbridge's got there a few weeks before Kendal's and, being a Geordie, I  was happy to give the title to the Newcastle store. Both were what I called 'proto-department stores' in that they had four or more separate categories of goods and deployed the revolutionary  innovation of clearly marked prices. But they were rather stuffy places. Female customers were met at the door and chaperoned by a male floorwalker. It was difficult in these circumstances to enjoy  the shopping experience and browsing was discouraged: Gordon Selfridge recalled being told to ''op it' by a floor manager when he tried to wander round a well-known London establishment during a  research visit.
  Aristide Boucicaut's Bon Marche made the real breakthrough in the development of the grands magasins by emulating the 1855 Exposition Universelle, where getting lost among the crowds while  being visually bombarded by the clearly priced, dramatically displayed items provided an exciting new experience. The Bon Marche gave this phantasmagorical world a permanent home, which customers  could enter unaccompanied and roam freely, fantasising over goods displayed in glazed atria - 'democratic luxury', as Zola put it, housed in 'cathedrals of commerce'. No matter if you didn't buy  anything: you were sure to see something that would excite a new desire and inspire a return visit.
  British store owners were horrified by this new retail form, afraid that the lower classes might come through the doors and unwilling to lose control over the customer (no doubt the floorwalkers  were also worried about losing their commission). The new ideas weren't adopted until the young Fenwick brothers returned to Newcastle from an internship in Paris and transformed the family's dress  shop on Northumberland Street into Britain's first venue dedicated to 'democratic luxury'. Selfridge's opened on Oxford Street a few years later, contributing to the evolution of the department  store with the introduction of dramatic, artistic window displays, an idea borrowed from Frank Baum, the author of The Wizard of Oz, with his glass store on State Street in Chicago.
  Today, the majority of the empty hulks on the high street are either former chains such as BHS and Littlewoods, or the department store groups that adopted a uniform, corporate style which quickly  tired, such as Debenhams and the House of Fraser. Some department stores may survive, in particular those with a sense of the retail principles appropriate to their genre and a strong connection to  their local markets: Jarrolds in Norwich, for example, or Barkers in Northallerton. In Newcastle, Fenwick's white marble flagship, with five large floors, still dominates Northumberland Street -  and it still employs window dressers.


Bill Lancaster

				Loddon, Norfolk
			


Doubting Thomas
  Barbara Newman writes that Doubting Thomas was 'allowed to penetrate Christ's open wound with his finger' (LRB, 26 September). Glenn Most, in his book  about Thomas from 2005, explores the mismatch between the conventional iconography, in which Thomas touches the wound, and the text of the Bible, in which Thomas initially says that he will believe  only if he can touch Christ's wounds; but then, when Christ shows him his wound and invites him to touch it, Thomas makes his statement of belief - 'My Lord and my God!' - without having to touch  after all.


David Zeitlyn

				Oxford
			


On Hospitality
Jonathan Ree, tracing the etymology of the word 'host', lists a variety of words in modern English that derive from the Latin hospes: 'host', 'guest', 'stranger', 'friend', as well as the more contradictory 'enemy' (LRB, 10 October). However, I understand that the word 'hostage' is not etymologically related to 'host', but rather to the Latin obsidatus (condition of being held).


Michael Allen

				Lewes, East Sussex
			


Not Quite Anyone
  Sacha Levey suggests that 'under the Marriage and Civil Partnership (Minimum Age) Act 2022 ... you can no longer marry anyone under eighteen' in the UK (Letters, 26  September). Aye ye can! Just take the high road to Scotland and you will find folk can marry at sixteen and vote (for independence).


Thom Cross

				Carluke, South Lanarkshire
			






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n20/letters
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Disturbers of the Peace
Sheila Fitzpatrick

4788 wordsSoviet dissidents  saw things differently from those around them and asserted their right to do so. This was a phenomenon of the post-Stalin period, and specifically of the second half of the 1960s and the 1970s: the aftermath of Khrushchev's Thaw, which happens to be the period in which I first encountered the Soviet Union as a British exchange student in Moscow. Naturally their dissenting opinions tended to be unpopular with their fellow citizens. Equally naturally, given the Cold War, the opposite was true in the West, where they were greatly admired.
I had my own dissenting opinion about the dissidents back then: I thought they were an annoying distraction. This was in part a reaction to the uncritical publicity Soviet dissidents received in the Western press, where they were seen as heroes and moral exemplars, and more broadly to the Cold War, which generated both the publicity and the aura of sanctity. As a graduate student in Soviet history at St Antony's, Oxford's 'spy college', I saw some of the Western myth-making close up. But my attitude was also formed by personal experience. I was brought up in Australia, where my father - a bohemian intellectual who reflexively opposed the government on any issue of free speech - had invented the professional dissident role for himself. In his case that meant shunning paid employment in favour of unpaid freelance 'civil liberties' (what we would now call human rights) activity, much of it conducted in the pub. I therefore grew up with a strong feeling that dissidence, morally admirable though it might appear, was basically a lifestyle choice, fun for natural troublemakers but tough on their families. When I first went to Moscow, in 1966, it was with a firm determination to avoid the two categories of locals easiest for a foreigner to meet: dissidents on the one hand, KGB informers on the other.
Given these prejudices, it's lucky that it was not I but the fair-minded Benjamin Nathans who set out to write the history of Soviet dissidents. He likes them, but stays this side of idolatry. Their appeal as oddballs with strong, if not always logical, convictions and an instinctive resistance to authority is clear from his account, but he also recognises that their moral stands were often impractical. For people who represented themselves as democrats, they had a striking lack of interest in or regard for the views of ordinary people, and their sometimes mischievous baiting of the powers that be could be seen as both elitist and childish. Nathans presents his gallery of dissidents as idiosyncratic characters with disparate views and concerns, often larger than life, with a self-confidence and contempt for conformity and its agents that might seem surprising in the context of the society they came from. His claims for their long-term historical significance are modest (even as he devotes almost eight hundred pages to their story). Since they despised politics, they never achieved or tried to achieve any kind of political organisation, so that even during Gorbachev's perestroika, under a leader who - unlike any of his predecessors - actually shared some of their ideas, they played only a minor role. With the collapse of the Soviet Union (and, along with it, the Soviet intelligentsia, of which they were an offshoot), the dissidents disappeared from the historical scene. As of 2013, Nathans reports, fewer than one in five Russians polled by an independent agency recognised any of the dissidents' names.
If a Western public had been polled, particularly those of a certain age, the results would surely have been different. Even if you leave out Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, who might be called the greatest of all Soviet dissidents had he not disclaimed all connection with the movement, the names retain some of their resonance. Some of the dissidents were famous largely for being famous in contemporary Western media coverage. But the physicist Andrei Sakharov was a genuine high achiever in his field who had a well worked-out human rights message. General Petr Grigorenko was a professor at a military academy. Pavel Litvinov, grandson of Maxim, Stalin's foreign minister, had a famous relative, as did Petr Yakir, son of the military commander Iona Yakir, and Alexander Esenin-Volpin, son of the poet Sergei Esenin, whose suicide was one of the Moscow sensations of the 1920s. Mathematicians, including Volpin and Natan Sharansky, a Jewish former chess prodigy who would later become an important figure in Israeli politics, were over-represented, as were physicists. Lev Kopelev, a Communist journalist, was unusual in that his troubles with the regime (for associating with party Oppositionists) went back to the 1920s. Andrei Amalrik and Vladimir Bukovsky were both expelled from Moscow State University, the former for challenging conventional wisdom in his history dissertation, the latter for criticising the Soviet youth organization, the Komsomol. Amalrik's Will the Soviet Union Survive until 1984? (1970) was a bestseller in the Anglophone world, and many other books by dissidents - Sakharov's Thoughts on Progress, Peaceful Coexistence and Intellectual Freedom (1968); Kopelev's Education of a True Believer (1978); Bukovsky's To Build a Castle: My Life as a Dissident (1978) - were translated, widely reviewed and popular with book clubs, making Soviet dissident writing a significant subgenre of non-fiction publishing in the US and UK throughout the 1970s.
The dissidents are sometimes seen as heirs to the radical tradition of the pre-revolutionary Russian intelligentsia. Nathans questions this, noting that, unlike their 19th-century predecessors, they had no interest in 'going to the people', either to enlighten them or to rally their support for a political cause. (This applies particularly to the early Moscow dissidents meeting round kitchen tables - Lyudmila Alexeyeva, Volpin, Yuli Daniel and his then wife Larisa Bogoraz and the like. The nationalist non-Russians who joined the movement later, including Crimean Tatars and Ukrainians, were more interested and successful in reaching a wider domestic public.) Under the old Russian empire, the radicals and revolutionaries who challenged the autocratic regime usually did so under the banner of socialism, but they won the applause of European liberals even so. Soviet dissidents, similarly, were often seen as 'anti-Soviet' opponents of the regime, not least by the KGB, which was endlessly exasperated by their ability to garner sympathetic attention in the West. Yet Nathans argues strongly for the dissidents' essential Sovietness. The first generation to be born and educated in Soviet times, they accepted (though without any keen interest) the basic 'socialist' institutions of Soviet society: national health, free education, emancipation of women, nationalised industry. They did not aim to overthrow the Soviet regime, and (at least initially) rejected the 'anti-Soviet' label. What tended to arouse their indignation were blatant violations or hypocritical invocations of the Soviet ideology they had been taught to respect. For many, personal exposure to injustice played a role. Some, like Yakir, were the children of privileged parents whose security suddenly evaporated when their fathers were arrested in the Great Purges. Others, like Litvinov, came from Jewish families whose long-standing Soviet commitments and established status within the Soviet intelligentsia were shockingly called into question by the antisemitic campaign of Stalin's last years.
The dissidents' questioning of established Soviet truths itself had Soviet roots. Many had come of age in the period after Khrushchev's 'secret speech' of 1956, when citizen critiques of Soviet society and the Stalinist legacy were not just permitted but almost required. A whole cohort of young people experienced the allure of passionate 'truth-telling' in groups of the like-minded. The regime's priorities shifted after Brezhnev took office in 1964, with social and political critique no longer encouraged (though not definitively discouraged). But not everybody was ready to join the chorus of conformists. Much of the Soviet intelligentsia was appalled by the invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, and some signed public letters condemning it. When this had adverse consequences at work for individual 'signers', most drew in their horns. But for others, it was the first step along the not yet defined path of dissidence.
In Nathans's account, personal relations mattered almost as much to the early dissidents as the right to criticise. The original dissident 'around the kitchen table' gatherings were outgrowths of the informal small-group socialising that flourished among young people during the Thaw period, with a high value placed on sincerity and loyalty to one's friends. The Thaw, a novella from 1954 by Ilya Ehrenburg, a popular and well-connected writer and former war correspondent, gave the period its defining metaphor; it was about relationships that a few years earlier had been frozen but could now, with the coming of spring, become closer and more meaningful. This embrace of personal authenticity - an interestingly parallel development to the American 'Sixties' - was central to the approach of Nathans's most sympathetic dissident figures, Alexeyeva and her circle in Moscow.
While the dissidents can be seen as heirs to the tradition of the Thaw, they weren't the only claimants to that title, or even the most prominent in the Soviet Union. In the late 1950s and 1960s, most members of the intelligentsia read reform-oriented journals such as Novy Mir, which lobbied political leaders for support in its constant struggle with the state censors to get works like Solzhenitsyn's One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich into print. Novy Mir's editors described themselves as Marxist-Leninists, committed to a better version of Soviet socialism. They kept their distance from the West, and strongly repudiated any suggestion that their efforts were in any sense 'anti-Soviet'. The paper had a huge following, with copies passed from hand to hand, and particularly 'daring' articles and stories (often about the Gulag, collectivisation or some other aspect of the Stalinist legacy) endlessly discussed around those kitchen tables.
Dissidents who declared themselves apolitical, had no clear programme and consorted with Westerners were a big problem for Novy Mir - not just as competitors for moral authority within the intelligentsia but because their promiscuous westernising and (in Novy Mir's view) irresponsibility tainted the reputation of all advocates of reform in the Soviet Union. I spent a fair amount of time among the Novy Mir crowd while I was an exchange student, so I returned to England even more sceptical about the dissidents than I had been when I left. I didn't know Maya Zlobina, a freelancer associated with Novy Mir, and learned of her pseudonymous roman-a-clef, Sacred Paths to Wilful Freedom, circulated in samizdat in the early 1970s, only by reading the account in Nathans's book - but I certainly recognised the combination of admiration, pity and, above all, irritation that her female protagonist felt about her impractical layabout dissident husband. Zlobina's all too accurate reportage was harshly criticised by Larisa Bogoraz and other dissidents, but everybody knew that engagement in dissent tended to disrupt the lives of bystanders as well as protagonists. As the ex-wife of one dissident put it, they were 'disturbers of the peace'.
But becoming a dissident wasn't always just a lifestyle choice. The intellectual history of the Soviet Union in the 1960s and 1970s was dotted with cases of people who started off trying to address a particular 'delicate' Soviet issue, sometimes by writing about it in Novy Mir, and were then so frustrated and harassed by Soviet officialdom, not to mention colleagues in the Writers' Union, that they ended up defying the de facto Soviet prohibition on publishing work abroad outside official channels. This is what happened to the historian Roy Medvedev (whose Leninist critique of Stalinism, Let History Judge, came out in English in 1971) and his twin brother, Zhores Medvedev, a biologist who tried to expose the persecution of Soviet geneticists under Trofim Lysenko, a powerful figure in the Soviet Academy of Sciences and proponent of pseudo-scientific Lamarckism. Solzhenitsyn, who began as a Novy Mir author before repudiating its editors' Sovietness to embrace Russianness and religion, followed a similar path in the early stages of his writing career. So did the writers Andrei Sinyavsky and Yuli Daniel, who in a notorious public trial in 1966 were convicted of breaking Soviet law (Article 70 of the Soviet Criminal Code on 'propaganda and agitation intended to assist the international bourgeoisie') by publishing their work abroad.
The Sinyavsky-Daniel trial aroused great indignation and alarm among the Soviet intelligentsia, and Article 70 was surely one of a number of Stalin-era provisions that reform-minded Soviet lawyers would have liked to change. But dissidents took a different approach, in the form of Volpin's eccentric insistence that in their treatment of Sinyavsky and Daniel the authorities were in fact failing to follow the letter of Soviet law, or even betraying the constitution. Volpin's attack didn't lead to any noticeable improvement in Soviet legal practice, but it did bring him into repeated confrontation with the state: he was one of the first dissidents to be sent for psychiatric treatment, essentially as punishment for wrong thinking - though, to be sure, there were those in Moscow who thought him a suitable case for treatment regardless of politics.
The fuzzy boundary between thinking differently and psychiatric disturbance is, of course, a familiar problem for dissidents everywhere. I have my own childhood memories from the Cold War 1950s: a friend of my father's once tried to walk across the waters of Port Phillip Bay to reach visiting Soviet ships. Volpin's legalistic approach, which Nathans finds odd, is quite familiar to me. Demonstrating that bureaucrats and politicians are not following their own rules is part of the universal repertoire of dissident one-upmanship. There was nothing my father enjoyed more than hoisting the Australian government by its own petard by arguing that on some free-speech issue it was breaking the law - even though, like Volpin, he was not a lawyer and had no particular admiration for his country's legal system.
Challenges  to authority like Volpin's quickly attracted the attention of the KGB. The dissidents and the KGB devoted an excessive amount of attention to each other, persisting in their game of wits. The KGB of the post-Stalin era was no longer in the business of wholesale arrests, let alone basically random ones like those of the Great Terror of the 1930s. It did arrest individual dissidents, but only when there was a reason, as with Volpin's accusation that the authorities were ignoring their own laws or Sinyavsky's publication of work abroad. Under the leadership of a future general secretary of the Party, Yuri Andropov, the KGB was into prophylaxis, which meant calling in people who looked as if they might be going off the rails and giving them a talking to. That didn't usually work with the dissidents, some of whom clearly enjoyed (as my father would have done) the cut and thrust of such interchanges and worked out elaborate ways of making fools of their KGB interlocutors.
If the dissidents' criticisms at first lacked focus, beyond insistence on the right to be critical, the KGB soon unwittingly provided it by subjecting dissidents to arrests, trials, labour camp sentences and forced emigration (this was not a revival of mass terror, but targeted and small-scale). These acts of persecution naturally became the dissidents' chief topic in discussions with one another and with foreign correspondents. When the trial of Sinyavsky and Daniel went wrong from the KGB standpoint, with the accused making good use of their right to speak and the prosecutors fumbling, dissidents circulated a transcript on the basis of notes surreptitiously made in court. The production of texts documenting the repression became a major dissident activity, notably in the Chronicle of Current Events, a multi-authored collective project that required hours of information-gathering, sorting and typing (with carbon copies) and was distributed primarily to Western media rather than Soviet readers. Over time, dissidence inevitably embraced its performative aspect, creating 'elaborate moral spectacles that ended in labour camps', as Nathans puts it. I remember the strangeness, in 1970s Moscow, of seeing a small group of dissidents standing outside the Lenin Library holding up posters written only in English, for the benefit of foreign TV cameras. Whatever the initial stimulus of protest, it was the reaction it provoked from Soviet authorities and the coverage in foreign media - all duly reported in samizdat - that was ultimately the point.
For the dissidents, the foreign connection was crucial. The West, not the Soviet public, became their audience - a conscious tactic on the part of some, for others just the way things turned out. Western correspondents in the Soviet Union - bored, hemmed in by annoying restrictions on their newsgathering and generally unsympathetic to the place (it was the Cold War, after all) - were eager to make contact with dissidents, and the dissidents (in contrast to the reformers in Novy Mir) generally welcomed such contact. The term 'dissident' itself was foreign, used by Western correspondents to describe what they saw as an emergent political opposition to the Soviet regime, before being absorbed into Russian as dissidenty. The dissidents themselves preferred to be called independent, non-mainstream thinkers (inakomysliashchie).
In Soviet terms, consorting with foreigners still carried the suspicion of treason. This was not an absolute. Part of the ethos of the Thaw had been to reach across closed borders. We foreign exchange students, admitted thanks to intergovernmental agreements made in the Khrushchev years, lived with Soviet students in university dormitories and were more or less free to mingle with the population. But that was a unique privilege. Diplomats and journalists were housed in special apartment blocks for foreigners, under the eye of regime-appointed handlers, and shopped at special stores. Journalists' encounters with dissidents thus had an element of secrecy that added to the excitement.
The official Soviet press, which occasionally ran exposes on such contacts, portrayed the Westerners as acting for foreign intelligence agencies and the dissidents as being bribed with Johnnie Walker whisky and Marlboro cigarettes. But that was a caricature, unfair to both sides. Real friendships developed between individual foreign correspondents and dissidents, partly thanks to the social isolation both groups suffered in Moscow. The Washington Post's correspondent Peter Osnos would break ranks in 1977 and criticise the Western press for its uncritical support of the dissidents and inflation of their significance. But the courting of Western support never became a seriously divisive issue among the dissidents themselves, despite the fact that it compromised them in the eyes of many Soviet citizens. As soon as publicising their mistreatment by the Soviet regime became the dissidents' main business, the contact with Western correspondents was essential.
Through the correspondents - and, later, through NGOs like Amnesty International that took up the dissident cause - the dissidents acquired something like a megaphone in the West. The correspondents (and sometimes other foreigners in Moscow) smuggled manuscripts through customs in their luggage or sent them out via foreign embassies, whose personnel - like the CIA and MI6 - were sympathetic to the cause. Once in the West, as well as being translated and published for local audiences, the dissidents' protests were disseminated back to the Soviet Union in Russian and other languages by foreign radio stations. To great Soviet annoyance, Radio Liberty, Voice of America and the BBC World Service - referred to collectively as 'the Voices' - beamed propaganda as well as news, jazz and Western pop songs straight into Soviet apartments via shortwave radio. Many citizens who would not have described themselves as dissidents quietly became regular late-night listeners.
Thus the dissidents, despite being indifferent about reaching a Soviet popular audience, ended up doing so anyway, thanks to their Western friends. It was a Cold War bonanza for the West, including Western intelligence agencies, and a constant worry for the KGB, which for years couldn't find a way to break the cycle. Arresting dissidents and sending them to the Gulag only provided grist to the mill of 'anti-Soviet' publicity in the West and on the Voices. The expedient they finally hit on, forcing individual dissidents to emigrate and cancelling their citizenship, had obvious disadvantages in reputational and propaganda terms. Dissidents living abroad were not forgotten by Western media, and their 'anti-Soviet' works added to the materials available for broadcast back to the Soviet Union.
The dissidents' emergence was also a bonanza for Russian emigre anti-Soviet organisations like the People's Labour Union (NTS), a conspiratorial organisation dedicated to the overthrow of the Soviet Union, which had a history of collaboration with the Nazis in the 1930s and 1940s, and after the war with the CIA. As well as occasionally, with CIA help, dropping agents into the Soviet Union to sow subversion, NTS produced Russian-language journals for circulation in the diaspora as well as smuggling into the Soviet Union: Posev and Grani, both based in West Germany, published dissident texts with or without the authors' permission. While NTS claimed the dissidents as kindred spirits, the dissidents themselves were often wary of it - though by no means as wary as Novy Mir, which suffered the same embarrassing embrace. If NTS's 'conspiratorial methods and advocacy of armed insurrection, not to mention its language, made it an anathema in dissident circles', as Nathans reports, that probably applied mainly to the early Moscow and Leningrad dissident circles. For dissidents forced to live abroad, emigre journals including those of NTS were a valuable outlet for Russian-language publication.
'To the success of our hopeless cause' was a standard toast around dissident kitchen tables, Nathans says, though it was never clear exactly what the cause was, and the dissident physicist Yuri Orlov refused to drink to it, on the grounds that if he thought the cause was hopeless, he would have found other ways to spend his time. But it was also apparently a favourite toast of NTS's Secret Sector in the 1950s, and in this context the nature of the 'hopeless cause' was unambiguous: the overthrow of the Soviet Union. In Nathans's view, this was absolutely not the dissidents' cause. Certainly it doesn't fit the original Moscow dissidents, sitting around kitchen tables with their friends, but eventually Cold War logic pushed the dissidents towards the Western 'anti-Soviet' side. In Will the Soviet Union Survive until 1984?, Amalrik wrote that he hoped 'to be rewarded a hundred-fold [for his demonstration of the futility of all things Soviet] by becoming a witness to that state's end'.
Did  the Soviet dissidents have an impact on history? Nathans wants to dissociate himself from the simplistic argument that they caused the collapse of the Soviet Union, and this perhaps leads him to be too modest in assessing their historical importance. Against my will - since I was always sceptical about their significance - I now, in retrospect, see several areas where they had an effect. The first was the erosion of Soviet legitimacy among the intelligentsia, to which samizdat and the Voices (including their dissident content) made a major contribution. When I was an exchange student in the late 1960s, the dissidents were seen as a marginal group, with most people (i.e. most members of the intelligentsia that a foreigner might meet) still subscribing to the Thaw's premise that socialism was fine in principle: it was just the practice that needed improvement. But that changed. Hopes of in-system reform declined (Novy Mir was defanged in 1970) and consciousness that people lived better in the West increased. People saw that they wanted more: consumer goods for the broad public, cultural liberalisation for the intelligentsia. The dissident critiques that came in via foreign radio and samizdat had by now stopped sounding outrageous, particularly to the young. But the perspectives of the middle-aged were adjusting as well. They were aware that, to their children, uncoerced expressions of 'Soviet patriotism' had become social solecisms. While they might still profess to prefer the BBC World Service to Radio Liberty, on aesthetic or intellectual grounds, it was now more heterodox in intelligentsia circles to call oneself a 'Marxist-Leninist' than to be an avowed listener to the Voices.
Non-Russian, nationalist forms of dissent play a secondary role in Nathans's account, partly because the Moscow dissidents were 'wary' of them, seeing them as too political (in seeking to recruit and organise support) and too narrow in their concerns (Alexeyeva thought Ukrainian activists were interested in 'the defence of only one right - the right of equality on the basis of nationality', and then 'only if Ukrainians were involved'). Yet national dissent grew in the 1970s, with nationalist Lithuanians, Ukrainians, Tatars, Jews and others protesting against historical and current mistreatment. Their protests, too, were played back and amplified by the Voices, and taken up forcefully by Western human rights groups including Amnesty International. This surely laid some sort of foundation for the nationalist upsurge of perestroika and the subsequent disintegration of the Soviet Union on national lines.
Finally, there is the question of the impact of Soviet dissidents on the Cold War. Nathans dismisses the triumphalist argument that the 1975 Helsinki Accords, and subsequent relentless campaigns by human rights organisations over their violation in the treatment of Soviet dissidents, brought about the Soviet Union's collapse: after all, that didn't happen for another fifteen years. But while it goes against the grain for me to concede a point to triumphalists, historical impacts don't have to be immediate. The campaign obviously hurt not just the Soviet Union but also both Western and Soviet efforts to achieve detente and a (non-triumphalist) conclusion to the Cold War. In the US, Henry Kissinger and George Kennan complained bitterly of the constant impediment to arms control negotiations created by the international human rights movement's support of Soviet dissidents, and the Soviet ambassador to Washington, Anatoly Dobrynin, agreed that the failure of detente 'was due in no small measure to the toxic atmosphere generated by the cycle of Soviet rights-defenders producing evidence of the Kremlin's non-compliance with the Final Act [of the Helsinki Accords], the American levering of that evidence, and the KGB's brutal repression of those who delivered it'. No doubt this was largely an unintended consequence as far as human-rights activists were concerned. As for the dissidents themselves, determinedly apolitical (or just narrowly focused on their own affairs), they rarely expressed any opinion about detente, pro or con.
A special case of Cold War impact was the campaign for Jewish emigration from the Soviet Union, supported by international human rights advocates, energetically campaigned for by Jewish organisations worldwide, and a central issue in the superpowers' tussle after the US Congress passed the Jackson-Vanik amendment of 1974 restricting trade with countries that denied free emigration. Soviet dissidents were naturally in favour of free emigration on principle, and in legalistic mode could argue that, while it wasn't explicitly guaranteed by the Soviet constitution, it was also not forbidden, which amounted to implicit acceptance. But, in contrast to the international campaigners, they didn't see it as a specifically Jewish issue, since, regardless of nationality, nobody was free to emigrate from the Soviet Union. The position stated by Valery Chalidze, a Moscow-born Georgian human rights activist deprived of Soviet citizenship in 1972, was that 'not just Jews but every Soviet citizen ... should have the right to leave the country.' The situation was complicated, however, by the fact that a disproportionate number of the dissidents were Jewish, and many paid for their dissidence by being forced or encouraged by the KGB to emigrate, often to Israel. Jewish emigration wasn't particularly a Soviet dissident issue; rather, by a train of historical circumstances, it became a common Soviet dissident fate.
Nathans concludes with the hope that, despite the black hole in Russian memory into which the dissidents have currently fallen, they may someday be rediscovered by Russian historians and myth-makers and made part of a 'usable past' for the nation. As he points out, this happened to wartime anti-Nazis in Germany in the 1970s after decades of German amnesia. I must have mellowed on the dissidents, because I now feel some sympathy with this hope. After all, I was pleased when, a decade or so after his death in 1965, my father was taken, in a small way, into the mythology of the Australian left. It's brave of dissidents to take on the authorities and fight for principle, regardless of the inconvenience to those around them, and even if they get a kick out of it. On reflection, though, I don't think this outcome is likely for Soviet dissidents, and that's the final irony. The German anti-Nazis were German. The Soviet dissidents were, no doubt, Soviet, but that's not an identity that exists anymore. In Russian historical memory, thanks to the involuntary mixing of the Soviet dissident issue with that of Jewish emigration, they ended up as Soviet Jews who emigrated, and there's no usable past for Russians in that.
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At the Movies
'Megalopolis'
Michael Wood

1381 wordsReflecting  on Megalopolis, a film he first envisaged in the 1970s and filmed (mostly in Georgia) in 2022, Francis Ford Coppola recalled thinking about a famous definition offered by Jean-Luc Godard: a film is composed of a beginning, middle and end, although not necessarily in that order. With a little tweaking the phrase helps us to contemplate this sprawling new movie. It has a beginning and an end, in that order, and more middles than the director or the audience can cope with. Some are interesting and plainly intentional, some are gestures towards an old-fashioned rebellion against coherence, and some seem to be mere wanderings into an inescapable mess. At times we may feel there is a kind of plot line around the idea of putting on a show, or politics as stealing a show, but the feeling doesn't last long. When chariot races invaded a 21st-century New York I thought for a moment that the projectionist (if there are such people any more) might have slipped the wrong reel in and we were watching scenes from Gladiator. The lengthy set pieces - the wedding celebrations of the richest man in town, played by Jon Voight, for example - are both spectacular and dizzying, but the dizziness tends to win out in the end, particularly when characters start crossing from frame to frame in a triply split screen.
The setting is New Rome, identical to New York except when it's not, and the film starts well, or starts well twice. Cesar Catilina (Adam Driver), an architect, steps out onto a ledge at the top of the Chrysler building. He is cautious at first, seems genuinely afraid of falling, but composes himself and looks as if he is about to kill himself. He leans forward at an impossible angle and a double freeze-frame occurs - of the movie and in the movie. Catilina, apparently, can stop time. He does this again as a flourish when an apartment building is destroyed, so that he can put a piece of the future in its place. That is, the building explodes, starts to crumble and then the crumbling stops. It starts again when Catilina gives the word.
In the other beginning Catilina interrupts an event starring his arch-enemy Cicero, the ex-lawyer who is now mayor of New Rome (Giancarlo Esposito). The mayor decides to wait out the intrusion of the person he calls - the word had to come in somewhere - a megalomaniac. Catilina recites Hamlet's 'To be or not to be' soliloquy. The performance is impressive, and the old speech actually feels new. This is in part because it is no longer a soliloquy but a brilliant public rant, a sort of scolding of the world. 'For who would bear the whips and scorns of time' is more an invitation to drastic action than an explanation of suicide: a verbal backing off corresponding to the change of heart on the roof.
Other good moments include the sight of gigantic stone statues collapsing as if they are tired or wounded; of Mayor Cicero's desk sloping at a mighty angle because of all the paper on it; of a police car with the obvious but still surprising initials NRPD. A promising line of organisation appears when Laurence Fishburne, Catilina's driver, reflects on the question of time and gives the impression of knowing where the film is going. It can't be an accident that Coppola takes away this perspective almost as soon as it appears - an example of what I was calling his rebellion against sense.
Julia (Nathalie Emmanuel), who is Cicero's daughter and becomes Catilina's wife, provides a thread of consistency. Their child is the heir to whatever future this city will have. Julia is interested in Catilina's idea of a new world, and her persistent attention to his cliches makes them far more interesting than they are in his own delivery. 'I reserve my time for people who can think ... about science. And literature and ... architecture and art,' he says. And 'when we ask ... questions, when there's a dialogue about them, that basically is a utopia.' Julia's quotations from Marcus Aurelius, proudly announced as such, are much sharper, and closer to her father's ideas: 'It is the responsibility of leadership to work intelligently with what is given.' And she too can stop time.
The most dramatic attack on sequence concerns a substance called megalon, a liquid metal created by Catilina that does all kinds of things. It creates a new city. It repairs Catilina's own face after half of it has been shot away. We see the ruined face, the hole where the eye was; then a bandage covers it, so we imagine what lies beneath. And then we see Catilina's face entirely restored, looking just like the one he had at the beginning of the movie. Of course it is the one he had then; repair, in this sense, means a backwards move in time. No magical invention can quite equal the art of photography.
Much of the acting in the film stands clearly apart from the dizziness, and we need to credit both the director and the players for this. Driver is more varied than he has ever been; Esposito manages to look like a crook and a nice guy without any sense of contradiction; Emmanuel hangs on to a kind of innocence that everything in the film should have wrecked long ago; and Voight brings an eagerness to his character's enjoyment of his high regard for himself that is worth watching again and again.
Old Rome plays a large part in the life of its modern counterpart. Latin phrases appear on buildings; the most famous phrase attributed to Cicero (or in the case of Sallust's work, to Catiline) is spoken aloud, with something of the double meaning that Hamlet's speech acquires: 'How long, Catiline, will you go on abusing our patience?' Or, addressed to the people: 'How long will you go on putting up with this?' Mary Beard tells us that 'a string of crimes' was attached to the historical Catiline's name, 'from the murder of his first wife and his own son to sex with a virgin priestess'. In New Rome, Catilina is tried for murdering his wife and ultimately acquitted. The prosecuting lawyer is Cicero, who at one point admits that he knew all along that Catilina was innocent. There is also the possibility of a scandal because a photograph shows Catilina in bed with an underage pop star - who turns out not to be so young after all. This material not only provides a background for the enmity between the architect-inventor and the mayor, it conjures up a world where errors and falsehood can be recognised, and where the mildly monstrous, always operatic Catilina may after all turn out to be almost human. He has boasted of being 'cruel, selfish and unfeeling', and perhaps we are looking at a moment of redemption. He thinks his first wife may have died because he paid so little attention to her, so the false blame becomes metaphorically true. The film takes us on a visual journey to a bedroom where he visits a still living wife, holding her hair in his hand. Then it corrects the illusion. Catilina is in the same posture, the bed is empty.
One unusually quiet moment in the film involves Catilina's mother, who appears, smiling but rather fierce, to reproach him for not mentioning her in his speech on receiving the Nobel Prize (category unnamed). After all, she says, she taught him all he knows, and even now is ready to explain to him what string theory is. He insists that he loves her, but otherwise doesn't respond to anything she says. In a late visual echo of this scene, the mother appears in a crowd when her son and other main actors are on a platform. She doesn't speak, we just see her move among the rows of people. She is a reminder of something, but of what? Of the fact that the inventor of new worlds can't be turned into a human being, however much the sentimental side of the movie wants to tug him that way?
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Scoops and Leaks
Neal Ascherson

4027 wordsOn the last page  of his book about his father, Patrick Cockburn writes that Claud 'disbelieved strongly in the axiom about "telling truth to power", knowing that the rulers of the earth have no wish to hear any such thing. Much more effective, he believed, is to tell truth to the powerless so they have a fighting chance in any struggle against the big battalions.' But the story of Claud Cockburn and the Week, the deadly little newsletter he set up in 1933, shows that power is not always deaf to truth. To the end of his life, Cockburn stuck to two other core beliefs. The first was his instinctive scepticism and cynicism about all who hold authority: the British establishment, all governments and even the leadership of the Comintern and the Communist Party of Great Britain, of which he was for many years a wayward member. But it was his second core belief that really drove his journalism, that 'decision-makers were weaker, more incompetent, more divided, more self-destructively corrupt than they liked people to understand and hence more vulnerable to journalistic attack and exposure.'
It's hard now to imagine just how pompous, stuffy, callous and arrogant Britain's rulers were in the 1930s - and that includes big business and industry. Public information was a controlled trickle-down. Thin-skinned prime ministers and top civil servants exploded with outrage over leaks. They called in MI5 to watch Cockburn, which the spooks did sedulously for some twenty years, tapping his phones, steaming open his mail and squeezing into every London pub he entered. Fuming bigwigs in Whitehall had tasked them to find out who the hell his sources were. But they never did. Instead, they left to the national archives a colossal file ('26 bulky folders') of day-to-day surveillance which has provided a basis for Patrick Cockburn's narrative. In reality, the Week's best sources for cabinet disputes, private conference sessions or appeasement plotting at the Astors' mansion were dissident politicians and foreign diplomats, who were often told things concealed from the British public.
Like George Orwell and several other establishment rebels, Claud Cockburn was born overseas, the son of Henry Cockburn, a senior diplomat in Beijing, and his wife, Elizabeth. Two years after his birth in 1904, he was sent back to Britain, soon followed by his parents: Henry had resigned on a complex matter of principle. They settled at Tring in Hertfordshire and Claud was sent to school at Berkhamstead. The headmaster during the First World War was Charles Greene, father of Graham and a high-minded radical, and Cockburn first saw political violence on Armistice Day, when a drunken mob burst into the school accusing Greene (quite wrongly) of having been 'anti-war'. But the experiences that followed were what shaped his view of the world. His father was appointed to an international 'clearing house' supposed to make sense of Hungary's hopeless finances. The family went to live in Budapest, and Cockburn was plunged into the chaos, misery and brutality of Central Europe, as new nation-states struggled out of the debris of three fallen empires. Hungary had been part of the Habsburg Empire, an enemy power in the war, and Cockburn, hardly out of school, was seized by passionate sympathy for the defeated nations - including Germany. The war, which had cost the lives of 230 Berkhamstead boys, had disillusioned him with patriotism.
At Oxford, he became close friends with his cousin Evelyn Waugh (both were great-grandsons of Lord Henry Cockburn, the brilliant and lovable judge whose memoirs are a late triumph of the Scottish Enlightenment). Their politics were about as far apart as imagination could stretch (Waugh thought his cousin's obsession with comical foreign countries quite mad), but they made each other laugh. Both joined the Hypocrites club ('a noisy, alcohol-soaked rat-warren') where Cockburn fell in love with whisky ('I got up fairly early ... I would then drink a large sherry glass of neat whisky before breakfast and ... drink heavily throughout the day'). Astonishingly, his drinking and his later consumption of several packets of Woodbines a day did him little harm.
In 1924, while still a student, he and Graham Greene made a dangerous tour of the Rhineland, eager to help German resistance to the brutality of the French occupation (many of those they encouraged would become ardent Nazis). But his career as a journalist began when he wangled a job as assistant to Norman Ebbutt, the Times correspondent in Berlin. Ebbutt and Geoffrey Dawson, the editor of the Times, soon realised what a talent they had hired: Cockburn had long since read and absorbed almost the entire body of English literature, emerging as a wonderfully fluent and vivid writer. But his salary didn't come close to paying for his untidy, riotous life in a huge Kurfurstendamm flat, and it wasn't until 1929 that Dawson offered him a steady job as a subeditor in London, where he claimed to have won a competition for the dullest headline with 'Small Earthquake in Chile'.
By this time, sex and left-wing politics had invaded Cockburn's life. A wild Hungarian mistress in Berlin (her enraged boyfriend riddled the piano with revolver bullets) had introduced him to a social set that could only have existed in Weimar Germany: intellectual men and women, often wealthy, often Jewish, energetically Marxist, engaged in all kinds of social and political experiment. This was the Schwarzwald circle, led by Eugenie Schwarzwald, the wife of a Viennese banker; at one of their parties, Cockburn began a long affair with Berta Polz, a revolutionary communist, and made a lasting friendship with Europe's most famous left-wing journalist, Egon Erwin Kisch - 'the raging reporter'.
His own politics were rebellious but not yet definite. The Schwarzwald circle graded people by social class; Cockburn still distinguished them by nationality. He read, at first with some repugnance, works by Lenin and Bukharin, and made a start on Das Kapital. But as Patrick Cockburn points out, it was then still possible to believe that 'the postwar boom in the United States proved that Marx, Lenin and Bukharin had taken a gigantic wrong turn ... No revolution was necessary, as the American version of capitalism would generate prosperity for all.'
In July 1929, Claud was dispatched to support the Times man in New York and report on the 'great bull market', the apparently unstoppable uprush of share values. On 24 October, the boom broke, shares fell vertically and the cataclysm that would drive the world into the Depression began its horrible course. 'Remember,' Louis Hinrichs, the Times correspondent, murmured to Cockburn, 'the word "panic" is not to be used.' The crash made his political choice for him: capitalism was plainly on the skids. At the same time, he was losing patience with the Times's right-wing slant. He even suppressed his own rare interview with Al Capone ('All my rackets are run on strictly American lines') because Capone's views were so close to those of his employer. The Times would not have been 'best pleased to find itself seeing eye to eye with the most notorious gangster in Chicago'.
In America, he met the young journalist Hope Hale. Like all the women Cockburn was involved with, she was hotly radical and stubbornly self-reliant. They had to be: he moved with ease from job to job and woman to woman. According to Patrick Cockburn, Hale was fascinated 'by Claud's blend of mischievous humour and social warmth, combined with a private determination to change the world for the better'. Knowing that he was 'at bottom a very serious man' made him irresistible, she said, and 'gave our hours in bed a quality beyond comparison'. Cockburn was writing about hunger and desperation as mass unemployment overtook the American working class. But the couple's life in New York was reckless and fun. Hale recalled fixing a breakfast for friends composed of gin fizzes, kidneys and bacon, scrambled eggs, muffins, strawberries and cream, coffee.
Cockburn knew he should leave the Times, though he still regarded it as the greatest newspaper in the world and kept a surprisingly warm relationship with Dawson. Watching what was developing across the Atlantic, he grew restless, and in July 1932 left for Europe. Hale, now his wife, was pregnant with their daughter, Claudia; her 'Project Revolutionary Baby' had been a plan to bring stability to their relationship. It took her a long time to realise that she had been dumped.
In the dying months of the Weimar Republic, Cockburn returned to his old circle of Berlin friends and lovers, or at least to those who hadn't already fled into exile. Now he watched the darkness of Nazi fascism finally close over Germany. He believed that his own name was on Nazi lists, and the day before Hitler took power on 30 January 1933, he left for Vienna and then London. Two months after arriving there, he launched the Week. Cranked out on a hire-purchased mimeograph from an attic on Victoria Street, it started as a smudgy little newsletter posted to a handful of subscribers for twelve shillings a year. There was no advertising, no money: a policy of 'open indigence' made litigation pointless. It was Cockburn's one-man band, 'targeting a limited but influential pool of politicians, journalists, diplomats, academics, financiers and businessmen, along with people appalled by the rise of fascism and the near collapse of capitalism'. He challenged the servility of the 'big press', then as now suffocated by government lobby systems, and was soon hitting officialdom where it hurt.
The Week was brutally correct about the 1930s. Cockburn saw that war was inevitable and argued that conferences about disarmament were a waste of time. Scoops and leaks rolled in. The Foreign Office was aghast when the Week published a confidential dispatch from Sir Horace Rumbold, its departing Berlin ambassador, describing Hitler as mentally abnormal and intent on European war. 'A letter from the Foreign Office about the leak to the Week, sent to MI5,' Patrick Cockburn writes, 'explains that the Rumbold telegram had been shown "confidentially to certain reputable diplomatic correspondents and editors" on the condition that they did not reveal the full text.' (How familiar that is, to any journalist who has worked on a Whitehall beat!) Cockburn's sources included a small number of senior civil servants who saw the European situation clearly and a gang of London-based foreign journalists who met regularly to swap stories which their papers had refused to print. In Germany, several of Cockburn's contacts dared to smuggle out reports of Nazi atrocities and anti-Jewish purges - news the respectable London papers preferred to play down. Several of those sources were murdered in 1934, in Hitler's Night of the Long Knives.
At around this point Cockburn became a communist. Harry Pollitt, the British party's general secretary, persuaded him to write for the Daily Worker under the pen-name Frank Pitcairn for PS4 a week - supposedly the wage of a semi-skilled worker. His first contribution was a long, superbly angry report on the Gresford colliery disaster of 1934, blaming the mine-owner's negligence for the deaths of 266 men. Cockburn wasn't a theoretical Marxist. He became a communist because he saw no other movement actively fighting fascism in 'adventurous' and 'creative' ways: he was 'only surprised that more people did not join the Communist Party as a movement to achieve revolutionary change from a calamitous status quo'. He took part in hunger marches and mass demonstrations, where the police used clubs to batter down what seemed to be the eruption of Bolshevism in Britain. Expert at rallying celebrity intellectuals to his causes, he was a co-founder of the National Council for Civil Liberties (now Liberty).
Jean Ross burst into his life soon after his return from Berlin. He had briefly met her there, a frantic performer in the late Weimar scene. Aged only 21, she had left Germany just before Cockburn did and for the same reason; in London she sought him out and, shoving other lovers aside, started an affair that would become a six-year partnership and produce a daughter, Sarah. Patrick Cockburn is right to give space to Ross. She was the model for Sally Bowles, the unpolitical fuckwit at the centre of Christopher Isherwood's Goodbye to Berlin. Isherwood had shared a flat with her. But in his novel 'he created an ineradicable image of Jean that obscured the reality,' an image that survived for decades into plays and films (I Am a Camera and Liza Minnelli's Sally in Cabaret).
Ross was a wild child, certainly. Expelled from boarding school for announcing (untruthfully) that she was pregnant, she had landed up acting and dancing in Berlin, where she boasted of having several hundred lovers. But she was anything but vacuous. The Nazis' violence and antisemitism horrified her, and soon after returning to London she joined the Communist Party and helped Cockburn to run the Week. A few years later, she reported on the Spanish Civil War for the Daily Express. Even Hale befriended her, calling her 'a great young woman'.
Cockburn was living dangerously. Between clandestine missions to Germany, with a passport incompetently faked by the Comintern, he was involved in the one operation the Comintern carried out with supreme skill. This was the anti-fascist propaganda campaign led by Willi Munzenberg, helped among others by Cockburn's old friends Kisch (Claud called him 'a revered genius') and Otto Katz, a Czech Jew and a charming, ruthless manipulator.
Cockburn 'just happened' to be in Spain on 17 July 1936, the day of Franco's putsch. He insisted afterwards that it was a coincidence; he had meant to holiday in the South of France but had taken the wrong train. Now he rushed to Barcelona, and signed up as a war correspondent as the fighting began. Ross came out to join him and - with brief returns to London - he spent the next two years in Spain, writing and eventually fighting. He narrowly escaped being shot as a spy by Durruti's anarchist column, took part in the defence of Madrid and was lucky to get out of Malaga as Italian forces closed in. Unfit bohemian though he was, he fought in a chaotic night battle in the Guadarrama mountains, and was at Brunete, where his friend the photographer Gerda Taro was crushed by a Republican tank. Watching the XI International Brigade in Madrid, he wrote: 'Last night, at University City, for the first time in Europe and in the history of Europe, Frenchmen, Germans, Italians, Hungarians, Poles, Bulgarians and Romanians went into action together.'
Patrick Cockburn's account now reaches an eternally inflamed region: the ethics of journalism. Inevitably, he brings up the bloody communist coup in Barcelona in May 1937, and the way two British writers - Cockburn and Orwell - recorded it. Orwell had been wounded fighting with the vaguely Trotskyite POUM militia and found the crushing of non-Stalinist units and the terror used to hunt down their sympathisers unforgivable. Cockburn took the party line, writing in the Daily Worker that the POUM was full of saboteurs and had been stealing weapons - even tanks - from the Republic. These allegations were lies, and he must have known it. It's worth adding that both men later modified their views slightly. Orwell recognised, if he did not fully accept, the argument that only a unified army, under strong central command, stood a chance of defeating Franco. Cockburn came to deplore the savagery of Soviet agents in Barcelona: 'The rooting out of heresy ... in 1937 did become an evil preoccupation.'
On a delayed visit to Paris (his ship had hit an Italian mine), Cockburn was welcomed by Otto Katz. 'What I want now,' Katz told him, 'is a tip-top, eyewitness account of the great anti-Franco revolt that occurred yesterday at Tetuan [Spanish Morocco].' Cockburn replied that he had never heard of it. 'Not the point,' Katz replied. 'Nor have I heard of any such thing.' So they sat down and merrily concocted in vivid colour 'a long and detailed story of battle, with the outcome still uncertain', and wired it out to the world. Afterwards, Cockburn would say that his Tetuan report was 'one of the soundest, most factual pieces of war correspondence ever published', and was 'astonished when many people expressed shock that a professional journalist should not only have fabricated the mutiny but openly admitted to doing so'. Unrepentant, he argued that all wars were information wars, and information was malleable. One of his reports from Spain began: 'Seek to use this fine assessment of the situation before some Schweinerei committed by God or Hitler or some others I can see in the cafe across the street proves it utterly mistaken.' All the same, the 'Tetuan mutiny' did his reputation lasting damage.
Back in London, the Week was reaching its peak of notoriety. Improbably, it joined the king's camp against the government during the 1936 abdication crisis: Cockburn detested Stanley Baldwin and the establishment even more than the monarchy. By printing what the rest of the world was already reading, the Week became indispensable during the idiotic weeks when the British press was gagging itself and pretending it had never heard of Mrs Simpson. Lord Mountbatten, who shared Cockburn's contempt for Baldwin's politics, apparently urged the king to use the Week to publish dreadful revelations about his enemies, but nothing came of that.
War was approaching  - this was plain, except to those who backed Baldwin and then Neville Chamberlain in appeasing Nazi Germany. Many top officials and aristocrats, not only Tories, were still intensely relaxed about Hitler. The Week and its well-placed informants went after them ferociously, breaking news from the secret German opposition and exposing furtive British moves towards a pact with the Third Reich. A special target was Lady Astor, who was antisemitic and violently hostile to both France and Soviet Russia, Britain's only plausible allies in a war with Germany. She and Lord Astor, owner of the Times, used the paper to call for negotiations with Hitler. In November 1937, Chamberlain sent Lord Halifax on a semi-secret mission, sounding out the Fuhrer on a deal that would respect Britain's colonial empire in return for Britain accepting Germany's ('peaceful') expansion into Eastern Europe. The Week published the terms of this shocking offer, pointing out that it was Britain, not Germany, which had sought the meeting and alleging (with a bit of exaggeration) that the plan had been thought up at a private gathering at Cliveden.
Cockburn's first two articles on the story attracted little attention. But the third 'went off like a rocket', leaving the Astors banished to 'pariah status' and the Cliveden set - a label invented by Cockburn - and the whole appeasement campaign damaged. 'Lady Astor ... had no doubts about the cause of her political eclipse - and, on being introduced to Claud ... pursed her lips as if to spit in his face.'
The government stuck with appeasement through 1938 - the Anschluss with Austria was followed by the betrayal of Czechoslovakia at Munich. Cockburn's polemics now raged at the Chamberlain government's press control, not that the newspapers put up much resistance. Dawson at the Times noted that 'I spend my nights in taking out anything that I think may hurt their [the Germans'] susceptibilities.' But public opinion was turning, and there was a grim acceptance that war with Germany was coming. Cockburn was in Prague when the Munich Agreement was signed, vainly hoping that the Soviet Union would stand by Czechoslovakia as it was abandoned by its French and British allies, and mourning the inevitable collapse of the Spanish Republic. With them in Prague was Mikhail Koltsov, an old Soviet friend from Spain, humorous and wildly indiscreet, who became as close to Cockburn as Kisch and Katz. But the lethal paranoia of Stalinism was still spreading. Koltsov was ordered back to Moscow, where he was tried and shot. Munzenberg was murdered in 1940; Katz was hanged in the Czech show trials of the 1950s, after 'confessing' that Cockburn had hired him as a British spy. As for Frank Pitcairn, Moscow merely urged the Daily Worker to fire him for 'disrespecting' Stalin's speeches.
Ross gave birth to Sarah in London in May 1939. She retreated with her sisters to a country cottage, which 'Claud visited occasionally, then less occasionally, then not at all.' In remote Carpathian Ruthenia, he had met yet another intrepid young woman reporter, Patricia Byron, who at 24 had already led an expedition to make a language map of the Congo. This liaison turned out to be permanent, a marriage which lasted until Cockburn's death in 1981.
The Nazi-Soviet Pact in August 1939 stunned the world, knocking the bottom out of all the Popular Front alliances against fascism for which Cockburn had argued for so long. In his memoirs, he wrote that he was 'powerfully and instinctively moved to take the opportunity to break with the communists there and then and brigade myself with the "Churchillian Tories"'. But a feeling that he had joined a regiment and 'had better soldier along with it' won out.
War began: a totally different context in which the life-and-death pressure for unity against Nazi conquest almost silenced critical journalism. The Week was briefly banned. But as Patrick Cockburn concludes, his father was slow to realise that all-out war and sweeping plans for social reform had made his kind of journalism almost irrelevant. Patricia was Anglo-Irish and in 1947 they moved with their children to the little town of Youghal in County Cork.
It was a total change of lifestyle. Cockburn dropped quietly out of the Communist Party, but his 'politics remained as radical as ever'. Freelancing from behind a thicket of new pseudonyms ('Cockburn' was a dirty word to Cold War editors), he turned away from news to humour and satire. He and Malcolm Muggeridge brought tweedy old Punch briefly back to sharp-fanged life. But his finest achievement was to be a godfather to Private Eye, as satire and exultant disrespect returned to Britain in the 1960s. Richard Ingrams and Peter Cook - three decades younger - let him guest-edit a gorgeous special number on the Profumo scandal in 1963, in which, among other scoops, he drove Whitehall to apoplectic fury by printing the name of Sir Dick White, head of MI6.
It's too easy, all the same, to think of the Eye as the successor to the Week. Cockburn's journal concentrated on news, on the inside goings-on of an establishment whose arrogance and utter contempt for public opinion is almost inconceivable today. The grovelling self-censorship of the press was a secondary target. But for Private Eye, the shameless hypocrisy, mendacity and sheer nastiness still rampant in much of the British media today is the gift that keeps on giving. It's the 'Street of Shame' media page, rather than news exposures, which keeps the Eye sharp.
'I think, looking back, that I was mistaken about Claud's character,' Patrick Cockburn writes. 'His likeability and warmth were certainly not a pose, but he was a far more determined, practical and even ruthless man than he appeared ... He seldom quarrelled personally with people, be they wives, friends, political collaborators or even political enemies, but he did sometimes move on from them.' He moved on from Ross, but she never wanted to settle with another man: 'Nobody else could be as much fun as Claud.'
He left behind his two daughters - Claudia, a disability campaigner, and Sarah, a barrister and writer of detective fiction - and three formidable journalist sons, all leftish, all sharing their father's sparkling command of language. Alexander co-edited the radical newsletter CounterPunch and became a scathingly witty columnist in the Village Voice. Andrew uses books and TV documentaries to expose and denounce American policies. Patrick, who inherited Claud's physical courage as well as his analytic skill, lived in Baghdad through much of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and was accounted the most acute of the English-language correspondents there. None of them wasted time 'telling truth to power'. All of them stole truths from power and laid them before the powerless. Their father would have grinned, for that is exactly what his 'guerrilla journalism' was about.
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After Nasrallah
Adam Shatz

5882 wordsHassan Nasrallah's  death was announced on Saturday, 28 September, the anniversary of the death of the Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser, the father of Pan-Arabism. Nasser died of a heart attack in 1970, three years after his humiliating defeat in the Six-Day War, the 'naksah' or setback that led to Israel's conquest of the West Bank, East Jerusalem, the Gaza Strip, the Golan Heights and the Sinai. Nasrallah was killed under a fusillade of eighty bombs dropped by the Israeli air force on his headquarters in Haret Hreik, in the southern suburbs of Beirut. A few hours earlier, Benjamin Netanyahu had addressed the UN General Assembly, denouncing the organisation as a cesspool of antisemitism and vowing to press on with his war in Lebanon. 'He wasn't just another terrorist. He was the terrorist,' Netanyahu said, after it was announced that Nasrallah was dead.
Netanyahu's American enablers - Joe Biden, Kamala Harris and the secretary of defence, Lloyd Austin - swiftly echoed the Israeli prime minister's celebration of Nasrallah's death. Never mind that Netanyahu hadn't consulted them about the bombing, which made a mockery of the American and French push for a ceasefire between Israel and Hizbullah, to which Netanyahu had privately given his approval. Never mind the Americans' frequent warnings about the dangers of escalation, and their stated desire to avoid a confrontation with Iran. For Biden, the killing of Nasrallah provided a 'measure of justice' for Hizbullah's victims, from the 1983 bombings of the US embassy and the Marine Corps barracks in Beirut to the present. Harris called Nasrallah a 'terrorist with American blood on his hands', as though Netanyahu and his cabinet colleagues had kept their hands clean during the killing of tens of thousands of people in Gaza and the violent displacement of more than 90 per cent of its population - to say nothing of the wave of settler attacks and demolitions in the West Bank, or the bombardment of southern Lebanon, the Bekaa Valley and Beirut after the grisly pager and walkie-talkie attacks two weeks ago. But 'Arab blood' does not have the same value as American or Israeli in the moral calculus of the West.
Among his supporters in Lebanon, and for many outside the West, Nasrallah will be remembered differently: not as a 'terrorist', but as a political leader and a symbol of defiance to American and Israeli ambitions in the Middle East. Although Hizbullah remained a military organisation notorious for its spectacular attacks against Western interests, the Party of God and its leader underwent a complex evolution after the Lebanese Civil War ended in 1990. It wasn't an unusual trajectory in the region. Menachem Begin and Yitzhak Shamir, former leaders of the Likud, Netanyahu's party, both started out as 'terrorists'. Begin was behind the 1946 bombing of the King David Hotel, which killed nearly a hundred civilians; Shamir planned the 1948 kidnapping and assassination of the UN representative Folke Bernadotte. Yitzhak Rabin, revered among liberal Zionists as a peacemaker, oversaw the deportation of tens of thousands of Palestinians from Lydda and Ramle in 1948. In graduating from violence to politics, Nasrallah was following in the footsteps of his Israeli enemies, whose careers he is said to have studied closely.
Nasrallah became Hizbullah's leader in 1992, after Israel assassinated his predecessor, Sheik Abbas al-Musawi. He was 31 years old, and though he had been a leader in Hizbullah's shura council for five years, he was little known outside the movement's inner circles. To say that he proved more capable than al-Musawi is an understatement: Nasrallah was a leader of historic proportions, one of the figures who defined the Middle East of the last three decades. A Lebanese writer told me recently that it was Lebanon's curse - and a symptom of the crisis of the secular elite - that the country's most talented political leader was a Shia fundamentalist.
Nasrallah was a close ally of the Islamic Republic of Iran and a follower of the velayet-e faqih, Iran's system of clerical rule, but he was far from the fanatic 'devoted to jihad, not to logic' as portrayed by Jeffrey Goldberg in the New Yorker in 2002. On the contrary, he was a calculating, intelligent leader who seldom allowed his fervour to overwhelm his capacity for reason; he was always careful to consider the psychology of his enemy across the border. He understood that Lebanon's people, including its Shia population, were not religious zealots, and that an Islamic state was not on the agenda in the foreseeable future. He never tried to impose sharia on his followers; women in his fiefdom in the southern suburbs of Beirut were free to dress as they pleased without being harassed by morality police. After Hizbullah's liberation of the south from Israeli occupation in 2000, Nasrallah made it plain that there were to be no extrajudicial reprisals against Christians who had collaborated with the Israelis. Instead they were taken to the border and handed over to Israel. Shia collaborators, though, saw some retribution.
Until he led Hizbullah into the Syrian war on the side of Bashar al-Assad's regime, attracting the hatred of many who had once admired him, Nasrallah appeared to be the last Arab nationalist, the only Arab leader outside Palestine willing to stand up to Israel. He was often compared to Nasser, but unlike Nasser, whose air force was pulverised on the first day of the Six-Day War, he fought Israel to a standstill in 2006, and even treated the people of Lebanon to a televised speech announcing an impending attack on an Israeli ship, which went up in flames as he spoke (he even briefly became an improbable object of adulation in the Sunni Arab world). But though he took pride in Hizbullah's performance on the battlefield, he was chastened by the ferocity of Israel's bombardment, and acknowledged that his movement's cross-border hostage-taking operation had offered Israel a pretext to destroy large parts of Lebanon, a mistake that he vowed never to repeat.
Hizbullah was established in 1982, with assistance from Iran, after the Israeli invasion of Lebanon. There had been a ceasefire between Israel and the PLO since July 1981. But when terrorists employed by Abu Nidal, Yasir Arafat's sworn adversary, tried to kill Israel's ambassador in London in June 1982, the Israeli defence secretary, Ariel Sharon, seized the opportunity to justify war against Arafat's PLO and invade Lebanon, where the PLO was based. Some of the Shia in the south, exasperated by the heavy-handed presence of Palestinian fighters, at first welcomed Israel's efforts to remove the PLO's 'state within a state'. But Israel rapidly made itself an enemy, provoking a revolt by young Shia men.
Nasrallah, born in 1960, was one of them. Hizbullah is often described in the West as an 'Iranian-backed militia', which it is, but most political groups in Lebanon have cultivated foreign sponsors (American, French, Saudi). And, as Hizbullah's leaders often point out, the Shia are less likely to have second passports, or second homes in Paris and London. Whatever their ties to Iran, they are 'sons of Lebanon'. Nasrallah grew up in a working-class, largely Armenian quarter of Beirut, until his family was expelled by Christian militias at the beginning of the civil war in 1975. They resettled in the south, in the village near Tyre where his father had been born. Nasrallah shared his father's admiration of the Iranian-born cleric Musa al-Sadr, whose Movement of the Deprived had promoted the empowerment of the oppressed Shia in Lebanon before he mysteriously disappeared on a trip to Libya in 1978. Like many young Shia, Nasrallah also found himself drawn to Khomeini's revolution in Iran. And in 1982, the Islamic Republic arrived on his doorstep, when a 1500-member contingent of the Revolutionary Guard began to organise the militia that became known as Hizbullah in the Bekaa Valley. Nasrallah was one of its earliest members. On 23 October 1983, the organisation made itself known to the world with a pair of suicide bombings in Beirut targeting US and French peacekeepers, in which more than three hundred were killed. Two years later, Hizbullah published a communique in As-Safir, announcing its determination to 'expel the Americans, the French and their allies definitively from Lebanon, putting an end to any colonialist entity on our land', and to replace the country's political system with an Iranian-style Islamic state.
When Nasrallah became secretary general in 1992 he led Hizbullah into politics, prevailing over members who argued that the movement should confine itself to resistance in the south and avoid getting drawn into Lebanon's sectarian system, though he tried to remain personally aloof. His stature increased after his 18-year-old son, Hadi, died fighting Israel in 1997. 'My son had the extraordinary opportunity to die as a martyr,' he said. 'If I am suffering at a personal level, at a national level, I am happy.' From then on, Nasrallah was known as 'Abu Hadi'. After the US assassinated Qasem Soleimani, the leader of the Quds Force of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard, in 2020, Nasrallah became the most influential leader in the Iranian axis - second only to Ayatollah Khamenei, according to some analysts. As Hizbullah got increasingly embroiled in the Lebanese political system it had once excoriated, Nasrallah became keen to extend his influence, sending Hizbullah operatives to train allies in Syria, Iraq and Yemen. He gave the impression of having outgrown his small country.
Before  he was forced to go underground in 2006, Nasrallah occasionally made himself available to foreign reporters. I managed to land an interview with him for the New York Review of Books in 2004. At his office in Haret Hreik, my translator and I were greeted by a journalist from Hizbullah's television station, al-Manar, and, after a thorough but polite search, we took the lift up a few floors. The reception room was decorated with photographs of al-Musawi, Khomeini and Khamenei. At the entrance was a photograph of Hadi Nasrallah. (For all of Hizbullah's efforts to style itself as the beating heart of Arab nationalism, there were no photographs of Sunni Arab leaders, a reminder of the party's inability to shed its sectarian origins.) During our conversation I was struck by the casual authority Nasrallah displayed: his colleagues respected him but didn't seem to fear him. If he was intransigent in his views, he was also affable and unpretentious, and never boastful. His arguments were meticulously formulated, reflecting his reading of history and his study of his enemy; religion never came up. (He responded to my questions in Arabic through the translator - a Lebanese Shia woman who worked for the UN - but clearly understood English.)
His pride in his movement's achievement was evident. Four years after Israel's unilateral withdrawal from Lebanon, Hizbullah was still basking in the glow of victory. The party had a $100 million annual budget, much of it supplied by Iran, and ten seats in parliament; it continued to increase its military power in the south and the Bekaa Valley. Nasrallah was emphatic that Hizbullah had to retain its weapons in case Israel decided to return to Lebanon.
Israel, however, wasn't Nasrallah's only enemy or his only worry. In Lebanon he remained a divisive figure, even among those who were grateful for his battle against the occupier. There were rumours that he had taken part in the killing of Lebanese communists in the 1980s, as well as in the violence and hostage-taking aimed at Western interests. As Hizbullah grew into a state within a state far bigger and more powerful than Arafat's had been, Nasrallah's enemies in Lebanon multiplied. He didn't hesitate to use his power to exploit the sectarian political system that Hizbullah had denounced in its 1985 communique, or to intimidate and sometimes murder opponents, including Shia critics of the party, such as the journalist Lokman Slim. Hizbullah was also implicated in some of the great calamities to befall Lebanon in recent years, from the 2005 assassination of its former prime minister Rafiq Hariri, to the 2020 explosion at a Beirut port warehouse where Hizbullah had reportedly been storing ammonium nitrate. He tried to position himself as a kingmaker above politics, but he also called vehemently for an end to various high-profile investigations, and even defended Riad Salameh, the disgraced head of the central bank, after the 2019 financial collapse. Nasrallah may have been right to lead Hizbullah into politics, but his critics were right to warn that the Lebanese system would corrupt the party and chip away at his own reputation for integrity.
But no decision by Nasrallah was more damaging to his party's standing than his intervention in the Syrian war on behalf of the Assad dictatorship: not surprisingly, some of Assad's victims have expressed joy at Hizbullah's recent humiliation. Nasrallah's reasons may have been pragmatic: Assad was part of the so-called Axis of Resistance, and if he fell from power Hizbullah would not be able to transport weapons from Iran over the Syrian border into Lebanon. (Just as dangerous, from Hizbullah's perspective, was the growing strength of Sunni jihadists in the Syrian opposition, enemies of the Shia.) But Nasrallah had styled himself as a defender of the oppressed, and many were unhappy to see Hizbullah fighters assisting a ruthless war of repression.
Nasrallah's decision helped preserve the Assad regime. It also strengthened Hizbullah's ties with Russia. But it proved as ruinous as Egypt's intervention in the civil war in North Yemen in the 1960s, which Nasser described as 'my Vietnam'. Not only did Hizbullah lose thousands of fighters: the party of resistance was now the party of counterinsurgency against fellow Arabs, and its collaboration with Syrian and Russian intelligence left it susceptible to penetration by the US and Israel. Hizbullah had targeted soldiers in its fight against Israel, but was now party to a scorched earth campaign in Syria that made no distinction between soldier and civilian. After 2006, Hizbullah took part in only occasional tit-for-tat exchanges with Israel, usually involving the Shebaa Farms, a sliver of territory that Hizbullah claims belongs to Lebanon and Israel to the Syrian Golan Heights, and which is still under Israeli control. Otherwise, the border was relatively quiet - so quiet that Sunni radicals in Lebanon accused Nasrallah of being one of Israel's border guards. All of that changed, however, on 8 October 2023, when he decided to open a 'northern front' in support of Hamas and the people of Gaza.
Israeli commentators, on both left and right, have argued that Hizbullah had no reason to fire rockets at northern Israel, that it chose to launch this conflict. Nasrallah took a different view. Hizbullah, he believed, was 'at the heart of the Arab-Israeli conflict. This is one whole, and you cannot partition it. It is ultimately one reality.' As he saw it, he was assuming his responsibilities within the Axis of Resistance to reduce the pressure on his ally in Gaza. Hizbullah's attacks on northern Israel, which led to the evacuation of more than fifty thousand Israeli civilians, were denounced as terrorism in the West. But many Palestinians appreciated Nasrallah's support, especially since none of the other Arab leaders was doing anything to defend the people of Gaza. Mohammed bin Salman, the crown prince of Saudi Arabia, spoke for many of them when he told Antony Blinken, shortly after 7 October: 'Do I personally care about the Palestinian issue? I don't, but my people do, so I need to make sure this is meaningful.'
Nasrallah's gamble was that by targeting military and defence infrastructure, and largely avoiding civilian casualties, he could show a measure of support for the people of Gaza and force Israel to reach a ceasefire with Hamas, without leading to an escalation on the Lebanon-Israel border. He knew that a war with Israel would be opposed by most people in Lebanon, including many Shia, as well as by his allies in Tehran, who wanted to reserve Hizbullah's arsenal in case there was an Israeli assault on Iran. But he also had to safeguard his movement's image as a defender of the Palestinian resistance, a reputation that would have been destroyed if he'd failed to act. Hence his insistence that this was not a final apocalyptic battle with Israel: Hizbullah merely intended to deter Israeli aggression in Gaza and would stop firing its rockets when Israel accepted a ceasefire.
Nasrallah repeatedly stressed that he had no desire for a wider war, as did his allies in Iran, notably its conciliatory new president, Masoud Pezeshkian, who struck an incongruously Gandhian tone in his appeals to end the fighting in Lebanon during his visit to the UN General Assembly. High-level Iranian responses to Israel's provocations - especially to the assassinations of Hizbullah and Hamas leaders in Beirut, Damascus and Tehran - were restrained. But Nasrallah, who had earned the respect not only of Arabs but also of Israelis for his analysis of the intentions of Israel's leaders, for once misjudged his enemy, while also revealing a surprising streak of naivety about the true balance of forces. Although Hizbullah had succeeded in creating a state of mutual deterrence with its neighbour, Israel had only grudgingly accepted this situation. With his attempt to link northern Israel and Gaza on 8 October, by launching rockets 'in solidarity' with the Palestinians, Nasrallah offered Israel the pretext it had long sought to rewrite the 'rules of the game' that had governed the border since 2006.
After 7 October Israel's defence minister, Yoav Gallant, reportedly wanted to strike Hizbullah first, not Hamas. Netanyahu rejected Gallant's advice, but the war on Hizbullah, for which Israel had been preparing for nearly two decades, remained part of the discussion, even as Netanyahu pretended to defer to the Biden administration's warnings about a regional conflagration. He knew that Biden and Blinken would ultimately capitulate, with a feckless ceremony of 'concern' and 'caution' over 'the best way forward'. Over the next eleven months, Israeli pounded southern Lebanon, killing several hundred people and forcing nearly a hundred thousand to flee their homes, but this troubled the Western conscience far less than the flight of Israelis on the other side of the border. Israel carried out 80 per cent of the attacks along the border, but once again this disparity was hardly remarked on in the American press, where the exodus of Arabs under Israeli violence is treated as a natural catastrophe and described in the passive voice.
With  the pager and walkie-talkie assaults of 17-18 September, which killed dozens of people and injured thousands more, it became clearer that Israel was closing in on Nasrallah and Hizbullah. The attacks didn't only destroy Hizbullah's communications system: they revealed the sheer extent of Israeli penetration into the organisation, throwing it into a state of paralysis. Then came the murderous bombardment of Lebanon, on the first day of which more people died than on any day since the end of Lebanon's civil war, followed by the assassinations of Nasrallah and much of Hizbullah's high command. About 1.2 million people in Lebanon - nearly a quarter of the population - have been displaced from their homes, and more than 1400 killed. (One of those was a 56-year-old Lebanese-American, Kamel Jawad, a father of four, who had been volunteering in his hometown of Nabatieh, and whose death will be of no more interest to the US government than that of the 26-year-old Turkish-American Aysenur Ezgi Eygi, who was shot dead by Israeli soldiers at a peaceful protest near Nablus in early September.)
Hizbullah isn't the only target: Israel has carried out strikes against leading figures in Hamas and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine in Lebanon, as well as against the Houthis in Yemen. And while the world's attention is fastened on Israel's wars abroad, the people of Gaza are dying in airstrikes - on 10 October, 28 people were killed while sheltering in a school in the town of Deir al-Balah, one of more than two hundred schools bombed by the Israeli forces in the last year - and entire neighbourhoods in the West Bank are being flattened by Israeli bulldozers. The Biden administration has stood by Israel, even as it has been humiliated by Netanyahu's defiance, either because it believes American pressure could endanger Harris's chances of victory, or because it tacitly welcomes Israel's onslaught as a way of weakening Iran's line of defence in Lebanon. Netanyahu has repeatedly lied to the US administration. Having given assurances that Israel's ground offensive would be 'limited', he sent the army into southern Lebanon, where they were greeted by well-trained Hizbullah fighters who, however much their capacities have been degraded, have been preparing for this fight since 2000, and know the terrain far better than the Israelis. In the first week alone, eleven Israeli soldiers were killed in Lebanon. Hizbullah has also continued to fire missiles into Israel.
Netanyahu has warned the Lebanese government that if it fails to remove Hizbullah - something it does not have the strength to achieve, even if it wished to do so - Lebanon will face 'destruction and suffering like we see in Gaza'. Meanwhile, Israel's supporters abroad claim that, as Bernard-Henri Levy put it on X, 'Israel is not invading Lebanon, it is liberating it.' Such rhetoric is hardly new. The 1982 invasion of Lebanon was advertised as 'Operation Peace for the Galilee'. It not only failed to destroy the Palestinian resistance; it led to the creation of an even more effective fighting force: Hizbullah. During the 2006 war, the US secretary of state, Condoleezza Rice, claimed to hear the 'birth pangs of a new Middle East' as Israel bombarded southern Lebanon and Beirut.
Israel insists it had no choice, which is demonstrably false. It could have worked to achieve a ceasefire in Gaza. It could have embraced the US-French proposal for a 21-day pause in fighting between Israel and Hizbullah, to which Nasrallah gave his approval, and which might eventually have led Hizbullah to retreat to the Litani river. As the US national security spokesman John Kirby pointed out, the proposal 'wasn't just drawn up in a vacuum. It was done after careful consultation, not only with the countries that signed onto it, but Israel itself.' Instead, as he has done repeatedly in the Gaza negotiations, Netanyahu helped the Americans to draft a ceasefire proposal he had no intention of honouring, while conspiring to kill the Arab leaders with whom the ceasefire was to be reached: first Ismail Haniyeh, the former leader of Hamas's political bureau, killed in Tehran on 31 July, and now Nasrallah. Netanyahu is alleged to have hesitated over assassinating Nasrallah, but agreed to the hit as he boarded the plane to New York.
Hizbullah is not a personality-driven organisation, or claims not to be, but in Nasrallah it had a leader of unusual gifts, and his death is an enormous, if not a mortal, blow; it is also a huge setback for Iran. On 1 October, with little forewarning but clearly in response to the assassinations of Nasrallah and Haniyeh, Iran fired nearly two hundred ballistic missiles at Israel, causing little damage but hitting a few army bases and killing a Palestinian man in the West Bank. Biden had advised the Israelis to 'take the win' after Iran's previous attack, in April, was intercepted (with substantial American assistance). This time, he merely counselled Netanyahu not to attack Iran's oilfields (the result would be a major spike in oil prices) or its nuclear installations. Will the Israelis listen? Their habit of defying their patrons is hardly reassuring. 'Our attack will be deadly, precise and above all surprising,' Gallant promised in a video posted on 9 October. 'They will not understand what happened and how it happened. They will see the results.' But even if the Israelis attack some of Iran's nuclear sites, its nuclear programme isn't likely to be derailed. As Avner Cohen, the leading historian of Israel's nuclear programme, pointed out in Ha'aretz, Iran's nuclear programme is spread across a sprawling complex of sites - unlike Israel's centralised nuclear facility at Dimona. Iran's installations - some of them buried deep underground - are 'decentralised and can be moved with relative ease'. The Iranians have declared that in the event of an Israeli assault they will abandon the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. 'I suggest that we not take their declarations lightly,' Cohen concluded.
The Americans should heed this warning, but they have repeatedly appeared willing to capitulate to Israeli defiance, even at the risk of jeopardising US interests. The American press has been full of reports of the 'strained' relations between Biden and Bibi. In Bob Woodward's new book, War, Biden privately describes Netanyahu as a narcissist and a liar, and at one point tells him to his face: 'You know the perception of Israel around the world increasingly is that you're a rogue state, or a rogue actor.' Yet for all these 'strains', the arms keep coming. Over the last year, the US has supplied Israel with $18 billion in military aid and doubled the number of its own fighter jets in the region, in case Israel is attacked by Iran. After Nasrallah's assassination, it sent several thousand more troops to the Middle East, along with squadrons of F-15E, F-16, and F-22 fighter jets and A-10 attack aircraft. Israel is dependent on the US, yet the Biden administration seems to have no leverage - or no leverage it is willing to exercise, given that Israel is weakening Washington's own adversaries in Beirut, Tehran and Gaza. On 3 October, Israel assassinated Nasrallah's cousin Hashem Safieddine, widely expected to be his successor, as well as 'the replacement of his replacement' (Netanyahu's words). Tens of thousands of civilians in eastern Lebanon - many of them Syrian refugees - are now crossing the border into Syria. The destruction of villages and homes in southern Lebanon, the Bekaa Valley, the southern suburbs of Beirut and now central Beirut, where 22 people were killed in an airstrike targeting a Hizbullah leader on 10 October, will soon be celebrated on TikTok by Israeli soldiers. While Israeli Jewish society is awash in commemorations of 7 October, the expression of national sorrow is offset by the pleasures taken in revenge and the restoration of 'deterrence'.
The euphoria may prove short-lived, however, especially as attrition sets in, in Lebanon as in Gaza, where Hamas fighters continue to challenge Israeli forces. Like other secondary wars carried out in times of quagmire - the French bombing of Tunisia in the late 1950s, the American bombing of Cambodia in 1969-70 - the assault on Lebanon is unlikely to provide more than a fleeting consolation. Killing Nasrallah isn't likely to hasten the defeat of Hamas in Gaza, or the return of the remaining hostages (in whose fate Netanyahu appears to have lost all interest, except as a talking point), much less the surrender of the Palestinian people to Zionist aspirations. Hizbullah will slowly rebuild, and Nasrallah and his cadres will be replaced by a new and no less embittered generation of leaders who will remember the furies unleashed by Israel in Lebanon: the killings, maimings and displacement caused by one of the most intensive bombing campaigns in the 21st century. Nasrallah's death is as humiliating a setback for his movement as Nasser's defeat in 1967 was for the Arab cause. But nothing feeds resistance like humiliation.
Israel's  leaders have always known this, but they have also always preferred to humiliate (or kill) their enemies rather than to negotiate with them, much less to arrive at a new dispensation that would allow for an equitable settlement in Israel/Palestine. 'Let us not hurl blame at the murderers,' Moshe Dayan said in his 1956 funeral oration for a kibbutznik killed on the Gaza border by Palestinian gunmen. 'Why should we complain of their hatred for us? Eight years have they sat in the refugee camps of Gaza, and seen, with their own eyes, how we have made a homeland of the soil and villages where they and their forebears once dwelled.' Dayan's advice to the assembled mourners was never to 'flinch from the hatred that accompanies and fills the lives of hundreds of thousands of Arabs, who live around us and are waiting for the moment when their hands may claim our blood. We mustn't avert our eyes, lest our hands be weakened. That is the decree of our generation.'
The lesson that most Israelis drew from 7 October was that their leaders had averted their eyes and allowed their hands to be weakened, while Yahya Sinwar and Mohammed Deif prepared their plans for Al-Aqsa Flood. And no one had averted his eyes more than Netanyahu, who had forged a tacit alliance with the Hamas authorities in Gaza, confident that they had been neutralised, while doing everything he could to weaken the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank. Even his supporters were convinced, in the weeks after 7 October, that his fall from power was imminent. But over the last year he has turned the attacks into an opportunity to reorder Israeli society, with his fascist colleagues Bezalel Smotrich and Itamar Ben-Gvir, whose vision of a greater Israel cleansed of Arabs is a mirror image of Sinwar's vision of an Islamic Palestine. Despairing of Israel's future, an untold number of Jews with second passports - the 'elites' Netanyahu despises - have been fleeing for France, Germany, Portugal and the US, but, contrary to the fantasies of Sinwar and some members of the Palestine solidarity movement abroad, the state isn't at risk of collapse, because Jews on the religious right aren't budging, and the country's future appears to belong to them. The multifront war launched a year ago has not only increased their power, it has reinforced the theocratisation of the army and emboldened the settler militias terrorising Palestinian villagers in the West Bank. The war has also inspired increasingly murderous proposals for ethnic cleansing in Palestine, and reshaping the Middle East in Israel's favour. The retired Major General Giora Eiland, an influential thinker in Israeli military circles, recently proposed that all residents of northern Gaza should be ordered to evacuate within a week, before a siege was imposed on the area, with supplies of water, food and fuel stopped until all those remaining either surrendered or died of starvation. Eiland is not a fringe figure. Writing in Ha'aretz, the columnist Zvi Bar'el says that what frightens him most isn't
the coming war with Iran, or the understanding that the third Lebanon war is no longer a brief aspiration. It's the recognition that Israel will continue to be ruled by a malicious gang that has managed to turn the worst disaster in the country's history into a lifesaving drug for itself. And thanks to its crimes, which led to the disaster of last October 7, it will receive new life, enabling it to brilliantly lead the country to more Octobers.

More than a year after 7 October, Israel is engaged in a series of overlapping and expanding military conflicts, without any end in sight. Israel's cities, too, have seen a renewal of armed attacks by Palestinians avenging the destruction in Gaza. The dream of a 'normal' state, let alone a sanctuary, has receded into the distance, perhaps for good. 'Something subtle has taken place,' Yezid Sayigh wrote on the anniversary of 7 October. 'Israel has joined the unenviable club of Arab countries trapped in forever wars of their own.' These wars are not likely to end soon, because the Palestinians are not going to disappear, but for now they serve another aim: they enable Netanyahu to hold on to power in the face of corruption charges and anger over his catastrophic failure to prevent the 7 October attack, and his indifference to the hostages still in Gaza. Yet it would be a mistake to regard this as Netanyahu's war. It is also Israel's, and it is supported by the vast majority of Israeli Jews, including those who despise him. (Palestinian citizens of Israel who oppose the war run the risk of arrest for 'incitement'; a Palestinian girl who expressed sorrow over the killing of children in Gaza was suspended from school.) Indeed, support for the war is one of the few things on which the bitterly divided Jewish population agrees.
The human cost of these wars is staggering. More than 42,000 officially dead in Gaza - and possibly tens of thousands lying under the rubble. A resurgence of polio, widespread malnutrition, a growing famine. An epidemic of amputations, a generation of orphans. Once upon a time, perhaps, it was possible to write that it was 'tragic' that Israel, a state where many Holocaust survivors settled after the war, a state dedicated to ensuring Jewish survival after the destruction in Europe, was subjecting another people to statelessness, oppression and persecution. But after Gaza it is merely obscene - and made still more outrageous by Israel's ability to secure Western diplomatic support and weapons by invoking the Holocaust. There is nothing novel about such aggrieved posturing. Milosevic in Bosnia, Putin in Chechnya and Assad in Aleppo were no different. Even the Germans could point to the savagery of the fire-bombing of their cities during the Second World War, much as Israelis continue to point to 7 October, as if history began on that day. But the immense suffering of 7 October did not, and does not, turn the state of Israel into a victim of a conflict in which it is the principal perpetrator. And while Western powers may be willing to genuflect to Israel's manipulation of Holocaust memory, it has squandered whatever moral capital it still had in the rest of the world. It has also endangered the physical security of Jews in the diaspora, where incidents of antisemitic violence are on the rise. Israel's leaders will no doubt take such paroxysms of rage, brought on by its own conduct, as proof that Jews require an ethnically exclusionary state for their survival. The ancient memory of victimhood and the arrogance of military might - both indulged by a superpower patron - have blinded Israelis to their responsibility in this war, and condemned Palestinians to occupation, apartheid, and now genocide.
It's hard to see what strategy, if any, lies behind Israel's reckless escalation of its war. But the line between tactics and strategy may not mean much in the case of Israel, a state that has been at war since its creation. The identity of the enemy changes - the Arab armies, Nasser, the PLO, Iraq, Iran, Hizbullah, Hamas - but the war never ends. Israel's leaders claim this war is existential, a matter of Jewish survival, and there is a grain of truth in this claim, because the state is incapable of imagining Israeli Jewish existence except on the basis of domination over another people. Escalation, therefore, may be precisely what Israel seeks, or is prepared to risk, since it views war as its duty and destiny. Randolph Bourne once said that 'war is the health of the state,' and Netanyahu and Gallant would certainly agree.
This piece was first published online on 2 October and updated on 11 October
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Short Cuts
Reading J.D. Vance
Deborah Friedell

3731 wordsIn  the first pages of Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a Family and Culture in Crisis (2016), J.D. Vance admits that he's 'especially skilful' at charming older men. His mother has had many boyfriends, as well as five husbands, and Vance spent his childhood 'navigating various father figures'. He flattered them, 'pretended to like them', and would pretend to like whatever it was that they liked:
With Steve, a midlife-crisis sufferer with an earring to prove it, I pretended earrings were cool - so much so that he thought it appropriate to pierce my ear, too. With Chip, an alcoholic police officer who saw my earring as a sign of 'girliness', I had thick skin and loved police cars. With Ken, an odd man who proposed to Mom three days into their relationship, I was a kind brother to his two children. But none of these things was really true. I hated earrings. I hated police cars and I knew that Ken's children would be out of my life by the next year.

Vance's parents, Beverly and Donald Bowman, separated 'around the time I started walking', and he went years without seeing his father. 'He became kind of a phantom.' His mother wanted to 'erase any memory of his existence' and so changed her son's name from James Donald Bowman to James David Hamel: 'Hamel' was the name of her next husband; she wanted to preserve the 'J.D.', but the Donald had to go. He's only been known as 'J.D. Vance' - sometimes with dots, sometimes without - since 2014, when he changed his name to honour his maternal grandparents. Really, he wishes that he could have just stayed a Bowman. He's been told that his father was a heavy drinker who hit his mother, but that doesn't faze him - 'I suspect that they were physically abusive to each other in the way that Mom and most of her men were: a bit of pushing, some plate throwing, but nothing more.' In 2021, he told pupils at a Christian high school that
recognition that marriage was sacred, I think, was a really powerful thing that held a lot of families together, and when it disappeared, unfortunately, a lot of kids suffered. And this is one of the great tricks that I think the sexual revolution pulled on the American populace, which is this idea that, OK, these marriages were fundamentally, you know, they were maybe even violent, but certainly they were unhappy. And so getting rid of them, and making it easier for people to shift spouses like they change their underwear, that's going to make people happier in the long term. And maybe it worked out for the moms and dads, though I'm sceptical. But it really didn't work out for the kids of those marriages. And I think that's what all of us should be honest about. We've run this experiment in real time and what we have is a lot of very, very real family dysfunction that's making our kids unhappy.

Donald Bowman died last year, and his obituary remembers him as a 'family man' and 'spiritual father and mentor to many'. After his divorce from Vance's mother, he stopped drinking, became an evangelical Christian and started his own construction business, 'building beautiful custom homes'. His second marriage, to Cheryl Bowman, 'the love of his life', lasted for 35 years, until his death - Vance remembers seeing them together, and was struck by their 'almost jarring serenity', the way they 'rarely raised their voices at each other and never resorted to the brutal insults that were commonplace in Mom's house'. Why couldn't Vance's mother have hung in there? Why had the law made it easy for her to dissolve not just a contractual obligation, but a covenant before God? (Vance converted to Catholicism in 2019.)
Instead she became 'increasingly erratic', which Vance sometimes seems to suggest is the plight of all single parents. Once, in the car with her, 'she sped up to what seemed like a hundred miles per hour and told me that she was going to crash the car and kill us both.' She lost a nursing job after she rollerbladed through the hospital emergency room, high on painkillers. Vance likes to connect his mother's drug problem to US immigration policy, claiming in one campaign ad that he 'nearly lost my mother to the poison coming across our border', though it seems that she mostly stole opiates from her patients. To pass a drug test to keep her nursing licence, she made Vance give her a sample of his urine. But 'of all the things that I hated about my childhood, nothing compared to the revolving door of father figures.' His mother seems to have fought with all of them, and Vance was sometimes drawn in. He was nine years old when he punched one of his stepfathers in the face: 'My intervention somehow ended the fight.' He remembers 'always walking on eggshells ... a stepdad or a boyfriend could come home from work in a bad mood, and it would be like a battle royal for the next four or five hours.' It has left him easily triggered: 'The fight-or-flight response is a destructive constant companion ... the part of the brain that deals with stress and conflict is always activated - the switch flipped indefinitely.' He worries that he's 'hard-wired for conflict' - that any 'perceived slight' might set him off. He thinks his own marriage would be a 'radioactive situation' if his wife, Usha, hadn't 'learned how to manage me': 'The sad fact is that I couldn't do it without Usha. Even at my best, I'm a delayed explosion - I can be defused, but only with skill and precision.' He once considered trying therapy but couldn't face it: 'Talking to some stranger about my feelings made me want to vomit.'
In Hillbilly Elegy, Vance is still trying to work it out - what was his mother's fault? What was America's? He started writing the memoir while he was a student at Yale Law School, where he studied with Amy Chua, author of Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother (2011), which explores the reason 'Chinese parents raise such stereotypically successful kids'. His book, which Chua helped him to get published, is a kind of counterpart: why does the American white working class produce so many losers? Particularly dysfunctional, he argues, are his own people - the 'Scots-Irish hillbillies' who settled in Eastern Kentucky. He thinks that it wasn't only his mother who 'lacked even a modicum of temper control', but nearly all the adults he grew up around - 'seeing people insult, scream, and sometimes physically fight was just a part of our life.'
These days Vance refers to his hillbilly brethren as 'very hardworking people, and they're very good people', and he blames Kamala Harris for shipping their jobs to China and Mexico, and illegal immigrants for seizing on what little is left (when not too busy fricasseeing their cats). But in his memoir he argues that perfectly decent jobs are in abundance, but 'too many young men immune to hard work' are making 'good jobs impossible to fill for any length of time'. One summer he worked in a tile warehouse and saw first-hand a 'young man with every reason to work - a wife-to-be to support and a baby on the way - carelessly tossing aside a good job with excellent health insurance'. He often didn't bother to turn up, and when he did, took too many bathroom breaks. 'You can walk through a town where 30 per cent of the young men work fewer than twenty hours a week and find not a single person aware of his own laziness.' In his grandparents' hometown in Kentucky, there's 'at least one man who can find the time to make eight children but can't find the time to support them'. And it wasn't just that they had no work ethic: 'Our homes are a chaotic mess.' 'Our eating and exercise habits seem designed to send us to an early grave, and it's working.' 'We scream and yell at each other like we're spectators at a football game.' 'We don't study as children, and we don't make our kids study when we're parents.' 'At least one member of the family uses drugs - sometimes the father, sometimes the mother, sometimes both. At especially stressful times, we'll hit and punch each other, all in front of the rest of the family, including young children.' 'We talk to our children about responsibility, but we never walk the walk.' The white working class needed to admit that its culture was defective and to emulate people who were doing better. Chinese immigrants didn't have more money than they did, but, unlike his mother, they knew not to put Pepsi in baby bottles. He noted that girls were doing better than boys and seemed to sympathise with cat ladies: 'The reason many young working-class women aren't getting married isn't that the tax code gives them incentives to stay single. It's that too many of their male counterparts aren't worth marrying.'
Vance thinks that the 'trials of my youth instilled a debilitating self-doubt'. He's often unsure that he's doing the right thing, or that he really believes what he believes. One of the more remarkable sentences in Hillbilly Elegy is 'I'll never forget the time I convinced myself that I was gay.' Before becoming a Catholic, he'd been both a 'devoted convert' to Young Earth Creationism ('I learned about millennialist prophecy and convinced myself that the world would end in 2007') and an atheist who revered Sam Harris and Christopher Hitchens, and was certain (until he wasn't) that only 'dumb people were Christians'.
Vance knows he's good at appearing confident, even cocky, but suggests that it's really 'bitterness masquerading as arrogance'. He copes by latching on to the most powerful person in the room. For most of his childhood, that was his maternal grandmother, Mamaw Vance, the 'pistol-packing lunatic' who was the head of his family. In speeches, and in the Netflix movie of his life, Vance credits her with saving him from the 'grim future' that otherwise awaited him, one in which he never leaves Ohio or tells off Taylor Swift. She made him do his homework and kept him away from the local kids who smoked marijuana, threatening that 'if she saw me in the presence of any person on the banned list, she would run him over with her car.' He believed that she would do it: as a child she'd shot a man in the leg to stop him from stealing her family's cow; as a young woman, unhappy in her marriage, she once 'calmly retrieved a gasoline canister from the garage, poured it all over her husband, lit a match and dropped it on his chest'. Vance's mother, then eleven, 'jumped into action to put out the fire and save his life'. He comes close to acknowledging that his grandparents' 'violent marriage' damaged his mother, but ultimately decides that he's proud of them for honouring their wedding vows. They sometimes lived in separate houses, but never divorced.
At Yale, where Vance felt like a 'cultural alien', he learned that he could entertain his classmates with Mamaw and Papaw stories. He's still doing it: at the Republican National Convention he spoke of clearing out his grandmother's house after her death and finding nineteen loaded handguns. He gave this a patriotic spin:
Now, the thing is, they were stashed all over her house. Under her bed, in her closet. In the silverware drawer. And we wondered what was going on, and it occurred to us that towards the end of her life, Mamaw couldn't get around very well. And so this frail old woman made sure that no matter where she was, she was within arms' length of whatever she needed to protect her family. That's who we fight for. That's American spirit.

In Hillbilly Elegy, Vance watches TV and plays a 'nerdy collectible card game called Magic' but otherwise seems to have few hobbies or interests. 'I never found a passion,' he says. 'I'm just not the sort of person that is ever going to feel like that.' He wasn't interested in politics, though sometimes says that his first inkling that he might lean conservative came when he worked part-time at a grocery store as a teenager. He resented the way customers 'gamed the welfare system', as he saw it: 'Our drug-addict neighbour would buy T-bone steaks, which I was too poor to buy for myself but was forced by Uncle Sam to buy for someone else.' His grades in high school weren't impressive - he says that he nearly dropped out - and when he wasn't sure what to do afterwards, a cousin in the Marines persuaded him to enlist. 'I knew that, most of all, I had no other choice. There was college, or nothing, or the Marines, and I didn't like either of the first two options.' He credits the military for teaching him what his family should have - 'the Marine Corps assumes maximum ignorance from its enlisted folks. It assumes that no one taught you anything about physical fitness, personal hygiene or personal finance' - all true in his case, and he's grateful. He was assigned to public affairs - they taught him how to speak with 'TV cameras shoved in my face'. (He never saw combat.) The GI Bill paid for him to go to Ohio State, and he decided that he wanted to do well enough to get into law school - not because he had any real interest in the law, he says, but he wanted to make money, and he didn't have a better idea of how to go about it. Growing up, 'the "rich kids" were born to either doctors or lawyers, and I didn't want to work with blood.' There weren't many Republicans in his Yale class, but his classmates thought of him as a nice one. He wrote in the New York Times about his admiration for Barack Obama, and a classmate, Sofia Nelson, remembers that whatever Vance's qualms about abortion, 'what he relayed to me is what his grandmother had taught him, which is that you can never know what situation a woman is in when she's making that difficult decision. And it's not the government's business, essentially.'
The narrator of Hillbilly Elegy doesn't sound like someone who's intending to run for office - otherwise, presumably, Vance would have cut all those sentences about the laziness of poor white people and added some about being called to public service. He was still working on the book after he finished law school, uncertain about his next steps. The billionaire investor Peter Thiel - who once answered a question about his interest in anti-ageing blood transfusions with the words 'I am not a vampire' - doesn't appear in the book, though he's listed in the acknowledgments. But Vance now says that hearing Thiel speak on campus in 2011 'remains the most significant moment of my time at Yale Law School' - he met his wife there too. Vance sent Thiel a mash note afterwards (one of Vance's former friends remembers him spending hours googling variations of 'PeterThiel@' until he found his email address), which led to a meeting, then a job in Silicon Valley at Thiel's firm Mithril Capital. In The Contrarian: Peter Thiel and Silicon Valley's Pursuit of Power (2021), Max Chafkin argues that Thiel treats 'life like a chess game' with 'his friends, his business partners and his portfolio companies as means to an end'. His political philosophy is complicated and not entirely coherent - but, in the main, according to Chafkin, it 'combines an obsession with technological progress with nationalist politics' that are sometimes indistinguishable from white supremacy. He's often described as an ultra-libertarian, but he argues that the US should spend much more money on the military, especially via a tech company he co-owns. He's also a Christian, and Vance has said that Thiel brought him to Christ - listening to Thiel speak and wondering 'where his religious belief came from' was the first step, he claims, on an intellectual journey that led to the Roman Catholic Church, and also, eventually, to Donald Trump.
Hillbilly Elegy was published in the summer of 2016, just as Trump was being confirmed as the Republican nominee for president. While still working for Thiel, Vance put himself forward as the man who could explain to liberal America why rural conservatives were backing a decadent New Yorker who was pledging to cut taxes for billionaires. Vance said that he didn't expect Trump to beat Hillary Clinton, and wrote - many times, in many places - that he thought Trump was unfit for office and that his 'actual policy proposals, such as they are, range from immoral to absurd'. But he also acknowledged that 'parts of his candidacy really ... spoke to me' - Trump's chief Republican challenger, Jeb Bush, wouldn't admit how much his family had screwed up in Iraq and Afghanistan, and Vance said that his relatives enjoyed seeing Trump 'raising the proverbial middle finger to a lot of the people that they wish they could have raised their middle finger to but they didn't have the platform to do it'. The New York Times gave Vance a column. In the New Republic, he was called 'the man of the hour, maybe the year', appearing on almost every news channel as a 'kind of Rosetta Stone for blue America to interpret that most mysterious of species: the economically precarious white voter'. When Vance announced that he was moving to Ohio, the rumour was that he was eyeing a run for office, probably a senate seat. Then Trump won - surprise! There was no path for a Never Trumper to win a Republican primary, even with Thiel's gazillions behind him.
Vance stopped writing for the New York Times, deleted dozens of social media posts and started appearing on right-wing podcasts. With backing from Thiel, he launched his own venture capital fund, and spent the Trump years getting rich, becoming Catholic and reckoning with the failures of liberalism. He announced that American institutions (all of them) were so corrupted by 'garbage liberal elite culture' that it was necessary for conservatives 'of incredible courage' to 'seize the institutions of the left and turn them against the left'. The media, universities, corporations - all of them were opposed to Christian virtue, but they didn't have to be. Vance had been inspired by 'Viktor Orban's approach in Hungary', and decided that 'his way has to be the model for us.' It was obvious, he argued, that the 'universities in our country are fundamentally corrupt and dedicated to deceit and lies, not to the truth' - so why not take them over, as Orban had done? Or use tax policy to incentivise people to have more children (and punish those who don't), because 'we want more babies because children are good, and we believe children are good because we're not sociopaths'? At the National Conservatism Conference in 2019, he said that 'if you think people not having families, not getting married, feeling more isolated, are problems, then you need to be willing to use political power when it's appropriate to actually solve those problems.' He knew that what he was proposing might sound 'pretty wild, pretty far out there', but 'if you're not recognising in this moment how crazy things have gotten, then I think you're ultimately not serious about taking back the country.'
In 2021, Thiel arranged a meeting for Vance with Trump at Mar-a-Lago. It was less than a month since Trump had left the White House, and much of the Republican Party leadership thought that he was finished. They were embarrassed by the 6 January insurrection (whatever they would say later) and there wasn't a modern example of a president losing an election only to win again four years later. Trump felt so abandoned by the GOP that he told the chairwoman of the Republican National Committee that he was going to start his own party. In 2022, when he announced his third presidential bid, not even Donald Jr or Ivanka turned up. The White House reporter Jonathan Karl was struck by the 'strikingly lame excuses' of the many no-shows, such as Sean Spicer, Trump's first press secretary, who claimed he hadn't 'adjusted to daylight savings time yet', nine days after the clocks had gone back. According to Karl, in his book Tired of Winning (Dutton, PS28.99):
By all accounts, Trump had a very difficult time transitioning back to life as a private citizen. People who interacted with him at Mar-a-Lago during those first few weeks universally described him as being in a dark and foul mood, and most of his friends and advisers simply avoided him. Mar-a-Lago members would give the dejected former president a round of applause when he showed up for dinner on the patio, but on at least one occasion, he got up from the table in the middle of his meal and left without explanation. The man who'd played hundreds of rounds of golf as president found it difficult all of a sudden to make it through eighteen holes, picking up his ball in the middle of one round and going home.

Vance made a bet that while the Republican leadership might have wanted to move on from Trump, Republican voters were going to stick by him. Supposedly Trump's first words to Vance at their Mar-a-Lago meeting were 'You said some nasty shit about me.' Vance apologised and spent the next three years making it up to him. He wasn't in the Senate long enough to sponsor any legislation, but by the time Trump picked him as his running mate, he'd become known as the man who 'defends Trumpism better than Trump', the most loyal of all the would-be vice presidents. And so he is, for now.
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That Guy
Jeremy Harding

3307 wordsBinyavanga Wainaina  became an African literary celebrity in 2005, when Granta published his instructions for travel writers, journalists and aid workers on 'how to write about Africa'. 'Be sure to leave the impression that without your intervention and your important book, Africa is doomed,' he wrote. 'Among your characters you must always include the Starving African, who wanders the refugee camp nearly naked and waits for the benevolence of the West.' African characters 'should be colourful, exotic, larger than life - but empty inside'; animals 'must be treated as well-rounded, complex characters ... elephants are ... good feminists or dignified patriarchs. So are gorillas.' The essay was both funny and sobering for outsiders who go on the record about Africa. How could they fail to see themselves in the mirror Wainaina held up to their pomposity? Anthropology was the only line of work that he didn't have time to make fun of before he died in 2019 from the last of a series of strokes, a few years after being diagnosed with HIV. He remains one of the great anglophone satirists of postcolonial Africa.
Wainaina was born in Kenya in 1971 and left for South Africa in 1991 to study for a degree in accounting, which he abandoned before settling in Cape Town. He hustled a meagre living in food journalism and catering (he was an excellent cook), but cut loose from the bitter disputes unfolding in the rainbow nation and by the early 2000s was back in Kenya. He had published in South Africa and was meeting other African writers, including Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, in a flourishing digital commons where novelists, poets and essayists were exchanging drafts. In 2002, he took a shot at the Caine Prize - the African Booker - digging out 'Discovering Home', a riotous account of his return to the mother country that had been languishing on an editor's desk in the US and was eventually printed without the changes on which Wainaina had insisted. He rushed a new version to the online journal G21 and submitted the result to the Caine judges, who nixed it on the grounds that G21 wasn't a serious - that is, print - publication.
For Wainaina, Caine's reluctance to accept digital submissions was the final straw, after years of frustration with the African publishing scene. In the 1960s, the editors of Heinemann's African Writers Series had dreamed of sending books from warehouse to bookshops to readers across the continent but found themselves defeated by logistics. Local African publishers were thin on the ground and the corresponding infrastructure mostly lacking. African cinema was faced with the same difficulty and quickly became a niche affair for American and European audiences in the absence of local funding or a distribution network for Africa's great directors, who raised money and established their names outside the continent. During the Cold War, it was rare to find a cinema in Africa showing anything other than kung-fu movies or cast-offs from Hollywood and the Soviet bloc. The outstanding success stories of the analogue era were Nollywood's 'direct-to-video' releases, dating from the early 1990s, and the free music (African and non-African) that took off in the 1970s thanks to audio cassette technology, which enabled hand-to-hand transmission, even if it flew in the face of copyright. But Wainaina wasn't raising a flag for piracy when he challenged the Caine judges' decision. 'If in the last twelve months,' he asked them, 'not a single collection of writing or short stories has been published in Africa, where do you think you're going to get submissions from?'
There are grand statements in 'Discovering Home' of the sort that appeal to people who give out literary prizes - 'Kenya's economy is on the brink of collapse, but we march on like safari ants' - and lyrical moments: 'The Kikuyu grass by the side of the road is crying silver tears the colour of remembered light.' The judges had second thoughts and awarded Wainaina first prize. He invested his winnings in a literary magazine, Kwani? ('So What?'), based in Nairobi. The magazine led off with a print edition (and stuck to the format). The first issue ran work by the Kenyan writer Muthoni Garland, the Tanzanian cartoonist Gado and a piece by Njabulo Ndebele on the South African singer Brenda Fassie; 'Weight of Whispers', a short story by Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor, won the next year's Caine Prize.
Wainaina's Granta essay projected him into the literary firmament as a solo African astronaut. This was a long way from the early postcolonial era, when writers on the continent had been introduced to the rest of the world as Team Africa: Wole Soyinka, Chinua Achebe, Ngugi wa Thiong'o, Bessie Head, Mongo Beti, Es'kia Mphahlele - the list went on. Wainaina himself was modest about his ascent: he saw himself as one of many young writers creating a pan-African literary idiom for the 21st century.
'How to Write about Africa' set the tone for a weary scepticism about the way non-Africans behave or speak when they arrive on the continent. For the British-Nigerian essayist Dipo Faloyin, humanitarianism is seldom better than the disasters it proposes to address, and often a cover for more pernicious motives. Celebrities are particularly self-serving in this regard. In his essay 'The Birth of White Saviour Imagery', Wainaina's 'how to' becomes a caustic 'how not to': 'You should avoid picking up random children you do not know for a photo that you then publish online ... no matter how cute or how poor they are.' In 'Why Do Western Media Get Africa Wrong?', the Kenyan writer Nanjala Nyabola argues that the first Western journalist to arrive on the scene and file a story (often a disaster story) is treated as a more reliable voice than local bloggers or reporters. The result, she writes, is often an unwitting description of 'what the West is not' - a chaotic world, riven by ethnic tension, poverty and conflict - even though a foreign correspondent from an African country would have no trouble picking out the same faultlines in Europe or the US. There's not much evidence in contemporary Western journalism for the kinds of parody Wainaina offered in his Granta essay: a survey of French and British media coverage of Africa between 2007 and 2012 found no support for the suggestion that terms such as 'darkness' and 'tribalism' predominated, or that the continent was presented as a 'homogenous entity'. But Wainaina was sure that residual attitudes about 'Africa' hadn't disappeared.
His bete blanche was the Polish journalist Ryszard Kapuscinski, one of Granta's most eminent contributors in the 1980s and early 1990s and the writer on African subjects most capable, Wainaina explained in a column for the South African Mail and Guardian, of turning him into 'an Angry Black Man'. He describes a party in New York that Kapuscinski, in town for a PEN conference, was supposed to attend where he waited for the chance to confront him. When Kapuscinski failed to arrive, Wainaina downed a consolation martini and approached Salman Rushdie. 'I stood in front of The Rushdie, somewhat nervously. Then I asked him why he had invited the racist writer Kapuscinski to come to the PEN conference.' Rushdie was elusive and wandered off, so Wainaina downed another martini and recapped Kapuscinski's 'all-time classic lines about Africa': 'Let us remember that fear of revenge is deeply rooted in the African mentality'; 'Africans believe that a mysterious energy circulates through the world'; 'Africans eat only once a day, in the evening'; 'Darkness unnerves them, they may flatly refuse to drive after sunset.' He scorned Kapuscinski-land as a 'left-leaning, Rider Haggard world of strange, voiceless, dark peoples doing strange, voiceless, dark things'.
Wainaina's target is the racist trope. How to Write about Africa was not a post facto critique of colonialism. It was too late for that, in his view, and you can't fault him on his knowledge of African class struggles, neo-colonialism or the colonial past. But he was born in 1971, a year before Walter Rodney published How Europe Underdeveloped Africa, and still in his teens when Mandela was released from Pollsmoor Prison and 'multiparty' became the exhilarating demand in Kenya, after decades of sclerotic one-party rule. Wainaina belonged to a second-wave, post-independence cohort that could put the past - and the Cold War - behind them without feeling they'd lost track of history: it was Africa's moment and only wan academics and backsliders, to his mind, were still insisting on the legacy of colonialism (he staked out the ground for these arguments in his impressionist memoir of 2011, One Day I Will Write about This Place).
In 2013, interviewed on Al-Jazeera, Wainaina argued that international donors were undermining local initiatives in Kenya and providing cover for corrupt politicians. The interviewer, Folly Bah Thibault, a French-Guinean, shot back: 'But isn't corruption a consequence - an effect - of colonialism?' 'How?' Wainaina asked politely. 'We are now fifty years after colonialism ... we are sovereign, self-determined nations dealing with our own fate ... so to hark back to [colonialism] is also looking for a kind of victimhood that's not helpful. Take the person who's stolen from the till and arrest him.' He was imagining a Western model of accountability that would transfer fluently to regimes in Africa, where many judicial systems, unlike those in the US or Europe, lacked the resources or the clout to prosecute wayward politicians. He was in his early forties and his generational optimism hadn't worn thin.
By then, he was repurposing the approach of his Granta essay to make fun of African dictatorships. Rule 1 in 'How to Be a Dictator': 'Be the richest man in your country.' Rule 11: 'Do not send all the money you steal to Switzerland and do not give it to your wife.' Rule 16: 'Love China.' In 'How to Be an African', he accused the North American diaspora of overblown claims that the African mothership was the origin of civilisation: 'The Tutsis were ancient Phoenicians and Greeks ... Jesus was an African ... We invented coffee ... every single one of us is descended from kings and queens ... Pushkin's great grandfather was from Cameroon ... Everybody say Mamaaaa ... Africaaaaaaaaaa.' By this time, 'how to' was a hit-and-miss affair.
The best reboot by far is 'How to Write about Africa II: The Revenge'. In this short piece, published in Bidoun in 2010, Wainaina explains how the original essay came about. He was enraged, he writes, by the 1994 'Africa' issue of Granta, which he first came across in the early 2000s. He describes it, wonderfully, as a 'Greatest Hits of Hearts of Fuckedness': 'It wasn't the grimness that got to me, it was the stupidity. There was nothing new, no insight, but lots of "reportage" - Oh, gosh, wow, look, golly ooo - as if Africa and Africans were not part of the conversation, were not indeed living in England across the road from the Granta office.' He dashed off a 'rambling email' to Ian Jack, then editor of Granta, who commissioned him to write a piece for a forthcoming 'Africa' issue. Jack assured Wainaina that he would make amends for the earlier issue overseen by his predecessor, Bill Buford. Wainaina agreed, but when he came unstuck with his assignment, Jack suggested instead that 'we publish your long, crazy email'. Wainaina agreed and as he tells it, became the arbiter of what visitors to African countries could and couldn't say. 'I went viral; I became spam ... Now I am "that guy", the conscience of Africa: I will admonish you and give you absolution ... Fuck Granta ... thanks, Granta.'
In an earlier issue - not the one that infuriated Wainaina - Granta ran a brief piece of reportage I had turned in about the conflict in South Africa's townships that followed Mandela's release in 1990. I wouldn't care to revisit it and I haven't: I'm sure Wainaina is right that eyewitness accounts such as mine are often the opposite of 'insight'. Buford wanted his contributors to show without telling, as any teacher in a creative writing class would have asked of their students. This routine aesthetics of ellipsis is Wainaina's strongest objection to the Granta manner. Within a few years of the killings in the South African townships, the international press corps had moved on to the wars in the former Yugoslavia, which required a lot of telling. In 1995 Michael Holman - a Rhodesian dissident under Ian Smith's regime who went on to become Africa editor at the Financial Times - confessed privately to a perverse sense of relief that press coverage of 'ethnic conflict' was no longer ghettoised in Africa. Wainaina was too young at the time to confer 'absolution' on any Western reporter who had filed from Africa, but the best of them, like Holman, were already on the case. And by the mid-1990s, European readers who deplored the 'barbarism' in Rwanda were forced to reckon with Srebrenica.
Wainaina  had long understood that he was gay. He came out in 2014 in an essay for the online journal Africa Is a Country. In the opening passage, he imagines himself by his mother's deathbed, telling her what he'd wanted to explain since he was a boy. In the next section - 'the right version of events' - he is on the point of leaving South Africa to visit her when his uncle calls to tell him he's too late. 'I am 29,' he writes. 'It is 11 July 2000. I, Binyavanga Wainaina, quite honestly swear I have known I am a homosexual since I was five.'
Wainaina was reluctant to repeat generalities about being gay in Africa. The gloomy stats tell us that of the more than sixty states that still criminalise same-sex activity, nearly half are African. Discrimination against LGBT communities is one of the rare agendas on which citizens of African states and their governments tend to align, with spontaneous homophobic violence on the one hand and harsh legislation on the other. But Wainaina knew that if he went to town on the subject of African homophobia, a new round of Western finger-wagging aimed at 'backward' fellow Kenyans (and citizens across the continent) would follow. In an interview for National Public Radio, he joked - in deadly earnest - about the way his decision to come out would be presented: 'In the heart-of-gay-homophobia-darkness in Africa, Binyavanga writes of peace. Binyavanga explains how homophobia in Africa works ... I get the sense that it's this thing of "My God, you Africans are very homophobic, I'm going to go and report it to the West."'
By then, his 'how to' gadget could be customised by anyone who fancied their chances. 'How NOT to write about Queer South Africa', by the sociologist Zethu Matebeni, catches Wainaina's manner in its opening paragraph: 'To help the reader, replace LGBT with gay. In later texts, put the word queer in the title. Like gay, queer does the same work, but sounds better. Don't worry that most South Africans do not use the word queer, they will all soon catch onto it.' Matebeni goes on to compile an inventory of clumsy assumptions about LGBT. Some of them are well-intentioned, others are not, but she is ruthlessly impartial: neither hostile homophobes nor the aimless droves of liberal handwringers come out well. The aim of the essay, which plays fair and dirty with allies and enemies alike, is to strike a pre-emptive blow against the kind of Western condescension Wainaina had foreseen.
A few months after he announced that he was gay, Wainaina travelled to Senegal to interview Youssou N'Dour. He had already published superb pieces of reportage from Senegal, South Sudan and Ghana. Many are collected in How to Write about Africa and might be mistaken for a kind of docufiction: Wainaina has the descriptive powers of a novelist and the will to imagine his way inside the people he meets. But we're not chez Kapuscinski, who set out with the piece he had in mind and groomed, or created, his incidental detail to fit. Wainaina's repertoire of voices is extensive, on occasion puzzling. Beside those of his interlocutors and his own narrative voice, there are extraneous, unnamed speakers - other versions of Wainaina - that emerge from his conversations with himself. They don't seem to belong in the piece until you see that it couldn't exist without them.
In his interview with N'Dour this montage is so rich that we could be listening to a DJ set: the Nigerian writer Akin Adesokan hears Wainaina's prose as elaborate 'sampling' and describes him as a master of the African 'remix': agile, multi-layered, fully promiscuous across genres. But when it came to sexual politics, Wainaina was plainspoken. 'There is nothing that is a priority about being a homosexual and an African,' he said in a 2015 TedX talk. 'I am living in plain light; I am not living in a dark continent. I will stand free, as I need to be ... and nobody will stop me from going where I will.'
The title of the Youssou N'Dour remix - 'It's Only a Matter of Acceleration Now' - alerts us to the pace Wainaina means to set as he lands in Dakar and reverses with a squeal of tyres into a long story from the 1980s about N'Dour bumping into Neneh Cherry in a Paris airport, or rather crashing into her and helping her up from the ground with a bleeding lip. We can't tell how far the account is embellished, but we know that N'Dour and Cherry became friends and collaborators: their single '7 Seconds' was a big hit in 1994. Next Wainaina is prepping for his interview with the great man by getting drunk in a night club in Dakar, where he embarrasses himself, he suspects, by twirling his arms over his head on the dancefloor like a tourist from Europe (or perhaps just from Kenya). Remorseful, he swims out from the corniche the following morning and hooks up later with a musicologist for an education in the hybrid genealogy of N'Dour's music. Here and there he throws in reflections on his hangover and his swimming technique: a lifeguard helps him to work on his breaststroke - 'kick my legs and propel forward'.
Occasionally he wants to throw up and thinks, if he did, it would be unadulterated gin and tonic - which is pure Gonzo journalism, purged of Kapuscinski's disingenuousness. N'Dour tells Wainaina that musical traditions survive in West Africa 'precisely because they are not the priority of the political elite and the government', but that this is 'also a recipe for frustration'. He goes on to praise the informal sector in Senegal, where a market trader in traditional African dress can arrive at a bank in his Mercedes and make a cash deposit larger than a politician's. Wainaina lets this pass without comment. In his next paragraph, he's back in the sea. 'Five, six, seven strokes and I find a rhythm.' The piece is framed as a circular journey. It begins with a question, put to Wainaina by his Senegalese chauffeur: 'Are you prepared for the interview?' In the final sentence, Wainaina revisits that question and asks himself: 'Are you ready to interview Youssou N'Dour?'
After Wainaina's death, 'It's Only a Matter of Acceleration Now' was talked up as a possible title for a posthumous collection, but there's been no sign of one. In 2023 the American composer Lamin Fofana (West African diaspora, out of Sierra Leone and Guinea) borrowed the title for a short album dedicated to 'the great Binyavanga Wainaina'. Fofana does his best to catch Wainaina's exuberance, but it's all on the page.
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Prophetic Stomach
Tom Stammers

4228 wordsIn  1926, Aby Warburg taught a seminar at Hamburg University on the historian Jacob Burckhardt, the 'exemplary pathfinder' whose investigation of the Italian Renaissance anticipated Warburg's own. Burckhardt was, he argued, 'a necromancer in full consciousness', who conjured up sinister shadows but ultimately eluded them. Invoking a character from Faust Part II, Warburg said of Burckhardt: 'His kind of vision is Lynceus'; he sits in his tower and speaks.' Lynceus embodied Warburg's idea of the scholar as a seer endowed with penetrating but privileged vision: Goethe's watchman could spy vistas of 'eternal beauty' in the heavens because he was shielded from the fire that consumed the 'dark world' below. To practise necromancy or stargazing without the benefit of a tower was risky. The following year Warburg told his students the cautionary tale of Burckhardt's associate Friedrich Nietzsche, a visionary who lacked any 'regulating force for his dream-bird flight'. If Burckhardt had shown admirable discipline, sticking 'within the boundaries of his own mission', Nietzsche had refused to acknowledge any conceptual or empirical limits, and was swallowed by the flames. Seeing correctly required a secure vantage point. Warburg built his own tower out of books. He described his library as both a sanctuary - 'a book defence chest' - and a laboratory, a 'rotating observational tower' whose 'unreality', namely its distance from the everyday world, was the precondition of true sight.
Warburg's portraits of Burckhardt and Nietzsche were informed by personal turmoil; he had spent much of the previous seven years in and out of hospitals, after the collapse of the German Empire in November 1918 coincided with a deterioration in his mental health. Blaming himself for the national calamity, in the final days of the war he had come to suspect that his children's English nanny, with whom he may have had an affair, was a spy sent by Lloyd George, and paced the family home brandishing a revolver. He committed himself to a hospital in Hamburg, before moving to a private clinic in Jena in 1920 and then to Ludwig Binswanger's Bellevue sanatorium in Kreuzlingen, where other postwar burnouts included the painter Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, the writer Leonhard Frank and Bertha Pappenheim (the original Anna O). Warburg's depressive moods and neurotic instability seemed to mirror the fracturing of bourgeois Europe. 'He had the knack of experiencing the times in a direct and physical way,' his younger brother Max recalled. 'I have a prophetic stomach,' Warburg boasted.
As part of his recovery, Warburg retraced the steps of his intellectual development. In 1923 he gave a lecture to the staff and patients at Bellevue, recounting his visits to Pueblo Indian settlements more than a quarter of a century earlier. He expounded on the scenes he had witnessed among the Hopi tribe in Arizona, through whose customs and dances he believed 'American prehistory' could be understood. Central to his analysis, though he did not observe it himself, was the snake dance, a Hopi rain ceremony. The ritualised gestures of the snake dance seemed to articulate a forgotten mode of perception, 'the borderless relational possibility between man and environment'. What to Europeans might appear as 'schizoid' thinking - a term recently applied to Warburg by his doctors - was entirely natural to the Hopi, consistent with their 'pictorially thinking, poetic-mythologically grounded soul'.
Viewing the Hopi as 'living fossils', Warburg drew parallels with the ancient Greeks, for whom snakes were also 'the most natural symbol of eternity and rebirth from sickness and near death'. Warburg was looking for sources that could illuminate the mythic worldview inherent in all societies before the 'contamination' of modern civilisation and the deadening 'machine age'. In his Kreuzlingen lecture, he proposed that in Native American culture 'fantastic magic and sober utilitarianism' were not opposing but overlapping tendencies. Warburg came to believe that all cultural eras were predicated on a similar coalescence of irreconcilable energies, in which the search for enlightenment rubbed up against atavistic passions inherited, through the magic of images, from a distant and often traumatic past.
Appropriately, for a thinker synonymous with the 'Nachleben der Antike' or 'afterlife of antiquity' (a phrase coined by Anton Springer), Warburg's own afterlives are instructive. When he died of a heart attack in 1929, at the age of 63, there was little to indicate the influence he would later exert on the humanities. His one great book had never materialised; in its stead he produced dozens of dense occasional essays. In 1932 the historian Johan Huizinga remarked that 'despite the elevation of his intellect and the excellence of his work ... there is something tragic, something not fully developed, about the figure of Aby Warburg.' Even a sympathetic collaborator such as Gertrud Bing likened Warburg's career to 'traces of wreckage: projects not carried out, promises of articles never written, and ideas which were never developed'. The great exception, of course, was the achievement of his library. The posthumous relocation of almost sixty thousand books from Hamburg to London, following the Nazi seizure of power, reshaped the myth of Warburg in unexpected ways. When the then director of the Warburg Institute, Ernst Gombrich, published the first biography in 1970, he aimed to make a messy and eccentric scholar into the single-minded founder of a school. In doing so, Gombrich ironed out some of Warburg's crankiness, downplayed his demons and minimised the relevance of his Jewish background. He positioned Warburg as a champion of enlightened rationality over superstition, of Western learning over Eastern mysticism, a struggle he made into a personal motto: 'Athens wants again and again to be reconquered afresh from Alexandria.'
In more recent interpretations, Alexandria has been in the ascendant. Warburg is now regarded, alongside Freud and Walter Benjamin, as part of a pantheon of Jewish thinkers interested in the irrational underpinnings of modernity. 'Warburg is our haunting,' the art historian Georges Didi-Huberman wrote in 2004. 'He is to art history that which an unredeemed ghost - a dybbuk - might be to the place where we live.' Warburg's disdain for 'border guard mentality' has made him an important figure for interdisciplinarity, global art history and visual culture studies. His personal struggles have only reinforced his cult status. Hailing him as a 'scholar and psychopath', Giorgio Agamben declared that 'not only his idiosyncrasies but the remedies he found to master them correspond to the secret needs of his age.' The photograph-strewn panels he assembled in his final years have been compared to cinematic montage. Warburg had intended to exhibit them in 1928 at a former water-tower in the Hamburg Stadtpark (a venue, he hoped, evocative of 'the dignity and efficacy of a "Lynceus-tower"'), but they were left unfinished at the time of his death. The 63 panels of the Bilderatlas were finally displayed together four years ago at the Haus der Kulturen der Welt in Berlin.*
Born in 1866 into one of Germany's leading Jewish financial dynasties, Warburg made it clear early on that the only business he cared for was learning; before the age of fourteen he had swapped his birthright with Max in exchange for an unlimited supply of books. From the local Johanneum Gymnasium he went on to enrol at the universities of Bonn, Munich and Strasbourg, working with some of the foremost humanists of the age. Academia took him away from the Judaism of his upbringing: Warburg would marry out, and later refused to recite Kaddish for his father or attend his funeral, insisting that he was a 'dissident' from religion. But he never occupied a full-time academic position, remaining an independent scholar - or, as he preferred to style himself, a 'scholarly private banker', adding touchily that his 'credit is as good as that of the Reichsbank'.
Warburg's freelance status had less to do with the antisemitism of the German academy (pervasive though it was) than with his temperamental unwillingness to submit to the basic requirements of an academic career. While peers such as Heinrich Wolfflin were busily advancing the autonomy of the new discipline of art history, Warburg seemed doggedly antiquarian. He dragged his feet over publishing in journals, endlessly delayed by a sterile perfectionism. His submission to the Preuss-isches Jahrbuch/Italienische Studien in 1901 was dedicated to Thomas Carlyle: 'A sacrificial offering, by Teufelsdrockh the Younger'. Always 'dawdling and dreaming, and mumbling and maundering', the protagonist of Sartor Resartus appealed to Warburg's sense of being lost in a metaphysical fog. He hoarded his scholarly discoveries, morbidly suspicious that others would get wind of them. His decision to refuse a prestigious position at Bonn stemmed from his unwillingness to endure the humiliation of a public viva voce.
Warburg wanted to be a scholar on his own terms. This reflected his fidelity to an older model of intellectual cultivation, or Bildung, in which the full and free development of the private personality, underpinned by solitary research, provided the passport to the 'republic of letters'. He was more comfortable with the ethos of Wilhelm von Humboldt than with Adolf von Harnack's plea in 1905 for 'big science'. He thought that the pursuit of truth couldn't be tabulated by bureaucrats in Berlin and that state control of the universities reduced them to 'civil-servant-minting-institutions'. With the Medicis in mind, he admired those independent philanthropists at whose touch arts and learning sprang into life. Such feats, he wrote, depended on 'the energy of private citizens', reserving special praise for the example set by American philanthropists such as Jacob Schiff, whose daughter married his brother Felix.
From childhood Warburg harboured an outsized idea of his future importance. Searching for his ticket to 'immortality', he explored a range of fields, digesting the linguistic theories of Hermann Usener on the names of the gods, the baggy cultural history of Karl Lamprecht and even Darwin's The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals ('At last a book that helps me'). His interest in the rendering of agitated draperies in Renaissance Italian art - particularly those of Botticelli, the subject of his dissertation - came by way of debates in classical archaeology about the recently unearthed Pergamon Altar, whose dynamic figures exploded the aesthetic canons of Greek sculpture set down in the 18th century. From Giovanni Morelli, and especially from August Schmarsow, under whom he studied in Florence in 1888, Warburg learned that incidental detail could be revelatory. His keen eye for animated ornament gave him the confidence to query received periodisation; according to him, 'baroque undercurrents' unsteadied the placid figures of the Quattrocento.
He was unfussed about defining historical styles, focusing instead on the psychology of perception, particularly on the way painters depicted the movement of draperies and other 'accessory forms'. He was inclined to look sideways and backwards, extending the inquiries of earlier antiquarians; his 'iconological' method, as he liked to call it, winked at the 1593 Iconologia of Cesare Ripa. For his early critics, Warburg seemed far more preoccupied with digging up obscure texts than with broader issues of artistic composition. Schmarsow thought that his fixation on draperies did Botticelli no favours - reducing him to a 'superficial imitator of ancient hems and lappets' - and made the discipline of art history into 'nothing more than archaeological study of flourishes and philological absurdity'.
After receiving  his doctorate from Strasbourg in 1892, Warburg cast around for a new project, trying to find ways of marrying his various instincts. He spent a term studying neurology in Berlin and even considered switching to a medical career. But while in the US in 1895, attending his brother Paul's wedding to Nina Loeb, he began working on 'Symbolism as Determination of Scope', a notebook he covered with mathematical formulae. To his published dissertation he now appended four theses, announcing the theoretical claims underpinning his previous findings: visual motifs, he argued, arose not just via conscious imitation, but through physiological automatism, the involuntary repetition of 'memory images' impressed on the artist's mind. Symbols, as suggested by the philosopher Friedrich Vischer and by Warburg's own observation of the Hopi, correlated to different phases in humanity's search for meaning and self-knowledge, developing from religion (the least free), via the intermediate realm of art (where their truth remained 'obscure'), to the summit of free inquiry, or science. Unfortunately, the diagrams Warburg produced to illustrate his theories are baffling, their reciprocal flows and circular patterns undermining any sense of a legible progression.
Scholarly salvation came as a result of a surprise swerve towards positivism. In 1897 he married Mary Hertz, an artist and the daughter of a prominent Hamburg senator, and later that year the couple moved to Florence. Warburg threw himself into the study of documents relating to the early Tuscan merchants who had proved such outstanding patrons of art. In lieu of grand theory, he now found joy in being a 'truffle pig', snuffling out rarities in the archives. He identified with his historical subjects, entering into the intricacy of their household and spiritual arrangements with relish. 'One can almost say that in his works on Florence,' Bing remarked, 'Warburg wrote his own Buddenbrooks.' After the futile search for general laws, there was a pleasure in surrendering to particulars, convinced that 'God is in the detail.' Following Burckhardt, he turned historical necromancer, summoning the patrician shades of the 15th century: 'In the hundreds of archival documents that have been read - and in the thousands that have not - the voices of the dead live on.'
Warburg's Renaissance characters were composed of diverse cultural inheritances, which they fought to hold in balance. Having scoured inventories, he knew of the large quantity of Netherlandish paintings collected in 15th-century Italy, and he described naturalistic portraiture as an updated form of ex-voto. He appreciated that many merchants and bankers, far from being wholehearted proponents of rationalism, were pious Christians and highly receptive to astrological divination. Judging from the injunctions recorded in his will, the Florentine patriarch Francesco Sassetti exemplified these opposing forces. Sassetti possessed 'firm and principled attachment to his medieval roots' alongside a 'worldly intelligence'; meanwhile, the imperious expression of his bust, produced by the workshop of Antonio Rossellino, exuded an 'Etruscan-Roman masculinity'. As the art historian Edgar Wind pointed out, Warburg, writing against the horizon of his own fin-de-siecle, was consistently drawn to the 'in-between levels' he found in other 'ages of transition and conflict'. The Renaissance proved to Warburg that the 'conflicting worldviews' that tore societies apart could nevertheless unlock enormous cultural power 'when those views hold a balance within a single individual'.
In his own life, balance was never Warburg's strong suit. He was wracked by insecurities yet believed he was destined for great things, searching obsessively for the signs of destiny in his daily affairs. Hans Hones's new biography - which reconstructs the erratic zigzags in Warburg's thinking and refuses to swallow his vatic pretensions - stresses that he was the 'constant exegete' of his own life, revisiting and regurgitating his fleeting inspirations. Hones argues that a 'warped self-image' proved an 'albatross' to Warburg, preventing him from finding either mental peace or a stable scholarly footing. Trying to justify his existence to his brothers, who had made large fortunes and occupied high public office, brought additional anxiety. Convinced that his time in Florence represented a beautiful parenthesis, he decided in 1903 to return to Hamburg and rejoin the urban patriciate into which he had been born.
This decision enriched the city's cultural infrastructure. Warburg gave artefacts from his American travels to the Ethnology Museum, delivered popular lectures on art history at the Volksheim, lobbied for the founding of higher educational bodies such as the Kolonialinstitut (where in 1912 he was named honorary professor) and championed the overbearing monument to his hero Bismarck on the Elbe. Such interventions were part of what he called a 'crusade against petty un-taste'. He believed in the cultural responsibilities incumbent on the propertied bourgeoisie, who alone were entitled to shape civic life and to exercise 'communal reason': 'To me, the masses are tolerable only in a well-ordered state; a mediocre human animal in a controlled situation is bearable.' The improvement in his scholarly reputation while at Hamburg partly reflected his gifts as an organiser and networker: among other activities, he arranged conferences for the German Association for Folklore Studies and the Association of Philologists and Schoolteachers, and served as treasurer for the International Congresses of Art History between 1906 and 1912. 'He may have shunned a career in business,' Hones writes, 'but at times the family heritage seems to shine through.'
It can even be detected in the accumulative drive of his book collecting. As early as 1900 he told Max of his plans to found a 'Warburg library for cultural science', thereby transforming what had been a private passion into a public-facing research institute. In 1904 he hired an assistant to catalogue the collection, which had already reached 3500 volumes, and the following year he introduced a letter-copying press for documenting his correspondence. These simulations of institution-building were modelled on the family bank, from which Warburg also acquired the itch to prove 'the profitability of my ability', as measured by the number of visiting readers, or, better yet, scholarly citations. By 1911 the library had reached eleven thousand volumes. In addition to rare works from the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries, which he had picked up cheaply in Florence, Warburg's library also encompassed art history, classics, magic, astrology, mythography - along with several thousand photographs. He berated his brothers for wasting money on luxuries and splurging on charities such as Jewish schools in Hamburg instead of subsidising his own cultural 'mission'.
At a conference in Rome in 1912, Warburg delivered a now legendary paper on the fresco cycle in the Sala dei Mesi in the Palazzo Schifanoia, Ferrara. What set it apart was not simply his ability to spot specific astrological constellations mentioned in the writings of the Roman poet Marcus Manilius and the ninth-century Persian intellectual Abu Ma'shar. Rather, it was his reconstruction of the way these esoteric theories migrated 'from Asia Minor by way of Egypt to India ... via Persia' before their translation into Hebrew, French and Latin. The talk was a highly compressed but erudite excursus into the global circulation of ideas, at once mathematical and mysterious. Differing from the diffusionist theories of comparative philologists and mythographers, Warburg was less interested in specific nodes of transmission than in uncovering the wider ecology and mobility of images, their function as relays or 'messengers'. In the lecture he referred to artworks as Bilderfahrzeuge, or 'image vehicles'.
What was conveyed through images was a primal expression of feeling. Hence the key concept of 'pathos formulas' (Pathosformel), first deployed by Warburg in a 1905 lecture discussing representations of Orpheus dying at the hands of the frenzied Maenads. In 'primitive' societies, he believed, art-making emerged out of ecstasy, anger, inspiration and fear, impulses that were articulated by certain emotionally-charged forms and gestures. These pathos formulas spoke with 'the true voice of antiquity'; stores of primal energy, they were capable of being memorised, translated or suddenly rekindled. He inserted into the manuscript copy of the Orpheus lecture a newspaper clipping describing Cossack atrocities committed outside Stavropol earlier that year, where a mob tore apart a teacher as a warning to 'all students and Jews'. Warburg added in pencil: 'The eternal beast: homo sapiens.'
The First World War showed the beast at its worst, although Warburg never wavered in his loyalty to imperial Germany. In early 1915 he was employed to travel to Italy, still neutral at the time, to engage in cultural diplomacy with the Kunsthistorisches Institut in Florence. In doing so, he was complementing his existing role pumping out German propaganda in a journal he established, Rivista Illustrata. Only two issues had appeared when Italy entered the war on the Allied side, a traitorous act that Warburg blamed on the influence of 'francophone Freemasons'. He wrote in fury to his protege Fritz Saxl, then in the Austrian army, that the best thing to be done for the Italians now was 'to kill them in large quantities'. The war had taken hold of Warburg's collecting activities, and with the help of nine assistants he assembled a huge archive of photographs and cuttings related to its coverage in the foreign press ('the museum of lies'). It affected his new work on the media politics of the Reformation too: Warburg argued that prints had been essential 'agitational tools' in Martin Luther's 'picture-press-war-campaign'. He drew a parallel between Luther and another German hero, Durer, whose art also marked a decisive shift towards shrugging off dogma and superstition, the 'overcoming of Babylonian mentality'.
The Luther essay was finally published in 1920, by which time the German Empire had shattered. Max, once hailed as 'King of Hamburg', was out of favour, having been falsely accused of bankrolling the Bolshevik Revolution and Warburg was in a clinic in Jena. A footnote to the essay lamented that illness prevented him from 'enlarging on the Janus-faced historic sense, the strain of tragic dualism' that had plagued 'the evolution of modern Homo non-sapiens'. During his so-called 'vacation from the world', Warburg's projects flourished without him in the hothouse atmosphere of the Weimar Republic. The creation of a new University of Hamburg in 1919 saw the appointment of Ernst Cassirer, philosopher of symbols, and of Erwin Panofsky as a lecturer in art history the following year. The intellectual temper was turning away from the specialism that had defined German scientific culture in favour of new forms of 'synthesis'. This postwar emphasis on conceptual wholeness was as much moral as methodological, and Warburg's eclecticism was a direct beneficiary.
In February 1925, six months after his discharge from Kreuzlingen, Warburg commissioned the architect Gerhard Langmaack to create a permanent home for his long-planned research institute. Fifteen months later the KBW (Kulturwissenschaftliche Bibliothek Warburg) opened on a plot of land next to Warburg's house; the name of the Greek goddess of memory, Mnemosyne, was inscribed on the inner door. The four floors were arranged around 'Image', 'Orientation', 'Word' and 'Action', mirroring the reader's ascent towards ever greater enlightenment. The elliptical design of the reading room celebrated Johannes Kepler's astronomical speculations. Despite being open to university students, the KBW can't have been easy to navigate. Under the 'law of the good neighbour', books were grouped not by subject, but according to their owner's estimate of their utility to one another. Saxl's attempts to make the library more user-friendly, with a three-colour classificatory system, were stymied by the dictates of his 'strict Saturn father'. How could it be otherwise, when Warburg regarded the collection as an emanation of his own brain, a refuge from the fallen world and a scientific instrument for testing his own hypotheses?
Ensconced in his tower, Warburg surrounded himself with gifted initiates, like Saxl and Bing, who deferred to his self-image and furthered his increasingly cosmic and improbable research agenda. Small wonder the circle seemed closed to outsiders. Gershom Scholem called the KBW groupies a 'Jewish sect', a label Warburg would have detested, not just because of his rebellion against Judaism, but also because of his universalist ambitions. By following the transit of images, he aimed to elucidate the hidden dynamics of cultural memory. This was the inspiration for the Bilderatlas panels; with the aid of a Photostat machine, he and his team created a 'map of migrations' to chart the way pathos formulas moved and mutated across centuries and societies, almost independently of human volition. For Hones, the project was less historical and empirical than cosmological and physiological (inspired by Richard Semon's theories of the 'engram', a biophysical memory-trace deposited in the brain). It was also strangely autobiographical, monumentalising Warburg's intellectual errancy, drawing method out of magical thinking, and elevating his own 'travels in the world of symbols' to the level of a general truth.
The moral lessons taught by the Bilderatlas were sobering. A few noble souls, such as Durer, might try to withstand and even counter the pull of atavism. But the occult 'influence' of pathos formulas was otherwise inescapable, an 'imperishable heritable mass' stamped on the subconscious of humanity. The panels documenting these transfers are mesmerising, juxtaposing fine art and antiquities with maps, advertisements and imagery culled from popular culture. Forever incomplete, they incorporate up to a thousand photographs and could be continually reshuffled to accommodate fresh constellations. In his final months, Warburg was fascinated by the symbolism attending the Lateran Pacts struck between the papacy and the 'Caesarean' Mussolini (an event he interpreted as the 're-paganisation of Rome'). His reading of fascist iconography, assisted by the 16th-century philosopher Giordano Bruno, typified his invigoratingly indirect take on contemporary crises, as well as his attentiveness to the sudden and disturbing reanimation of long-buried archetypes. 'This history is to be told like a fable,' Warburg explained of the sequences disclosed in the Bilderatlas panels, calling them 'ghost stories for all adults'. There was no escape from the psychic burden of images. But exposing the workings of cultural memory at least complicated their unthinking reproduction. Works of art were vehicles of primal energy but could also enable viewers to gain some 'metaphorical distance' on their historical predicament. Last week, a new gallery space opened at the Warburg Institute in Bloomsbury, exhibiting some of the contemporary art made in the shadow of the Bilderatlas. Warburg is having his own renaissance, his ghostly grids spawning new images and assemblages in the digital present.
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At the Louisiana
On Chaim Soutine
Michael Hofmann

1287 wordsThis  Louisiana was not bought off a skint, warmongering Napoleon for a measly $15 million, but is one of the most beautiful galleries of modern art anywhere. It was founded in 1958 in a dazzlingly extended and updated villa on the Zealand coast, an hour north of Copenhagen, and named for the first owner's three (presumably consecutive) wives, all of whom were called Louise. I was there to see an exhibition of the Lithuanian-Belarusian-French Jewish artist Chaim Soutine, the first retrospective of his work in northern Europe for many years, now on show at the Kunstmuseum Bern until 1 December. Perhaps wherever one sees Soutine the experience is going to be violent, self-contradictory, disorientating. But the contrast between the immaculate physical setting - with its black or white gallery walls, some curved and some straight, small rooms, long passageways, snug little mezzanine at the end and introspective pebble beach from some Scandi-noir outside - and the derisory and unsightly paintings was troubling. One felt a little pampered and half-ashamed of the fact. Couldn't it have been in a mouldering basement instead?
Despite Soutine's propensity for destroying his work, there seems, mercifully, to be quite a lot of it still around. In his short life, he painted furiously, in great obsessive rips, but when left alone with a picture by the careless or trusting owner he would cut it up or otherwise make it disappear. He would pay for the damage - from the late 1920s, he had money, after years of being poor - or offer a replacement, but these were unusual forms of aftercare. The present exhibition has succeeded in bringing together 64 items from a great array of places, including many in private collections, in a perfect marriage of range and repetition. There are still lifes (always more nature morte than still anything), vertiginous Babel-like views of Ceret and Cagnes, feral trees and spectral dwellings, portraits of anonymous locals, a weird series of chefs and bakers and hotel pages and choristers - a pretext, it has been said, for making paintings that were white with absences, or red with exceptions.
Everything from his hand is striking, but especially his ever-raw beasts, thrice-dead and well-hung, completely metamorphosed from esculent flesh to indigestible paint. I found myself standing again and again in front of Flayed Beef (1925) and Side of Beef and Calf's Head (1925), fascinated by their myriad shades of blood and tallow. It is hard to know what they are for. Not boasts, not for salivating. (Not with avidity.) I think possibly the vertical extension appealed to him. Or was it the overwhelming majoritarian colour of an object? Kenneth Silver places Soutine between 'the Talmud on the one hand and Brillat-Savarin, Escoffier and countless other gastronomes on the other'. When he actually lists Soutine's subjects, he seems closer to Parson Woodforde: 'beef, veal, lamb and horse; rabbit, hare and deer; chicken, turkey, guinea fowl, duck, pheasant (several varieties) and partridge; whiting, herring, sardines, mackerel, red mullet, gurnard, sea devil, pike, gilthead, ray (or skate), bass and codling'.
[image: ]'Still Life with Herrings' (1915-16).




They are real kitchen paintings, not a squeamish vegan take on flesh, yet one can't imagine the painter turning cook. I am reminded of Kafka's Hunger Artist, who says at the end, simply and sadly, that he never found anything he liked to eat. Soutine, who had stomach troubles all his life and died in agony from a perforated ulcer after returning to occupied Paris for an emergency operation, will also have gone hungry for long periods. Perhaps there is something conflicted about his feelings regarding food, and he paints it as though it were stone, or a scene.
The indeterminacy or ambivalence is typical. Soutine straddles a great generational and stylistic gulf in art history, between the cosy 1900s of Post-Impressionist Montmartre and the drip of Pollock, the shock of Bacon, the organic tubular forms of Guston and the heavy impasto of Auerbach. He fills this space, completely, by himself. He offers pure paint in all its thickness and arduousness and permanence; but is oddly, almost pedantically - even sweetly - tethered to reality. The roads of sheep's gut in the crazy bangers and mash of his Ceret have little stick figures walking along them. The outline of a hole in the bare brick wall in front of which he hung his cadavers is generally visible, as are the meat hooks by which they were suspended. So is the curved, gilded chair on which he sat his sitters. The pomegranates nestled under the fish in his Still Life with Rayfish (1923) look like four little bomblets. The white spectral shape above his three sorry-looking herrings and two decayed forks is a glass of water, which he didn't really know how to paint. (Soutine was dependably drawn to difficult things: hands; vertical forms; long, steep steps.) Space has been made for the twisted table legs supporting his wacky cucumiform triad of baguette, fish and violin (as though these things were co-substantial, and a violin could stink, a fish could go stale and you could get a tune out of a loaf of bread). Even the most indecipherable, almost obstructive, squiggle of orange or yellow in his Cagnes is probably a garden wall or a tree that I haven't managed to decode. Something in the pictures always says: not made up, just weirded out.
There is a related insistence on painting from nature, while in very many instances proceeding like an academic painter and following the examples seen on many, many visits to the Louvre (Rembrandt, Chardin, Van Gogh). He is a painter doctus, while seeming to be anything but: untaught, wild, improvised, no drawings or sketches, no writing about what he does. There is a sense of his paintings as 'other', which is sometimes thought to reflect his Jewishness, though he uses no Jewish symbolism (unlike, say, Chagall). He is called - and perhaps makes most sense as - an Expressionist, even though he wasn't German and his paintings are wilder, and so to say more uncouth, than those by any other Expressionist. In the end, he feels most like a dissenting French painter who paints French themes without the patriotism and patrimoine usually afforded; he's an anti-Dufy, anti-Braque, anti-Cezanne, anti-Matisse; without glamour, without charm, without touristic appeal or propaganda or gratitude, not getting the bistre, the picturesque, the exquisite humdrum, the gaiety.
[image: ]'Woman in Pink' (c.1924).




There is something triumphantly warping about his vision. Form has gone. Reliable form, stable form, even the addled form a Cubist would give you. An earthquake runs through his subjects. A kind of transverse energy. They have been left out in the rain. They are things we don't habitually see: roots, where we are raised on fruit and flowers. It is as though he has taken the canvas and twisted it, wrung the moisture out of it. The buildings are still juddering. The streets loop the loop. Not compositions, decompositions. The tidiest thing in his paintings - often the only tidy thing in them - is his signature (when he has bothered or remembered to sign them). He doesn't do outlines. In his faces, it is the ears and the nose - the things you can grab - that stand out. The bony, skeletal hands. There is something old about his youths and masculine about his women. The eyes are often broken, seem to weep pus. He is the opposite of his friend Modigliani, who made smooth, long outlines and his sitters not just attractive but irresistible. Colour is a form of afterlife. Every shade is in play in any of the pictures. Even the blue and green paintings will have red and orange crucially in them. The really astonishing thing is that they are never muddy.
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No Rain-Soaked Boots
Toril Moi

3251 wordsIpicked up  The Unforgivable out of pure curiosity. There is something fascinating about opening a book by a writer one knows nothing about. A good reader, Simone de Beauvoir once wrote, has to be willing to follow the writer on her adventure. I took her advice, cleared my mind and tried to follow Cristina Campo on her journey. I was in for a shock: in these essays, Campo turned out to be a reactionary elitist. A dogmatic Catholic who hated the liberal reforms of Vatican II, a militant activist for the reintroduction of the Latin liturgy, Campo was someone who in postwar Florence would praise Mussolini loudly in the streets, just to provoke passers-by. She hated modern mass society and detested contemporary Italian literature and art. She considered the world in which she was condemned to live irredeemably ugly. I don't think I have ever read a writer so determined to turn her back on her own time, to spend her life looking for meaning and beauty in the past, in fairy tales, in religious rites and literary imagery.
Campo's style has been praised as exquisite. Some consider her one of the best Italian prose writers of the 20th century. Reading her in English and French, as I had to do, I found her style intensely belletristic, closely related to the classical grand style with its mellifluous periodic sentences and concatenations of scintillating images. She spins ornate webs of analogies, similes and metaphors, to the point where I couldn't always figure out what she was saying. I had half-hoped to discover another Natalia Ginzburg; in that, I was disappointed.
Vittoria Maria Angelica Marcella Cristina Guerrini was born in Bologna on 29 April 1923. Later in life, she experimented with a number of pseudonyms, but the one that stuck was Cristina Campo. Her parents, Guido Guerrini and Emilia Putti, descended from upper-class families. Campo's paternal grandmother was a countess. Her mother's family, the Putti, had been influential in Bologna for centuries. Vittorio Putti, Campo's uncle, was a world-famous orthopaedic surgeon. Campo was born with a heart defect: the Botallo duct, which normally closes within 24 hours of birth, remained open. Today, it takes only relatively minor surgery to fix this, but in 1923 there was nothing doctors could do. She would suffer from recurring 'crises', as she called them, throughout her life: a stabbing pain on her left side, extreme weakness, swollen legs, fainting spells, vomiting, spiking temperature. Although the surgical technique to correct it was pioneered just before the war, she seems never to have considered having heart surgery as an adult.
Campo grew up a sickly child, her parents constantly worrying about her catching the slightest cold. When her father, a composer, became director of the Cherubini Conservatory, the family moved to Florence. Campo attended a Catholic primary school from 1928 to 1935, when her doctors declared school to be too stressful for her heart. At the age of twelve, she became an autodidact. She studied languages and read endlessly, often in solitude. Her lack of formal education makes her seem closer to women writers of an earlier generation - Virginia Woolf (b. 1882), taught by private tutors; Colette (b. 1872), who left school at seventeen - than to someone of her time.
In the summer of 1943, after the Allied invasion of southern Italy and the overthrow of Mussolini, the Germans occupied Florence. To escape Allied bombardment, Campo and her parents took refuge in a convent at Fiesole. In September, her best friend, who had remained in Florence, was killed in a blast. It was a distressing time for the family. Her father was a committed fascist who had moved in high circles in Florence, where he helped to organise glittering musical events attended by the top brass of Mussolini's regime. When Mussolini fell, his world collapsed.
British troops liberated Florence in August 1944. In the aftermath, fighting broke out in and around Fiesole and the Germans requisitioned the convent in which the family was staying. Campo and her father seized the opportunity to have long conversations with German officers, and Campo worked as a translator for them - helping, among other things, to interrogate prisoners. Her father notes in his diary that one imprisoned English officer turned out to be an Italian partisan: 'Victoria tells me that the interrogation was dramatic ... Perhaps they have already shot him by now.' Campo herself seems not to have written about the experience. How did she respond when confronted with someone who was about to be shot? Was she appalled? Or was she so pro-German that she took it all in her stride? Guido thought the young German soldiers had a maturity beyond their years and displayed 'touching patriotic sentiments'. Whether these were the same German soldiers who went on to massacre whole villages as they withdrew to the north, I don't know.
When the Germans left, the family returned to Florence. In December 1944, Guido was arrested by the British and sent to a prison camp near Terni. I haven't been able to determine what the exact charges against him were. Released in July 1945, he began to rebuild his career, apparently without too much trouble. In 1947 he became the director of the Conservatory of Bologna, and in 1950 was made director of Rome's Santa Cecilia Conservatory. For the next five years, he commuted from Florence because Campo refused to move. But finally, in 1955, she gave in and the family relocated to Rome.
Campo rarely mentioned the war. One exception can be found in a 1955 letter to her friend Mita (Margherita Pieracci Harwell), in which she gushes about having met a handsome Italian officer. As a teenager, she writes, she had cut out the photograph of this very officer and kept it in her desk drawer. 'I haven't met men like that for the last ten years,' Campo says, nostalgic for the handsome fascists in uniform of the war years. She didn't hide her connections to fascism and told one friend that she didn't like democracy.
Campo's postwar life was less eventful. Because of her poor health, she travelled little. She lived with her parents until they died, six months apart, in 1964 and 1965. Afterwards, she survived on the money they had left her. The postwar years were a kind of spiritual exile. Campo despised every aspect of contemporary Italian culture, including its celebrated neo-realist cinema. She thought television was vulgar. She hated contemporary literature: 'I have only just enough strength to defend myself against what is going on in literature,' she wrote in 1962, 'to burn sandalwood and cinnamon like Defoe during the plague, to keep far from me everything that is said and done in Italian letters.'
The Italy that Campo despised was the postwar society represented in Elena Ferrante's Neapolitan Quartet. Economic modernisation gave ordinary Italians, particularly in the north, better living conditions than they had ever known. But it also intensified the workers' struggle and eventually gave birth to the Italian feminist movement. In 1969 there were murderous neo-fascist bombings in Milan and Rome, which the police at first blamed on anarchists. This was also an era in which the Catholic Church began to lose its grip on Italian politics. In 1970, divorce was legalised. In 1974, Italians voted overwhelmingly against a Catholic-backed referendum on whether to outlaw divorce again. Campo must have felt more out of step with her time than ever.
There is no mention of social realities in The Unforgivable. The title essay is ironic: what is considered unforgivable by the soulless mass society in which Campo is forced to live is beauty. Campo positions herself as a champion of tradition. She dismisses Catholicism after 1960 and calls the Renaissance a 'universal disaster', one of the 'trials' of true Christianity alongside the Reformation and the Enlightenment. Her disgust with certain aspects of modernity is boundless. She describes the Beat poets as a 'pathetic, inarticulate group who scream at the top of their lungs' (a reference, I assume, to Ginsberg's Howl). In her essay on sprezzatura - noble nonchalance, studied carelessness - she writes that it is an attribute traditionally associated with youth, but now the 'cold fear, the horror perhaps, of once more provoking the masses with its butterfly delicacy has stripped the young of this splendid mantle fit for Ariel'. In other words, the 'pitiable and serious' young people of her time had lost the dashing elegance effortlessly possessed by earlier generations. She wrote this around 1970, following years of protests against the Vietnam War, the struggle for civil rights, workers' rights and women's rights. Yet all Campo can see are hordes of 'boastful and sulky' youths.
Campo was outraged by the reforms of the Second Vatican Council, which abolished the Latin mass in 1965 and introduced a new liturgy. As one of the main activists in the Italian chapter of Una Voce, a militant organisation opposed to the reforms, she met and became a fervent admirer of the proto-fascist archbishop Marcel Lefebvre. During the war, Lefebvre had embraced the Vichy government. Later, he supported Jean-Marie Le Pen. Eventually, long after Campo's death, Lefebvre's separatist activities led to his excommunication.
Campo never married or had children. In Florence, she was closely attached to Leone Traverso, a translator of Rilke, Holderlin and Hofmannsthal. After some years in Rome, she met Elemire Zolla, an Italian esotericist, mystic and professor of English literature. The relationship later soured, not least because of her intensifying Catholic activism. After her parents' death, Campo moved to a small apartment filled with cats who kept having kittens. When she died of heart disease in January 1977, at the age of 53, her friends had some trouble keeping the cats out of the room in which her body was laid out.
Campo  published little and considered it a badge of honour: 'I have written little and would like to have written less.' In 1956, there was a collection of poetry, Passo d'addio. She published poems and essays in various journals and magazines, often at the request of friends. She is said to have hated editors and refused to work with their suggestions. She translated texts from English, German and French, by authors including Eduard Morike, John Donne, Simone Weil and Proust, writers whose style she admired. She also championed Katherine Mansfield, Virginia Woolf and William Carlos Williams. She did some work for Italian radio and wrote a few prefaces, mostly for works by religious figures.
One such preface, to a 1966 edition of Weil's Waiting for God, caused an uproar. Although Campo had long been an admirer of Weil, her traditionalist turn appears to have made her too doctrinaire to tolerate Weil's decision to remain outside the Church. Self-righteous and condescending, she scolds Weil's Catholic advisers for not sticking to the 'most ancient, the most classical' version of Catholicism and for failing to give Weil the elementary advice which, she insists, would have made her a convert. Father Perrin, Weil's main spiritual adviser during the early war years and the man who published these texts, was so shocked by the preface that he wanted it suppressed.
Campo wasn't well known during her lifetime. In the 1990s, however, there was a wave of publications: previously published and unpublished essays, letters, a biography. Most of them were soon translated into French, but in the Anglophone literary world she has remained unknown and untranslated until now. The Unforgivable contains the two essay collections published in her lifetime: Fairy Tale and Mystery (1962) and The Flute and the Carpet (1971). In addition, there are brief essays on Williams, Donne, Chekhov and Borges, some writings on religious texts, and some interesting early writings on Mansfield, Weil and Shakespeare as well as 'The Golden Nut', a memoir-like essay on fairy tales and childhood. Having done my best to follow Campo across this somewhat arduous terrain, I emerged with a strong sense of her ideas and her understanding of poetry and writing. But I did wonder whether she has anything to say to our time.
Alex Andriesse, the translator and editor of The Unforgivable, suggests that we should read Campo for her style. She is, he notes, capable of writing sentences unlike anyone else's. Inviting us to find 'passages of exceptional beauty or mystical insight', he leaves open the question of the connection between the beautiful style and the mystical insight. Can one separate them? Enjoy the beauty, but reject the mysticism? I think the answer is no. The more I read, the more it became clear to me that Campo's style expresses her worldview. Her idea of beauty is based on her unswerving faith in an otherworldly realm, a world of mystery, fantasy, spirituality and religion. For Campo, the poetic image isn't just a matter of words, it's the only path to the ultimate truth. 'Poetry,' she writes, 'is attention. In other words, it involves reading, on multiple levels, the reality around us, which is truth in images.' In this way, reality becomes a world of signs, of potential meaning, which genuine poets will be able to reveal to those who know how to read them.
For Campo, meaning resides in the realm that escapes what she calls the 'game of forces'. I think this phrase alludes to Weil's 'force', the destructive, perhaps cosmic energy that turns whatever it touches into a thing, that is to say, deprives it of life and spirit. For Campo, worldly events - politics, conflicts and wars - were governed by the 'law of necessity' against which she set magic, redemption, mystery and spirit: 'The inexorable, inexhaustible moral of the fairy tale is ... victory over the law of necessity, the constant transition to a new order of relationships, and absolutely nothing else, for there is absolutely nothing else to learn on this earth.'
Campo's striking style rests on her prolific invention of analogies, allegories, metaphors and symbols. These are all examples of what Wittgenstein calls 'seeing-as' - they render one thing in terms of another. In Campo's case, this means seeing the ordinary world in terms of the otherworldly reality. Her understanding of writing and reading reminds me of the biblical tradition, which trains adherents to read stories and images as parables or allegories, or of Dante's suggestion that we read The Divine Comedy on four different levels: literal, allegorical, moral and anagogical (spiritual). Emulating Dante, Campo creates a world oversaturated with meaning. There is something suffocating about her tightly woven networks of poetic imagery. She can never leave a plain thing alone, never let it be simply what it is.
Modern Italian literature was, Campo thought, a complete failure because of its 'lack of the analogical ... and the wholly poetic - prophetic - ability to turn the real into the figurative or, in other words, into destiny'. Destiny is her metaphor for meaning, purpose, God's will. Lost in modern mass society, it can only be brought back to us through the poetic image. This is one reason she loves fairy tales: their heroes and heroines are, she thought, pure embodiments of the faith in destiny. In an essay from the early 1960s, Campo writes:
What is missing in X's beautiful prose that keeps it from truly being writing? I can find no word except ceremony. Noble writing without ceremony has never been possible, even if the ceremony was concealed in a conventional whisper. There is supreme ceremony in the great Gothic tercets of Dante, as there is ceremony in Chekhov: a rustic chapel where the rain-soaked boots of the faithful - distracted hypochondriacs racked by boredom and misery - is suddenly superseded by a Byzantine chant, incarnating centuries of gestures.

A 'noble' style, I take it, is grand, aristocratic, the opposite of the common and the plebeian. 'Ceremony' evokes rites, solemnity, formality, tradition. The sweeping metaphor of the rustic chapel adds religious depth and liveliness to the idea: noble style is what happens when the centuries-old Byzantine chant lifts the ordinary bored and miserable faithful right out of their wet boots.
Campo's best writing can be found in her essays on fairy tales. She preferred literary French tales to the folk tales collected by the Grimm brothers, which, she wrote, were full of 'a stultifying harvest of unmagical herbs'. Among her favourite authors were Madame d'Aulnoy ('The Golden Branch' and 'The White Cat'), Perrault ('Cinderella') and Madame Leprince de Beaumont ('Beauty and the Beast'). In the short essay 'A Rose', Campo writes with conviction and simplicity about 'Beauty and the Beast' as a more perfect version of the Cinderella theme. The Beast, she argues, doesn't turn into a Prince until 'the miracle has become superfluous' - that is to say, until Belle herself has been transformed into 'an attentive soul', someone who says: 'He no longer seems like a Beast, and even if he were one I would marry him anyway, for he is so perfectly good and I could never love anyone but him.' Campo's commentary on this moment is excellent:
The Beast's transformation is in reality Belle's transformation, and it is only reasonable the Beast becomes a Prince at this point as well. Reasonable because no longer necessary. Now that Belle is no longer looking with the eyes of the flesh, the Prince's elegance is purely superfluous. It is the surplus of happiness promised to those who sought the kingdom of heaven first of all.

The last sentence spells out the spiritual truth of the tale, as Campo sees it. A great fairy tale, she thought, always wears a mask. To unmask it is to reveal 'what all great fairy tales covertly are: a quest for the kingdom of heaven'.
Reading Campo, I felt at times immersed in the world of Huysmans or Wilde - there is a profusion of exquisite objects and gestures, a fin-de-siecle quest for beauty. But there is an important difference between Campo and her forebears. Huysmans and Wilde, in their different ways, presented us with characters for whom aestheticism was divorced from ethics. This is why The Portrait of Dorian Gray and A rebours shocked their contemporaries. Campo, by contrast, reaches back to a time when people took it for granted that the beautiful could never be divorced from the good and the true, and therefore from God: 'Damage to the aesthetic sense cannot fail to do harm to the moral sense as well,' she writes in the essay on sprezzatura. For her, sprezzatura is not just surface style, but the embodiment of a 'moral rhythm ... the music of an interior grace', which belongs to great artists, such as Chopin, but also to the Christian martyrs. A medieval soul marooned in modernity, Campo would have rejected out of hand the idea that one could produce beauty without caring about morality, spirituality or God.
But however much she may have hated it, Campo was still marked by her time. She was just reaching adulthood when existentialism took hold in Europe. She, too, was searching for meaning in the ruins of European culture. She turned to religion and to fairy tales to restore a sense of order and beauty to her world, and perhaps it's this escape into fantasy that makes her interesting to read today. But when we watch fantasy on TV or play video games, we generally know we are allowing ourselves some reprieve from reality. Campo's escape is the absolute reality of God. For those who have seen it, there can be no return to the ordinary.
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Why Twice?
Rosemary Hill

3231 wordsOn  23 May 2014, a fire broke out in the Mackintosh Building of the Glasgow School of Art, destroying its library. The loss to the Mack, as it's generally known, Glasgow's most famous building and possibly the greatest creation of its principal designer, Charles Rennie Mackintosh, elicited tributes and sympathy from around the world. Le Monde called it 'a masterpiece', 'one of the most emblematic buildings of the emerging 20th century'. The fire was news in Cuba and Argentina. Brad Pitt, a longtime admirer of the art school, 'one of the great buildings', led an appeal for funds to rebuild. There were the usual questions about whether a rebuild was the right thing, but the answer was relatively simple. The library, the crowning achievement of the school, was remarkable not least for being reproducible. Built to a tight budget, it was a cheap design, constructivist avant la lettre. The interior was almost entirely timber, a grid of posts, beams and pegs arranged as a square within a square. The rows of piers rising from floor to ceiling appeared to support a continuous first-floor balcony, which in reality rested on horizontal beams. It was a fantastical yet functional space, and it had been thoroughly documented. To recreate it would be no more inauthentic than to manufacture an Eames chair.
Work duly began on a PS35 million programme of repair and reconstruction, and in March 2018, the sesquicentenary of Mackintosh's birth, the Kelvingrove Art Gallery put on an exhibition of his work as a prelude to the opening of the restored GSA. Three months later, on the night of 15 June, another fire broke out. This time the entire building was gutted, and this time the world was not sympathetic. Reservations about the art school's treatment of the Mack over the years - suspicions that 'the seeds of the Mack's destruction were sown long before both fires,' as Eileen Reid, a former head of widening participation at the school, put it in the Scottish Review - had been muted while the restoration was progressing. Now they were voiced. Listing the misjudgments and lost opportunities of more than a decade, Reid concluded: 'The real question is, why? And why twice?'
[image: ] The library at Glasgow School of Art before the fire.




Six years later there are few answers and little progress. The cause of the first fire was known from the start: a student artwork which involved expanding foam was set alight by the heat from a film projector and the fire reached the library by way of an old ventilation shaft. It's less clear why such an obviously hazardous combination was allowed to be used in a historic building. After the second fire, a Scottish Fire and Rescue Service report, issued in January 2022, concluded that the blaze was so intense no cause could be established. Of the possibilities it ruled out all but three: an electrical fault, some form of accidental (and non-electrical) ignition, and arson. There was no explanation for the failure of the alarm system to sound, but it meant that by the time the SFRS arrived the fire had taken hold. As a consequence of this report, the GSA's insurers were reluctant to pay out and in May this year the two parties began arbitration. A report by the Scottish Parliament's culture committee, published in March 2019, had concluded that 'from the evidence gathered ... the Mackintosh fires raise a host of associated issues which go beyond the cause of the fire itself and as such require further examination.' It called for a public inquiry. After the arbitration process began, the Scottish government said it was giving 'careful consideration' to that idea, only to announce in June that it was unaffordable 'given the current financial landscape'.
After 2018, questions about the desirability or possibility of reconstruction were more pertinent than after the first fire, and reservations continue to be voiced, notably by the Glasgow architect Alan Dunlop, a trenchant critic of the present regime at the school. But a Strategic Outline Business Case commissioned by the GSA concluded that reconstruction was viable - the walls remain largely intact - and in 2022 the art school launched a competition for a design team to oversee the rebuild. The competition terms were criticised at the time for putting too much weight on cheapness and when the result was announced it was challenged by one of the shortlisted firms. Admitting that the process had been flawed, the GSA returned to square one. In July it appointed the Edinburgh-based architects Reiach and Hall and the conservation specialists Purcell to work on an addendum to the SOBC. Due to be published early next year, this will 'identify the appropriate route to delivery of the faithful reinstatement of the Mackintosh Building'.
It is difficult to construe this latest move as anything other than an attempt to look busy while nothing happens and nothing is explained. All inquiries to the GSA are met with the bland assurance that 'we comprehensively share the currently position [sic] on the Mackintosh on an ongoing basis and the most recent ones [sic] ... are available on our media centre.' As Elizabeth Davidson, senior project manager for the post-2014 restoration, points out, once the first SOBC in 2021 found in favour of rebuilding it would have been possible to secure the structure internally and remove the scaffolding, which continues to cost a six-figure sum every month (although the GSA says that there has been 'continued reduction in scaffold'). She wrote a report to this effect but received no response. Davidson then resigned on the basis that 'my project was no longer there.'
There is a general feeling in Glasgow that the GSA is arrogant, unable to admit that it is out of its depth in trying to co-ordinate such a complex project. Its tone throughout has been one of victimhood, as if the fires were disasters for which the school itself had no responsibility. This, combined with its seeming indifference to the effect of the situation on the city as a whole, has bred resentment. Meanwhile the Mack stands shrouded and scaffolded. The elements of the library that had been reconstructed off-site after the first fire remain in store, and among the collateral damage of the last ten years are the efforts, hopes and careers of the conservators, craftspeople and researchers who worked on the building between the fires.
Robyne Calvert, Mackintosh Research Fellow at the GSA from 2015 to 2021, is one of them. Her book was conceived as an account of the restoration process after the first fire and was intended to be published when the Mack reopened, alongside essays by her colleagues describing their work and the rebuilding process. She declines, understandably, to focus on 'the more dissenting or contentious opinions' about the school and the fires, but her Pollyanna-ish determination to see the upside, to find the building 'beautiful in its new state of ruin' and the SFRS investigation into the second fire 'fascinating ... worthy of Agatha Christie or Ian Rankin', is grating. It would have been better not to have mentioned the failure of the fire alarm to sound than to describe this fact as merely 'curious'. Her tone, like that of the GSA as a whole, is defensive. 'Sprinklers are not legally required even now,' she notes, and 'even in its earliest days the timber-heavy Mack was perceived as high-risk,' so perhaps it was Mackintosh's fault it burned down.
The fourth of the eleven children of William McIntosh, a clerk in the Glasgow police force, and Margaret Rennie, Mackintosh had an unremarkable childhood. Indeed, as his biographer Alan Crawford puts it, his entire career was uneventful, 'at least until it started to go wrong'. From articled pupil in the office of John Hutchison, a local architect, he went to the more eminent firm of Honeyman and Keppie as a draughtsman while studying part-time at the GSA, then housed in rooms above the McLellan Galleries in Sauchiehall Street, just round the corner from the current site. Such conventional origins do little to account for the astonishing originality of Mackintosh's work, its arcane symbolism and outlandish forms, which, combined with a brilliant mastery of functional, three-dimensional space, were applied to the most ordinary urban building types: schools, offices, teashops.
Mackintosh has sometimes been cast as a tortured genius, or as a visionary pioneer of modernism, or as a prophet unhonoured in his own land. Over the years plainer truths have emerged, and Calvert's account is for the most part appreciative but unsentimental. She emphasises the extent to which the art school was not the creation of Mackintosh alone. The job was won in competition by Honeyman and Keppie, and it was John Keppie who went to the meetings of the buildings committee. The design Mackintosh produced was calculated to meet the laconic brief for 'a building with classrooms conveniently arranged and well lighted'. It was to be 'plain' and as cheap as possible. Some of the stark drama of the resulting building comes from economies forced on Mackintosh. If, as Calvert points out, there had been enough money to realise the sculptures of Palladio, Cellini and (surprisingly) St Francis of Assisi which were planned for the west facade, the effect would have been 'less "modernist masterpiece" than "Gothic cathedral"'. It takes nothing from Mackintosh's brilliance to note as Calvert does the influence of the Glasgow tenements in which he grew up, with their high ceilings, bay windows and brightly tiled wally close (central stairwell).
The school's headmaster, Francis Newbery, was also an influence on the eventual design. His teaching methods emphasised that 'students should be individualised as well as classified ... the personality of the student should not be lost.' Unlike most institutions for further education at the time, art schools had women students, and Newbery refused to have studios divided on gender lines as they were in the schools at Manchester and Birmingham. Keppie and Mackintosh resisted the idea of putting the library in the basement, moving it instead to the heart of the building so that it would be 'more available for all departments of the school'. As well as obviously practical considerations, such as north light for painting studios, Mackintosh and Keppie improved on or introduced features including a gallery for the display of students' work and congenial spaces for meeting 'between the hours of study'. It was the consequent need for widely differing ceiling heights which gave rise to the balconies and entresols that always made it difficult to tell how many floors the Mack had, contributing to the impression of a building that was both rising and falling and sometimes suspended in space. The fittings and furnishings, all bespoke and to Mackintosh's design, added to the sense of flow, to the point where, as the architectural historian John Summerson once said of the library, it seemed that if the interior were turned upside down so that the clusters of hanging lights grew up from the floor, it would have been 'even more true to itself'.
Though designed in one phase, the school was always intended to be built in two. The east wing came first, in 1896-99; the west wing, which contained the library, only in 1907-09. By then Mackintosh was a full partner in the firm, a mature architect with an international reputation. He was married to his fellow artist Margaret Macdonald, and his friend Herbert McNair had married Margaret's sister, Frances; together they became known as 'the Four'. They worked collaboratively as artists and designers, and their flowing, floating style with its esoteric symbolism earned them the nickname of the 'spook school'. When Mackintosh returned to the art school job, he took the opportunity to rework his earlier design, giving the end of the west wing a dramatic elevation dominated by three towering oriels, '63 feet of stone, iron and glass' - part American office building, part Elizabethan prodigy house. It was high up behind this astonishing facade that Mackintosh placed his library.
When complete, the building was met with a critical indifference bordering on disdain. It was the crystallisation of a vision that belonged to the past, to that brief moment in the late 19th century when the Arts and Crafts movement was shading into Art Nouveau and the Victorian age was dissolving in a vapour of mysticism. When the Mackintosh emerged into the cooler light of Edwardian Scotland it looked both dated and odd. The art school's own magazine, Vista, struggling for a positive note, concluded that it was 'interesting' and that this was 'the next best thing to being beautiful'. The building was preserved largely unaltered through its first decades not because it was treasured, but because it worked.
Mackintosh himself  did not fare so well. After 1909 his career declined. The firm had few new commissions and Mackintosh, always prone to depression, was drinking heavily. He and Margaret went on holiday to Suffolk in the summer of 1914, and the outbreak of war in August, along with other unconnected events, tipped him into accidental exile. He never returned to Scotland, and died of cancer in London in 1928. Among the peculiarities of his posthumous reputation was his absorption into an elite group of supposedly outlier architects, notably Frank Lloyd Wright and Gaudi, all of whom have more in common with their contemporaries than is sometimes allowed. In Glasgow he was appreciated only slowly and patchily. Indeed, for all his ubiquity at the key ring and fridge magnet level of Scottish culture, his home city has only sporadically celebrated 'Toshie'. Of his designs for Kate Cranston's several tea rooms, each one unique and fully furnished to the specification of Mackintosh and his collaborators, the World Monuments Fund notes that 'none remain intact in their original context.' The Ingram Street Tea Rooms were demolished in 1971, the interiors salvaged, with help from the WMF, only to remain unseen, stored by Glasgow Museums for 24 years. (The Ingram Street Oak Room is now on display at the V&A Dundee; the Willow Tea Rooms in Sauchiehall Street were recently saved from closure by the National Trust for Scotland). The Scotland Street School, one of Mackintosh's most endearing buildings, is currently scaffolded. It is supposedly meant to reopen as a working nursery as well as a museum, but there is no date for this.
Suspicions that the GSA had long lacked respect for the Mack were borne out in 2014 when, two months before the first fire, the Reid Building was opened across the street from the library. Designed by the American architect Steven Holl and named after Seona Reid, former director of the GSA, it cost PS50 million. Its design was criticised from the outset as grossly out of scale. An open letter to the GSA written by the architectural historian William J.R. Curtis argued that the proposed development dominated the older building, 'does not create a decent urban space ... fails to deal with the context ... is clumsy in form and proportion' and 'lacks finesse'. When unveiled, the 'green giant', as more sympathetic observers have called it, realised Curtis's worst fears.
The Reid Building now looms over the wreck of its predecessor, while debate about the future continues, not helped by the opacity of the GSA administration. There is a wide consensus that the only way to break the deadlock is to establish a separate, independent body to oversee a project which is not only too complex for the school but has become a damaging distraction from its main purpose of developing the work of its students. Comparisons are made with France's response to the fire at Notre-Dame in 2019, which was immediately followed by President Macron's pledge to make the rebuilding a national project; he appointed a five-star general, Jean-Louis Georgelin, to oversee the work. While this, naturally, ruffled feathers in the Ministry of Culture, and the programme has had its difficulties and its critics, the vast project, which on any given day involves about a thousand people (craftspeople, engineers, bell founders, historians and archaeologists), is on course for the cathedral to reopen in December.
Scotland, it seems, lacks the will for any such co-ordinated effort. Niall Murphy, a conservation architect and director of the Glasgow City Heritage Trust, which project-manages major works on historic sites and would be well placed to take on the Mack, is increasingly exasperated by the Scottish Parliament's lack of initiative, complaining that MSPs are 'body swerving' all attempts to break the deadlock. An exception is the Labour MSP Paul Sweeney, who has campaigned energetically for a resolution. He thinks that the GSA itself might now be willing to hand over the rebuild, but fears 'nobody has the gumption to take it on.' As well as mentioning Notre-Dame he makes a more telling if hypothetical comparison: 'Supposing it was Edinburgh Castle?' Edinburgh's history, the festival and the tattoo bring visitors from the south, while Glasgow has been 'erased' from the cultural landscape, Sweeney feels, since devolution.
The Mack was not the only building to suffer in the 2018 fire. The O2 ABC on Sauchiehall Street, which backs onto it, was also severely damaged. The building opened in 1875 as a diorama, and was subsequently an 'ice-skating palace', a circus, cinema, dance hall and music venue. When the fire came its future was already uncertain, with a contested application for demolition in place. Developers want to replace it with student flats, which have been springing up all over Glasgow. Opponents, including Murphy and Sweeney, argued for the preservation of the cast-iron facade at the very least, on the basis that the building still bears traces of its long history as a venue for popular entertainment. The SNP-led council rejected this, and the building is currently being dismantled.
Dominic d'Angelo, chair of the Alexander Thomson Society, which promotes the work of 'Greek' Thomson, Glasgow's other great 19th-century architect, lives opposite the ruined Mack and watches the tourists who still file up to look at the ruin. Like Murphy and Sweeney, he sees the situation as 'a wasted crisis', the more so because the city has big plans, some of them with funding ready to go. The GSA could and should be central to the Golden Z, a design by Threesixty Architecture to revive and reimagine Sauchiehall, Buchanan and Argyle Streets as a cultural quarter with a lively night-time economy and a doubled population. In July a draft report produced for the City Centre Task Force painted a discouraging picture of decline and a post-Covid hollowing out of the city centre, but made constructive recommendations for improved transport, infrastructure and favourable business rates for bars and restaurants. A restored Mack would contribute to and benefit from all of those. To be visible again Glasgow needs to drop what d'Angelo sees as the naively 'expansionist' mindset that gave it the Reid Building and revivify its native architecture. As well as the Mack and the O2 the city has Thomson's remarkable legacy. Yet his Egyptian Halls in Union Street, covered in scaffolding for fifteen years, are up for sale again, while the Caledonia Road Church in the Gorbals has been a burned-out ruin since an arson attack in 1965. In St Vincent Street, Thomson's only surviving intact church, which belongs to Glasgow City Council, has been closed since a fall of plasterwork in 2021. Monuments to neglect and inertia, they are sad omens for the future of the Mack.
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No Dose for It at the Chemist
Helen Thaventhiran

5198 wordsWilliam James  is famous for two things: his work as a psychologist and philosopher, and his family. But before anything else he was a qualified doctor, who frequently pronounced on questions of bodily and mental health, his thought sharpened by his own experiences. He suffered from a bad back, a troublesome heart, poor eyesight and tenacious 'suicidal musings'. Medical training and misery lay behind the metaphysics of works in which he debated existence under such titles as 'Is Life Worth Living?' and 'What Makes a Life Significant'.
John Kaag and Jonathan van Belle's book is an anthology of these writings, from a letter James wrote when at Harvard Medical School in the 1860s to 'A Pluralistic Mystic', an argument against rationalising away mystical experiences that was published in 1910, the year he died. Fourteen texts are selected because James delighted in his summer house at Chocorua in New Hampshire for its 'fourteen doors all opening outside'. The editors see this architecture as an image of James's humane pluralism, issuing 'standing invitations for guests to come and go as they like'. One talk included in the book reports that, when he spent a week at the Assembly Grounds, Chautauqua Lake, an experimental utopian community organised around 'perpetually flowing soda-water fountains' and 'no zymotic diseases', he was only too delighted to leave. Behind the community's perfect 'atmosphere of success', he found no effort and no zest, and without these he concluded life definitely wasn't worth living. In contemplating how we might live well, James was preoccupied by 'the everyday choices of the individual', often within their families, which he hoped could lead to collective good health. To this self-help approach, he sometimes admitted the additional need for an 'inflow of super-personal help' - usually some form of access to religious experience. He was wary of new public measures for regulating wellbeing - the emergent institutional spaces and official discourses of public health of the late 19th century, including health boards, sanitation programmes, disease control and the discipline of medical statistics - and feared they would result in a purely 'economic evaluation of life'.
James's resolute individualism faced its challenges: he lived through various public health crises, including the 'Russian flu' pandemic of the early 1890s, the first major pandemic of the industrialised world, driven by railways and the trade routes of global capitalism. Spreading from Bukhara (now in Uzbekistan) in May 1889, across continental Europe, it reached the United States by late December. The Pall Mall Gazette reported that 'Londoners, and indeed all English people, will feel a certain amount of alarm, or at all events considerable interest, in the accounts which are daily published of the approach of a strange and apparently somewhat unknown disease - which the newspapers are calling influenza.' It's now conjectured that this 'influenza' may have been a coronavirus, with waves across the next two years and a pattern of neurological disturbances on the back of respiratory distress, all of which overwhelmed available healthcare. James's sister, Alice, who was wintering at Leamington Spa, wrote to him to describe 'a wretchedly sick' season, 'not only the grippe but illness of all kinds so that the doctors are almost dead, altho' there are forty of 'em.' She commiserated with William too: his wife and some of his children appear to have contracted a mild form of the virus, though all were spared severe illness.
Alice, the most extreme invalid of the James family, had not wished to be spared. After years of 'many convulsions - digestive, mental and sentimental', she hoped for what she referred to in her diary as 'Roosian symptoms': anything to help her long quest to end her own life. But even after her nurse suffered a 'mild attack', Alice failed to contract the disease. For her lack of susceptibility, she blamed herself, writing in her diary: 'There is no hope of my sowing a microbe,' though it 'would sweep away so clearly my little rubbish-heap. An infant bacillus would make one bite of me!' Raised alongside William, with his conviction that we make and unmake the health of our own bodies, and his philosophy of emotion which held that we feel sad because we cry, who else could Alice blame for her morbid incompetence but herself?
Be Not Afraid of Life is a self-help book of a kind: Kaag and van Belle are interested in James's capacity to be a philosophical therapist for the multitudes of individually desperate 'sick souls'. Their anthology urges readers to overcome difficulties of mind and mood by way of James's 'gospel of cheer', which should lead towards moments of 'wonder and hope'. This attempt to use James as mental tonic has a long pedigree. Harvard invited him to deliver his address 'Is Life Worth Living?' to the students of the Cambridge YMCA after a spate of campus suicides because they thought he could help the students help themselves, and indeed he stepped up to the lectern as a rousing voluntarist: 'Believe that life is worth living, and your belief will help create the fact.' His determined emphasis on the power of the individual to shape their own health by continual effort and appropriate habits, Kaag and van Belle suggest, makes James as relevant as ever to 'our students', since this strain of American self-reliance 'resonates with what they have been taught about liberty ... One need only put one's back into it.'
Emma Sutton's book offers a vital counterpoint to this, by showing that - when it came to himself - James recognised the limits of self-reliance. She accompanies his public words with accounts of his private pain, including a 'dorsal infirmity' so severe that it left him contemplating suicide in the late 1860s. His literal inability to 'put one's back into it' reminds us that the philosophical anti-determinism of his public lectures was at best complicated, or hard-won. She reproduces pages from James's 1890s notebooks containing his thoughts about Stoicism, written at a time when he badly needed it: he was suffering from what he believed to be fatal 'heart strain'. These passages are riddled with revisions and signs of spasmodic, strained thinking. Even the phrases that emerged as forthright had considerable birth pangs, as James performed what he called 'inner work' on his own understanding. For example, he attempted to commend the Stoic attitude of indifference towards misfortunes like illness: 'You have but to disdain the pinched and mumping sick room attitude,' the final sentence reads. The manuscript reveals that this doctrinaire view was shot through with hesitation, as James havered between the adjectives 'pinched' and 'trembling', eventually crossing out 'trembling'. Further notes show that he was under considerable mental pressure as he tried to work out in his writing a fear that Stoicism, for all its virtues, might represent straining, rather than training, the mind to achieve endurance: 'Stoicism, with its muscles never relaxed always tense, always tensely sustaining holding its breath in an attitude which is ready to lapse into its opposite, & break down.' James's own prose here cannot relax: 'never' is ready to 'lapse into its opposite', 'always', and 'relaxed' into 'tense'. This composition, strained to near breakdown, suggests the William James of unresolved, irresolvable contradictions that Sutton repeatedly presents to us, a figure who 'appears to have advocated for both health and unhealth'.
His prose revisions recall Alice's unrelenting efforts in the one form of work her invalid state permitted: transcribing her own 'inner work' to the pages of letters and diaries. The final entry in her diary, written by her companion, Katharine Loring, soon after Alice's death on 6 March 1892, registers the tenacity of this shaping of the self: 'All through Saturday the 5th and even in the night, Alice was making sentences. One of the last things she said to me was to make a correction in the sentence of March 4th "moral discords and nervous horrors".'
Behind the forced equanimity of his words on any public platform, then, James was acutely sensitive to both his own disabling pain and the wriggling ironies of his super-subtle family, who complicated any ideas he might profess about healthful and happy lives. In the end, it was personal experience and family that shaped James's thought about the way health determined life's values: he asked questions about marriage, employment, journeys to Europe, self-culture, social relations - a comparable canvas to the novels of his brother Henry. Above all, William wanted - for himself and others - to be well enough to fulfil a more conventional plot than one of Henry's: to marry and to work (including 'inner work', or self-culture).
Contemplating marriage, he became exercised about 'right breeding' in a post-Darwinian world: should he ignore his family tendencies to infirmity and nervous complaints, and marry Alice Gibbens, whom he had met at the Radical Club in Boston in 1876? At first, James resolved to take his weaknesses to the grave, unreplicated in the world, but then allowed himself to undo this resolution. Four of his five children survived infancy and were mostly robust, though his wife, aware of his self-accusatory horror of hereditary taint, later tried to keep his daughter's first nervous breakdown from him. But not all the effects of his marriage on other family members could be kept from him. Conspicuous by her absence at his wedding in 1878 was the other Alice, his sister: the James family symbiosis seemed to mean that William's decision that he was well enough to marry precipitated Alice's collapse into invalidism and what her mother diagnosed as a sustained 'feeling of inability to meet life'.
Work, the other pillar of the healthful, was also a vexed question in his own case. He overcame personal crises of health and of will before graduating with his MD in 1869. Yet he never practised medicine, experiencing growing 'disillusionment with the scientific laws of health' and instead seeking ways to think 'more deeply' (as Kaag and van Belle would say) about physical and mental flourishing - leading him to become the academic, public intellectual and practical moral philosopher we recognise, guiding others on how to live.
One of Sutton's main aims is to show that, even in these roles, his medical training never left him. She persuasively argues that 'the prevention of disease and the promotion of health were the paradigmatic territory within which James came to rethink and realign his epistemological loyalties.' To understand his principle of 'habit', for example, we could consider its connections with the late 19th century's 'hygienic programme', which aimed to regulate small-scale daily actions of mind and body. His concept of the 'stream of consciousness', the flow of impressions through the mind, gains from being considered alongside his earlier popular science writing about temperance, which was sharpened by his role caring for his alcoholic brother, Bob. Years before publishing on 'The Stream of Thought' in The Principles of Psychology (1890), James articulated his model of the mind as a stream in his lectures on 'Physiology and Hygiene' at Harvard. In one of these, written up for the Boston Evening Transcript in 1881 as a 'Scientific View of Temperance', he argued that the anaesthetic power of alcohol 'abolishes collateral trains of thought'. James's model for moral sublimity - the mother who nurses her suffering child through her own illness - draws, Sutton's mode of reading suggests, on his wife's nursing, while unwell herself, of their son Herman, our 'wonderful human turtle', as James described him to Aunt Alice.
Herman died from complications of whooping cough in July 1885, aged seventeen months, after which the Jameses became still more open to less orthodox models of medical care. They consulted the spiritualist Leonora Piper (or 'Dr Phinuit'), about whom James wrote in one of his studies in psychical research, 'Certain Phenomena of Trance'. This was to the scorn of his sister Alice, who dismissed spiritualism as a panacea for 'spongy minds'. In 1909 he undertook 21 sessions with a Christian Science healer for chest pains, and at least ten separate courses of treatment with 'mind-curers', fashionable practitioners of an art of meditative cure through affirmation, with some affinities to modern mindfulness. Alice would have been sceptical about this too. Her diary for 9 November 1890 documented inviting over the mind-curer Susan Bowles for some 'fun'. 'She bade me shut my eyes,' Alice recorded, 'and say over to myself: "I am a child of God and as such pure, perfect and without flaw!" My mind of course began skipping about the horizon.' As ever, Alice, like the girl who shared her name in Lewis Carroll's novels, relished the possibilities of resistant literalism for its power to take the strange philosophies and practices of others to the brink, from which extremity life began to look impossible, absurd, liveable and funny.
Scene One
Blackout. (ALICE's bedroom.)
NURSE's voice: Of course you can get up.
ALICE's voice: I can't.
NURSE's voice: Won't.
ALICE's voice: Can't.

This is the opening scene of Alice in Bed, a play by another writer who considered how to regard the pain of others, Susan Sontag. Sontag sets Alice James, whom she blends with Carroll's Alice, in bed in London in 1890. There are visits from Harry (Henry) and mentions of Wim (William), and a Mad Hatter's tea party attended by Margaret Fuller, Emily Dickinson, Myrtha from Giselle and Kundry from Parsifal. The back and forth of the opening dialogue between Alice and Nurse - 'can', 'can't', 'won't', 'can't' - plays out a Jamesian dilemma about the invalid's responsibility. Kaag and van Belle outline a version of this dilemma when they discuss the depressed person's recalcitrance towards self-cure: while those of us who are sick-souled 'must be involved in our own salvation', we are 'ill-equipped' to be so. We struggle to turn 'can't' into 'won't', let alone 'will'.
'When the black dog of depression darkens our doors', they observe, we 'give ourselves over to the ... "mattress-grave"'. They are referring to Heinrich Heine's term, Matratzengruft, for the bed on which he endured eight years of paralysis, but it's hard not to have in mind Sontag's Alice, who, like a topsy-turvy princess and the pea, lies under ten thin mattresses and yet can still feel too much of the world. On black dog days, Kaag and van Belle say, 'what would be best for our sanity strikes us as the worst: to get up, when we can, and venture into the light of day.' From this knot of impossibility comes their case for reading James, who can play Nurse, reminding us of the curative powers of exercising free will. But, as Alice wants us to ask, would it always be 'best' to get up? Her life and writings complicate a neat picture of health as merely a matter of flexing sufficient will to be well.
Neither  Sutton nor Kaag/van Belle bring Alice James much into their account, for all that she seems unignorable in any full study of William. Writers from Alice's biographer Jean Strouse to Jacqueline Rose have described the 'telepathy of disease' between the James siblings, who circulated symptoms throughout their lives. They found one another engrossing as medical cases. William wrote to Henry: 'I blush to say that detailed bulletins of your bowels, stomach, etc as well as back are of the most enthralling interest to me.' Alice (sister) instructed Alice (wife) in a letter: 'These details, medical, are for William's delectation.' They were enthralled, sustained and soothed by continual promises to one another that the family was a corporate body, pooling its ills. Alice took particular solace in Henry's assurances that 'my nerves are his nerves and my stomach his stomach.' She preferred this fraternal identification even to sharing her ill-health with William, who, on occasion, suffered from a surfeit of sympathy, or moralised too much. Henry's subtler ministrations made him Alice's bedside 'angel'.
Alice's virtual absence from these two books may, of course, redress her long dominance. 'We are so wholly immersed in Alice's malady,' her father wrote to another of his chronically ill children, Bob, 'that we are apt to think there is no one else sick and suffering in the world.' Yet, if readers are to follow Kaag and van Belle in turning to William James for solace and even salvation, they might first want to see how well his philosophical therapies played out close to home: what did they do for someone as intimate with his thought, back and bowels as Alice? Alice poses some sharp questions of William's philosophy, and for the claim that we should resurrect aspects of his forcible voluntarism in order to face life's physical and mental challenges with less fear.
Alice read many of William's meditations on life's value, both in his publications and in their many letters, without being roused to Kaag and van Belle's 'wonder and hope'. For nearly the last two decades of William's career Alice was no longer alive, but she had dated her death to long before that, to the 'hideous summer' of 1878 when William married the other Alice: after this, her existence was posthumous. That summer, Alice had sought from her father, and been granted, 'full permission to end her life whenever she pleased'. Irritatingly for her, in the years since her soul-death, she had found no ready accomplices for assisted dying. What she described as her 'wet blotting-paper' constitution kept her just about alive, undesirable to microbes, while the strong 'constabulary functions' of her mind kept her just this side of insanity, unable to relieve herself from the obligations of reason.
She had disappointingly few organic diagnoses for most of her life. Until the stony fact of her breast cancer, Alice's many and varied symptoms were a puzzle. They included 'rheumatic gout', neurasthenia, 'emotional borborygmus', 'jangled nerves', 'constant "attacks" of all descriptions' and 'spinal neurosis'. She was acutely aware of what was entailed philosophically by 'the fantastic nature of my troubles', which she framed in terms resonant with William's understanding of the relations between thought, action, will and feeling. Was she responsible for her own maladies? Could she exert her will sufficiently to win the battle over her body? Were feelings a cause or effect? Friends and physicians found that Alice's philosophically strenuous approach to understanding pain made her a trying patient. She, in turn, mocked their wish to see ill-health in terms of simple aches and basic remedies. Her diary recorded that one old friend suddenly 'removed herself to the planet Mars by asking me whether I was in pain anywhere at that moment' - as if it were that simple! Clearly, Alice decided, 'well people' and 'the weak' were aliens to each other.
Cameos of comically confused physicians fill the pages of her diary and letters. Dr Wilmot, the staunchly realist doctor she consulted in January 1889, was teased for his fear of Alice's metaphors:
One day I said to him, 'My mind is simply cramped upon those people upstairs!' Then that delicious look of cessation came into his face and I said, 'I keep thinking about them all the time,' then the mechanism started up again - 'Oh, I see!' He knew about cramps in the stomach but one in the mind was without the range of his practice and as Henry said, 'He knew there was no dose for it at the chemist's.'

After decades of falling 'without the range' of medical practice, then spending her final years in a climate of redoubtable English empiricists, Alice received her diagnosis of breast cancer (with cardiac complications) with elation. At last, 'some palpable disease' which could 'satisfy the most inflated pathologic vanity', and about which no one could 'assure me I was personally responsible'. Cancer had lifted her out of 'the formless vague' and into the 'heart of the sustaining concrete'.
Alice's ailments kept her confined largely to a bedroom throughout her adult life. Her preference was for a room in London, where she felt the pavements and dense urban architecture reduced rheumatic risk, while the climate and grime ensured that there were 'happily few gradations in the cosy-low studded blackness'. Like her counterpart in Wonderland, Alice struggled to go through doors, not because she was the wrong size for the aperture but because her 'feeling of inability to meet life' was soothed by remaining in dark, warm rooms. From her sofa or bed, she listened to soundscapes, thriving on 'the roar of the city'. Her noisy neighbours included a lodging house's 'clerical animalcule' with his 'midnight revelries'; the hotel's '23 uproarious children, who were allowed to turn the corridors into nurseries'; and 'the Xmas rejoicings through the gossamer walls on one side, and the groans of the woman in labour in the room above'. After experiencing life in a South Kensington hotel, with its fifteen pianos, Alice joked that heaven is a place where 'the non-piano player' can drink the blood of the pianist. Yet she was no Proust, accessing involuntary memory from a cork-lined room: she enjoyed these flickers of vicarious existence as ways to 'feel as if I were more in the world' without giving up an inch of her isolation. While William strode out through one of his fourteen doors at Chocorua, and strained his heart hiking in the Adirondacks, Alice rejected nature and Transcendentalist sublimity. She recoiled from its 'bare, crude blankness', that of New England nature particularly, though she also took precautions not to see the sea at Bournemouth. Her mantra for a healthier life was to be 'where Nature is not and where Man is!' Only not with Man either, just in his vicinity. If Kaag and van Belle are right to claim that William's fourteen-door house offers a powerful image of the philosopher as public physician, then what kind of thinking about life's significance and its healthful conduct could come out of Alice's 'tomb-like' closets?
On occasion, Alice did experiment with drinking in air through the window. William's 'Is Life Worth Living?' quoted an exclamation from Walt Whitman: 'To breathe the air, how delicious!', suggesting that 'if moods like this could be made permanent' then the problem of life's value would disappear. James failed to make such a mood permanent for himself but returned, whenever he could, to exercises like breathing in the air and urging others to remember pure joy. In January 1868 he wrote to his depressed friend Thomas Wren Ward:
Remember when old December's darkness is everywhere about you, that the world is really in every minutest point as full of life as in the most joyous morning you ever lived through; that the sun is whanging down, and the waves dancing, and the gulls skimming down at the mouth of the Amazon, for instance, as freshly as in the first morning of creation; and the hour is just as fit as any hour that ever was for a new gospel of cheer to be preached.

Alice noted down her equivalent epiphany of 'cheer' in her diary entry for 30 March 1890:
I have an exquisite thirty seconds every day: after luncheon I come in from my rest and before the window is closed I put my head out and drink in a long draft of the spring - made of the yellow glory of the daffodils on the balcony, the swelling twiggery of the old trees in front, the breathless house-cleaning of the rooks, the gradation of the light in transition, and the mystery of birth in the air.

Between these two ways of talking about how to encounter the world as joy, the differences between William and his sister stretch out. William's rousing vision recalled the 'whanging' world of freewheeling gulls on the river where he had adventured during his medical studies; Alice's introspective note recorded her habitual practice of breaching the cosy dark of her sick room with a mere half-minute's perception of 'the gradation of the light in transition'. Kaag and van Belle don't quote Alice's slanted subtleties, her microscopic registrations of the point when existence briefly ceases to be absurd and becomes 'exquisite'. After all, anyone buying a book that bills itself as having such health-giving force for its readers might exercise their right of return if extracts from Alice, 'shut up in her sick room', were to disrupt the 'whanging' energies of William, standing firm at the lectern, or writing letters full of Amazonian air. But, for those less free than William to exercise their free will, or less inclined to believe in its supremacy, Alice's notes could offer an antidote to the liberal resilience that scholarship tends to offer when it comes to William James.
William  was wary of Alice's alternative philosophy, and the fun she took in life's radical absurdity. Writing to her friend Fanny Morse to suggest that, 'ill or well', one always stands 'for what one was meant to stand for and what more can life give us?', she noted that, when she had expressed a similar view to William, he 'replied as if I were a hyena', laughing mindlessly at the metaphysics of misery. Alice wasn't fazed, continuing to stand for resistance to humbug, even when it appeared in William's published writing. In 1890, he published 'The Hidden Self', a study of Pierre Janet's work with hysteric patients, including Marie, who was nineteen years old, the age at which Alice experienced her first major collapse. Alice noted in her diary the paper's clear psychological acuity - 'William uses an excellent expression when he says in his paper on the "Hidden Self" that the nervous victim "abandons" certain portions of his consciousness' - but felt that this characterisation was too easy and of absolutely no therapeutic value for patients like her: 'I have never unfortunately been able to abandon my consciousness and get five minutes' rest.'
One of her most characteristic quibbles with the limits of William's philosophy as prophylactic or cure came in a letter of April 1887, where she thanked him for a sympathetic note about some of her recent symptoms before dismantling the philosophical foundations of his attempt at care.
I only took exception to your saying that no matter how ill one was, 'This is life,' and consequently of value and to be clung to. As, 'vivre c'est sentir la vie,' I never expect to be deader than I am now, nay, not even after the worms have gorged themselves, I breathed a gentle remonstrance or feeble protest. I have however to thank you for a moment of vivid life called forth by your unaccountable want of having in any way felt or perceived the 'Princesse'. I was vehemently indignant for twenty-four hours.

Here, Alice rebuked the philosophical truisms through which William tried to make life valuable and joyful by declaring it so. The existential simplicity of 'This is life' is both not enough and far too much. In her reply, Alice weighed this inadequacy, spun out her typically visceral images, noted her objection, then turned to wit: the sensation, intensity and value of 'life', such as they are, consist not in the public declarations of the free agent, but rather in the rage and opportunities for mockery called forth in private. As Alice quipped on another occasion, 'there isn't anything to die of, but there are a good many jokes left still, and that's the main thing after all.'
William could be funny, too, about the inflated claims for the public health benefits of philosophy. In the closing pages of her book, Sutton quotes from one of his letters to his wife, in which he reports meeting a woman who 'said she had my portrait in her bedroom with the words written under it "I want to bring a balm to human lives"!!!!! Supposed to be a quotation from me!!!' His eight exclamation marks place as much distance as they can between him and this therapeutic claim. He would, it seems, have found fault with the salvific premises of Be Not Afraid, of which it is not clear that even the editors are fully convinced. Retreating from the subtitle of his 2020 study, Sick Souls, Healthy Minds: How William James Can Save Your Life, Kaag's new anthology suggests that, while 'William James might not save your life, his philosophy can help you be a little less afraid of living fully.' The diminutive of this qualifying statement is characteristic of the editorial prose in Be Not Afraid, which is peppered with emollient phrases and small modesties: the book offers us 'just a little more help', 'a bit of philosophical therapy', 'simply to see it a bit more clearly' and 'just the James we know and love'.
Sutton's impressively lucid account shows that James's self-care was, in the end, just about adequate for him to sustain an active, valuable life, even though he was never free for long from some form of 'brain fag', strain, 'the black cloud'. As a private physician within his family, he had less success: he couldn't keep Bob temperate or Alice well. His career as public physician was inconsequential. He dispensed much advice on training for healthful habits and laid the philosophical foundations for an individually strenuous model of healthcare as self-care. But, in the current climate of ever more personalised medicine and ever more global pandemics, only the most ardent reader of self-help guides is likely to be charmed by the note of desperate uplift with which Be Not Afraid frames William James's thought. Sutton's sedulous account of James, on the other hand, is a good reminder that there are intellectually sensible ways of thinking about philosophy as therapeutic and thoroughly involved with the practices of daily life, including its burdens of ill-health, while also posing questions about its conduct, values and measures of success.
It's just that it leaves out Alice. And William reads best with Alice alongside him, spurring him on through dissenting letters and diary entries, and through the complicated example of her richly monotonous life as an unmarried, unemployed invalid. After her death, Henry wrote to William to suggest that her painful existence had, in fact, been a lived philosophical triumph, that 'her disastrous, her tragic health was in a manner the only solution for her of the practical problem of life.' Rather than seek to affirm life or save the lives of others, Alice chose from early on to lead a posthumous existence, first securing psychic permission to die from her family, then sloughing off the practical components of the world to subsist in her dark womb-tombs across Piccadilly, South Kensington, Mayfair and Leamington. Yet, from these living burials, Alice produced records of her 'long slow dying' that are inexhaustible 'documents humains' (for all that she laughed off this term, when ventured by William). Alice's extreme 'solution' to life's problems may not offer a model, but her writing gestures towards alternative ways of thinking about the 'sick-souled' and 'healthy-minded', the ill and well.
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Two Poems
John Burnside

157 wordsGod Bless the Child
Of fathering, so little can be said
that carries weight in this, or any world:

the firstborn in his caul
of ravensdown,

the second, a capella from the realm
of mole and sphagnum.

Later, they repent and come to heel
so gladly that the whole house swells with pride,

a gown for her,
a morning coat for him,

lambswool and satin, midnight blue
and gold,

an ounce of civet
stitched through every seam.
A Variation on 'Panis Angelicus'
                Panis angelicus
                fit panis hominum
                                Aquinas

Because they've had nothing to say
since the quattrocento,
the angels have turned
to card tricks
and sleight of hand,
music, but no alleluias, that gleam in the orchard
paling to reveal
a godless calm.

They like it better now, a simple life
of wind and fire,
footprints in the dew
like hieroglyphs, but nothing to reveal
beyond the quiet of another
morning: first light, birdsong through the trees.
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Can that woman sleep?
Bee Wilson

5172 words'Things being as they are,' the philosopher Judith Jarvis Thomson wrote in her 1971 essay 'A Defence of Abortion', two years before Roe v. Wade, 'there isn't much a woman can safely do to abort herself. So the question asked is what a third party may do.' By third parties, Thomson meant abortionists. In her essay Thomson compared the situation of a woman or girl pregnant against her will to being kidnapped by a group of music lovers and having a famous violinist's 'circulatory system ... plugged into yours' because you alone possess the correct blood type to save the violinist from a fatal kidney disease. Thomson argued that if a third party decided to help unplug this person from the violinist, there would be 'no injustice', tragic though the violinist's death would be. The third party might even be seen as a good Samaritan, according to Thomson. Why? Because, in such a situation, 'you cannot extricate yourself.'
In describing third parties as 'good Samaritans', Thomson was probably not thinking of Madame Restell, who was by far the most successful New York abortionist of the 19th century and as far from a good Samaritan as anyone could imagine. Restell was a self-publicist on an epic scale who was said to possess an 'inordinate greed for money'. She marketed herself as an exotic Frenchwoman with decades of training in women's medicine when she was really a seamstress from a small town in the Cotswolds who never lost her strong English accent. One contemporary, the playwright and diplomat Mordecai Manuel Noah, wrote that she was 'gloriously attired in rich silks and laces, towers above her sex in a splendid carriage, snaps her fingers at the law and all its pains and punishments and cries out for new victims and more gold. Can that woman sleep?'
Restell monetised the desperation of other women into a supremely lucrative business. In 1860, the Chicago Tribune reported that 'she has three grandchildren who will inherit about $400,000 when Madame Restell turns up her toes.' In 1867, the Philadelphia Evening Telegraph described her as 'one of the principal diamond owners in New York'. A single one of her brooches cost $15,000 (around $280,000 in modern money). When she was arrested for the final time in 1878, Restell said that she would like to 'take oysters' first because she had not yet had lunch. She insisted on travelling to court in her own carriage, driven by a coachman dressed in purple and pulled by two grey horses.
For all of her self-interest and avarice, however, Restell does seem to have had one great and almost unheard-of quality in a 19th-century abortionist: she did not make a habit of killing her clients. In her slangy but always entertaining life of Restell, Jennifer Wright argues that the 'most remarkable aspect of Madame Restell's practice is that, despite some accusations, there's little evidence that any patients died in her care.' In other words, Restell was probably the best third party anyone in New York could hope for. For those who could pay her fees - the charge for a surgical abortion peaked at $200 - Restell had an unusual talent for extricating women safely from pregnancy ('safe' is a very relative term when it comes to Victorian obstetrics). The strongest evidence for her skill is the fact that she seems to have had a lot of repeat customers. Some women claimed to have induced five successful miscarriages using Restell's pills and other customers supposedly had as many as ten surgical abortions. This is in itself something of a miracle, given that she began practising in the 1830s, long before Semmelweis's observations on the benefits of handwashing to avoid infection were put forward, never mind popularised.
It is possible that some of Restell's clients did die as a result of her operations but that these deaths were hushed up by their relatives out of the same sense of shame that sent these women to an illegal abortionist in the first place. Wright, however, thinks it is unlikely that such deaths could have been kept secret, given Restell's many enemies and rivals. She also notes that many of those rivals are on the record as having killed some of their clients. Take Mrs Bird, one of Restell's main competitors in the 1830s and 1840s, who sold 'tonic renovating vegetable pills', marketed euphemistically as being for 'females in delicate health'. In 1841, Bird was discovered trying to dispose of the coffin of a 17-year-old girl who had haemorrhaged and died after a botched abortion. In the 1850s, an abortionist called Mrs Mastin tried to operate on a girl using a catheter and killed her, leading to a charge of second-degree manslaughter. In 1871, a Polish saloon owner who styled himself Dr Jacob Rosenzweig (he bought his diploma for $40) operated on a 22-year-old called Alice Bowlsby who died two days later of peritonitis. Rosenzweig stuffed her naked body in a trunk and tried to put it on a train to Chicago, a plan which went awry when railway officials noticed a stench. Restell was never found guilty of killing a woman, although she did serve time in jail for killing foetuses.
One of the central mysteries of Restell's life is how she learned to perform abortions, let alone to a relatively consistent standard. She was born Ann Trow in 1811 in Painswick, Gloucestershire. Her father and mother both worked at the local woollen mill and Ann was sent into service aged fifteen, working for a butcher's family. Wright wonders whether the animal cadavers helped give her a basic understanding of anatomy. Aged sixteen, she left the job to marry a tailor called Henry Sommers. He turned out to be an alcoholic, and to compensate for what she called his 'dissipation and idleness', she taught herself how to do his tailoring work. The hand-eye co-ordination required would also have been of use to her in the abortion trade.
In 1831, the couple sailed for New York with their baby daughter, Caroline, in search of better wages. They lived on Oliver Street in Lower Manhattan, and Henry found work in a tailor's shop. Two years after they arrived, he died of typhoid. A widow with a young child, Ann Trow Sommers moved to Chatham Street, a neighbourhood of cheap lodging houses and saloons, and took in laundry and mending work. She discovered that laundresses and seamstresses in America were no better paid than they had been in Painswick. The average seamstress in New York earned just $1.12 a week, even lower than factory work.
A pill compounder called Dr William Evans had premises on her street. Evans sold pills for everything from constipation to 'low spirits' to 'hypochondriacism' (this seems an especially clever wheeze). Evans has an air of Doctor Dulcamara in Donizetti's 1832 opera L'Elisir d'Amore, a quack who sells a range of 'patent medicines', which turn out to be just red wine. Trow started working for Evans and was said to have learned 'many secrets of the business' from him. She started manufacturing her own brand of sugar pills as a sideline to seamstressing. At first, she sold pills for lung ailments and stomach complaints, but when a woman came to her asking for something to induce a miscarriage she realised there was a still more lucrative market.
Five dollars would buy you a pack of her birth control powders; a dollar, a packet of abortion pills. One of Restell's critics claimed that these pills were nothing but 'bread coated with sugar', but this was not so. The 1830s version contained ergot of rye (a type of fungus) and cantharides (the dried bodies of Spanish flies), both of which were considered effective and relatively safe ways to induce an abortion, according to a contemporary medical journal. She later sold vials of oil of tansy mixed with turpentine. These ingredients were also considered efficient abortifacients, although they were potentially deadly. In 1839, the New York Herald reported that a woman called Sarah had used tansy oil - not purchased from Restell - to bring on a miscarriage and died a few hours later. As Wright observes, 'what's remarkable is not so much that women flocked to her door but that Madame Restell seems to have managed the dosage of these incredibly dangerous ingredients' in such a way that her patients survived. There was no money to be made from a dead customer.
The persona of 'Madame Restell' was partly the invention of Trow's second husband, a 26-year-old printer called Charles Lohman whom she married in 1836, a man described after his death as 'a good ink-fingered ... fellow'. Lohman had worked for the New York Herald and was familiar with the hyperbolic claims often found in newspaper advertisements for pills. He knew that the bestselling medicines were always fronted by a charismatic expert. Together, he and Trow magicked up a French woman doctor with experience at hospitals in Paris and Vienna. They claimed she had learned her secrets from her grandmother ('an eminent female physician in Paris') and that her methods had been praised in France for thirty years for their 'efficacy, healthiness and safety'.
They ran numerous advertisements in the New York Herald, attacking Madame Restell's competitors and suggesting that her pills and powders were the only genuine ones. The ads emphasised that her signature was on each box of pills and warned that many of the other compounds sold were 'worthless if not injurious'. Her rivals Madame Costello and Mrs Bird tended to use euphemisms in their marketing material: Costello's 'female monthly pill', for example, helped suppress women's 'natural illness'. Restell, by contrast, boldly proposed her 'preventative powders for married ladies whose health prevents too rapid an increase of family'. It was clever to refer to married ladies, giving her cures a veneer of respectability. Her ads went so far as to argue that taking abortion pills could be morally correct, given the harsh economic consequences of large families for poor households. In lines borrowed from the social campaigner Robert Dale Owen, she asked: 'Is it desirable then, is it moral, for parents to increase their families regardless of the consequences to themselves or the wellbeing to their offspring when a simple, easy, healthy and CERTAIN remedy is within our control?'
By 1839, Restell's advertisements were boasting that she had sold more than two thousand boxes of pills in New York City in only five months. She expanded her retail operations to Philadelphia and branched out into surgical abortions, using a piece of sharpened whalebone. One patient who sought her services reported that Restell told her: 'I can probe you, but I must have my price for the operation.' The woman decided to probe herself instead, but it went wrong and she had to have a hysterectomy.
As Wright notes, it was extraordinary that Restell performed these whalebone abortions for decades without fatalities:
The whalebone would have to be inserted through the cervical os (the opening to the uterus). Doing so would require a remarkably steady hand, as well as knowledge of the appropriate amount of force to use. Even the smallest error could perforate the bowels (which can kill a woman) or the uterine artery (which can also kill a woman). If the procedure was a success, this wouldn't happen, and the woman would miscarry in two or three days. Yet, even then, she ran the risk of becoming septic, and dying as a result of the infection.

How did Restell learn her surgical art? It is possible that, as with the pill-making, she trained under Evans, whose own advertising claimed that he had been to medical school in England and Scotland. However she learned it, she does seem to have been remarkably skilful.
Wright argues that she offered her patients 'medications and treatments that were as effective as anything the age had to offer'. Then again, the best abortion treatments of 19th-century New York weren't something you would wish to put yourself through. Several women (or their families) brought complaints against Restell in the courts on the grounds that she had damaged their health. Wright argues (not always convincingly) that their troubles were essentially unconnected with anything Restell had done to them. In April 1841, a married woman called Ann Maria Purdy died, two years after having gone to Restell for a secret abortion (she already had a ten-month-old child). To pay for the procedure, Purdy pawned a gold watch, a chain and some rings and gave Restell the pawn shop ticket plus the dollar she had with her (one of many things that Wright urges us to admire about Restell is that she operated a sliding fee scale). When Purdy fell ill, her husband - to whom she had confessed the abortion - filed a complaint with the police, who arrested Restell and indicted her for causing premature birth.
Was Restell to blame for Purdy's death? A newspaper reporting on the case claimed that her illness was due to 'the injuries she then received, and the brutal violence done to her nature'. But the official cause of death was 'pulmonary consumption', which, as Wright points out, could not have been brought on by an abortion. In any case, the charge was not killing a woman but providing an abortion. Restell was initially found guilty and then cleared, on the grounds that the evidence against her was inadmissible because it was gathered on Purdy's deathbed.
Seven years later, in 1848, she was found guilty of a 'misdemeanour' for having aborted the baby of a housekeeper from Orange County called Maria Bodine, who had been impregnated by her employer, Joseph Cook, a widower. The trial offers insights into the way a 19th-century abortionist went about her business. Cook started having sex with Bodine a month after she became his housekeeper; she found herself 'in the family way', she told the trial, a year later. By the time she arrived at Restell's, Bodine was around six months pregnant: well after the 'quickening' - the moment when the mother first feels kicking in the womb and, according to Thomas Aquinas, the time when a foetus becomes 'ensouled'. Restell initially advised that because the pregnancy was so far along, Bodine should board with her at a cost of $5 a week and have the baby, but Bodine insisted on an abortion and negotiated a price of $75. Two days after Restell performed the operation - Wright suggests it was done with a wire - Bodine started to bleed and suffered a 'violent pain'. Bodine testified that Restell then 'inserted her hand in my privates' and she 'heard something fall from my body'. After a few days of bed rest, tea and crackers, Restell gave her a glass of wine, told her to 'call me mother', made her promise not to tell anyone and sent her on her way.
The case only came to court because Bodine visited a doctor who realised that she had had an abortion and reported it to the authorities. She complained of 'constant distress in my head, pain, falling of the womb, weakness in my back, burning in my hands, weakness and trembling all over me', but Wright suggests this may have been the result of syphilis combined with over-eager treatment with leeches after Bodine returned to Cook's house. Restell's lawyers argued that Bodine's poor health was the result of her 'habitual and promiscuous intercourse ... with every man, every hour, or every five minutes of her life'. In trying to trash Bodine's character, they seem to have taken things too far. Restell, who came to court dressed in black silk trimmed with velvet and a white satin bonnet, was found guilty and sentenced to a year in jail on Blackwell's Island (now Roosevelt Island).
Prison for Restell was not like it was for the other inmates. Lohman paid people on the island to supply her with fresh peaches. When the district attorney visited one day, he noticed that under her 'hastily donned prison garb' she was wearing a silk dress. She was also overheard using 'insulting language' to a prison officer, but when this was mentioned to Mr Acker, who was in charge of the penitentiary, he refused to discipline her. One of her fellow prisoners reported that she had a feather bed brought to her cell every night and she paid Acker's wife to send her nice meals three times a day, in addition to 'tea, coffee, milk, sugar etc and all things good'. Her husband visited her every afternoon and she was allowed to use Acker's office to receive him.
After her release, Restell returned to her trade and made more money than ever, to judge by the mansion on 52nd Street and Fifth Avenue she built for herself in the 1860s. The location was chosen in part to prove a point. It was across from what would become the new St Patrick's Cathedral. The archbishop, John Joseph Hughes, had intended to buy the land for his own residence but was outbid by Restell - payback for his denunciation of her from the pulpit. In revenge, Wright says, she built 'a house so ostentatious that parishioners at St Patrick's would be forced to look at it every time they went to church'. It was three storeys high and twice as wide as the other houses on the block. Each of its three dining rooms was decorated in gold and bronze, and had vast French mirrors with mosaic gilding. There were stables for her seven horses. In an era when owning a single carriage gave a person entry into the Upper Ten Thousand - the respectable rich of New York City - Restell owned five. It was said that she took her inspiration from Versailles. 'Call it what you will,' the Cincinnati Gazette reported, 'it is a very handsome structure, and a sad comment upon the success of crime.'
In 1866, Restell was accused by a former servant, Eliza Finley, of using the basement to burn babies - Restell had first reported Finley for stealing towels. The presence of the furnace was confirmed by the Sanitary Department of the New York City Board of Health, and Wright notes that Restell didn't dispute that she used it 'to burn effluvia' - Wright's word. Discussing the Bodine case, she writes that 'when Maria asked if she could see what had been expelled, Madame Restell sensibly refused. Seeing the discarded contents of any operation might be troubling, but this is especially so for an operation as morally fraught as an abortion.' Wright's lack of sympathy for 'what had been expelled' sometimes extends to newborns. In 1855, a servant called Frederica Medinger gave birth to a baby under Restell's care (managing the births of children to unmarried mothers and brokering their adoption was a sideline). Restell said she had placed the baby in Philadelphia, but when Medinger went to look for her child, she couldn't find it. Restell then told her the baby was dead and to make 'no more fuss about it'. Wright offers no sympathy for the fate of the child. It reflects how frighteningly precarious abortion rights are in America that it does not feel safe for those of us in the 'pro-choice' camp to acknowledge the losses involved in the death of a foetus or a baby. We have seen how such admissions can be weaponised to restrict women's freedom and do not wish to concede an inch to Thomson's violinist.
During  the 1860s medical opinion in the US became more explicitly anti-abortion, thanks to a young gynaecologist called Horatio Storer, who persuaded the American Medical Association to take an official stance against it. Storer argued that the embryo - this 'future young man', as he called it - became an independent entity at the very moment of conception and that the destiny of the nation depended on the 'loins' of women. If white Protestant women aborted their babies, he said, the western states would be filled with 'aliens' (by aliens, he seems to have meant Irish immigrants). In Why Not? A Book for Every Woman (1866) Storer insisted that 'in no case should abortion be permitted ... ill health is no excuse.' Under his guidance, the AMA formed a Committee on Criminal Abortion that pushed for stricter laws against abortion and against the midwives and other women who performed them. There was a degree of self-interest in this. Midwives and doctors were professional rivals and there was a financial incentive for male doctors to convince the public that midwives could not be trusted with women's health. Wright notes that AMA policy didn't alter 'for over a hundred years, until 1967'. In 1869, the New York State Legislature introduced a law making abortion a misdemeanour regardless of how early in pregnancy it was carried out. The same year, the Catholic Church stated that abortion was a form of homicide at any stage of pregnancy, eliminating the idea that 'ensoulment' only took place after the quickening.
In the 1870s, the moral and legal tide in America turned still more sharply against abortion, mainly because of an anti-vice campaigner called Anthony Comstock, who referred to Restell's splendid mansion as a 'monument of infamy'. Comstock was the secretary of the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice and had a scar from his temple to his chin, the result of an attack by a pornographer. A religious upbringing on a Connecticut farm left him so obsessed with sin in all its forms that when he was given a ration of whiskey as a Civil War soldier, he poured it on the ground to prevent anyone from drinking it. It was Comstock who in 1873 persuaded legislators to pass the Act for the Suppression of the Trade in and Circulation of Obscene Literature and Articles of Immoral Use, usually known as the Comstock Act, which effectively made it illegal to post not just abortion pills but any kind of information about contraception or abortion in the US mail, by deeming such information 'obscene'.
Given her reputation as the 'wickedest woman in New York', Comstock turned his attention to Restell. One evening in 1878, he knocked on her door in disguise, and after he was admitted into her office, asked for a remedy to prevent a woman friend from giving birth. She asked him whether the woman was married, but he would say only that it was a 'delicate situation'. She sold him some pills, telling him that 'in nine cases out of ten' they would be effective. If they didn't work, she advised him to return with his lady friend and that it would cost him $200 (around $5000 today). Instead, he returned two weeks later with the police and an arrest warrant. 'You've brought quite a party with you,' Restell said.
She hired an aggressive lawyer - Orlando T. Stewart, a former judge who was himself staunchly anti-abortion - who told her to 'go home and take down your sign and if you have any recipes for pills or medicines, burn them. If you have any instruments for this evil purpose, destroy them.' Stewart also urged her to get rid of her carriage and swap it for a less ostentatious coupe, but she refused, turning up for the first day of the trial in her most beautiful carriage accompanied by her grandson, who sat beside her on satin cushions. By now, her husband had died and her two surviving grandchildren were the only relatives from whom she wasn't estranged. She had broken with her brother, Joseph, even though he had for thirty years manufactured the 'preventative powders' she sold.
The second day of her trial - April Fool's Day, 1878 - opened with a bombshell. It was announced that she was dead: a woman's body with her throat slit had been found in Restell's bathtub by her chambermaid. At the bottom of the tub was a carving knife. Her granddaughter, Carrie, told the New York Times that Restell had recently said to her: 'I wish I were dead, it would end all.' Her fortune - estimated at between $600,000 and $1.5 million - went to the grandchildren and her daughter, Caroline, with a proviso that her daughter's husband (who drank) should not control any of it. The mansion opposite St Patrick's Cathedral was split between her grandchildren, who continued to live there until 1903, when they sold it for a million dollars.
Opinion was divided over whether Comstock had been right to pursue her. The Cincinnati Enquirer condemned the 'evil' of 'Restellism' in an America where so many white Christian Americans were childless. Others fiercely attacked Comstock. The Reverend Charles McCarthy gave a speech in Union Square lambasting him for having hunted Restell down by 'miserable subterfuge, by cunning and heartless fabrication ... and by specious arguments which were craftily devised to work on her better nature'. McCarthy noted that she was far from alone in her activities and that the laws against abortion were 'universally violated by the medical profession'.
One of the lingering mysteries about Restell is whether she really did die in her bathtub. The body was buried in Tarrytown, outside the city. Sometime before her death, she had discussed with a detective whether a New York coroner had the power to order an out-of-town postmortem. The detective assured her that the coroner's powers were 'confined to New York', which turned out to be wrong. When the body was exhumed, the coroner found that it did not 'greatly resemble' her. But Stewart, her lawyer, confirmed that the corpse was wearing one of her rings, which was considered adequate proof of identity. It's possible that she had actually fled to Europe. At her funeral, her grandchildren were 'gayly attired' and did not show signs of mourning, despite their closeness to her. After her death, they spent two or three months in France every year. Madame Restell, a fake Frenchwoman for so many decades, may have become a real one in the end.
Wright's book is understandably preoccupied by the threats to reproductive rights in the US set in motion by the overturning of Roe v. Wade. She laments the thought that there is no equivalent of Madame Restell 'to assist women' in this new America where a ten-year-old girl raped in Ohio was forced - a week after the reversal of Roe v. Wade - to travel to Indiana for an abortion. Wright sees Restell as someone who 'made men really, really mad', with 'a place in the pantheon of women with no fucks left to give'. 'By and large, Americans don't like learning history,' she continues.
They like learning propaganda. They enjoy stories that are exclusively about how America is great and always has been. Do not let your children believe in a fictitious, rosy version of the past where every woman was happily a mother. Tell them the true history of this country, where abortion has always been commonly practised ... Tell them the history of people like Madame Restell, and the history of her patients, and how common abortion has always been.

What does this story really tell us about reproductive rights? Despite Wright's best efforts to portray Restell as a feminist hero who was 'generous' and 'empathetic' to working-class women, you do not come away from her book thinking that Restell transformed the lives of the women she treated for the better. The fact that a third party is essential to the person who wishes to extricate herself does not mean that we have to treat them as saviours.
As Marx didn't quite say, wealthy abortionists make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please. Restell was able to flourish only because she lived during an unusual period - from the mid-1830s to the mid-1860s - when abortion was treated more lightly by the law and public opinion in the US than it would be at any subsequent period until the 1970s. A doctor called Thomas Blatchford wrote to Storer that when he was a 'young practitioner' in the early 19th century, abortion was a 'rare and secret occurrence', whereas four decades later it had become 'frequent and bold'. Thanks in large part to Comstock, abortion would again become more secret and less bold and the result - as always, when third-party abortion becomes hard to come by - was a rise in self-administered abortions. In 1888, an American doctor wrote of visiting a wealthy young woman whose parents had asked for help with her heavy periods only to find that her bleeding was the result of 'self-accomplished abortions'. An obstetrician called Moses Montrose Pallen observed in 1869 - the year the New York law against abortion was strengthened - that he had come across 'well-to-do' women who adopted 'severe and dangerous' methods because they were 'ashamed or afraid to apply to the charlatan, who sustains his existence by the price of blood'. Such a woman, he wrote, might go so far as to 'arm herself with the surgeon's instruments, and operate upon her own body, that she may be delivered of an embryo, for which she has no desire, and whose birth and appearance she dreads'.
In September, Kamala Harris visited Atlanta to highlight the case of Amber Nicole Thurman, a medical assistant who died aged 28 leaving behind a six-year-old son. Thurman found out that she was pregnant with twins soon after Georgia's new ban on abortion after six weeks came into effect. She tried to get a surgical termination over the state border in North Carolina, but she was late for the appointment, so she took abortion pills instead. Due to a rare complication, her body failed to expel all of the tissue from her body. A simple fifteen-minute operation - a D&C - would have cleared the tissue from her womb, but her doctors delayed the procedure for twenty hours, as Thurman's organs failed and the infection spread. The legal cost of helping her seemed too high. Under the new Georgia law, anyone performing a D&C for any reason other than a spontaneously occurring miscarriage faces ten years in jail (and not Restell's kind of jail with fresh peaches and feather beds). When they finally operated, it was too late to save her.
Towards the end of her essay, Thomson pauses the thought experiment with the violinist and reminds us of what is really at stake: 'a sick and desperately frightened 14-year-old schoolgirl, pregnant due to rape, may of course choose abortion' and 'any law which rules this out is an insane law.' Wright does not succeed in making the case for Restell as a 'nurturing and empathetic' third party, but she does convey very effectively the dreadful predicament of the countless women who felt and feel so trapped by pregnancy that they would risk their own lives and/or pay their last dollar to a huckster in the hope of ending it because, try as you might, you cannot extricate yourself.
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At Kenwood House
Curtain Pictures
Elizabeth Goldring

2017 wordsIn  1925, Edward Cecil Guinness, 1st earl of Iveagh, purchased Kenwood House, a neoclassical villa on the edge of Hampstead Heath and one of the finest surviving examples of the mature designs of Robert Adam. Two years later, Lord Iveagh died, bequeathing Kenwood to the nation, along with 63 Old Master and 18th-century British paintings from his own collection, including works by Rembrandt, Vermeer, Gainsborough and Reynolds, as an example of the house, and artistic holdings, of an 18th-century gentleman. Since 2001, Kenwood has also housed the Suffolk Collection: 59 paintings - mostly royal and family portraits, many of them by unknown artists - amassed over a 400-year period by the Howard family.
The jewel in the Suffolk Collection is a group of nine enormous, full-length portraits of members of the extended Howard family painted in the 1610s by the Jacobean portraitist William Larkin (c.1580-1619). These imposing, larger-than-life images are a riot of texture, pattern and colour, with little or no regard for linear perspective. Before the middle decades of the 20th century, when, thanks to the pioneering scholarship of James Lees-Milne and Roy Strong, Larkin's identity was established and his oeuvre began to be reconstructed, paintings such as those in the Suffolk Collection were often referred to as 'carpet and curtain pictures' and attributed, for want of a better name, to the 'Curtain Master'. Each sitter in the Kenwood group is shown dressed to the nines, standing on an ornate Turkish carpet next to a richly upholstered chair and/or a table covered with a gold-fringed cloth, the entire mise en scene framed - like a stage set - by lustrous, looped silk curtains. The paintings induce a quasi-sensory experience: you can almost feel the stiffness of the starched lace ruffs or the smooth nap of the velvets in which the sitters, and the furniture flanking them, are draped. The carpets are pitched at gravity-defying angles, threatening to slide off the canvas and onto the floor.
[image: ]Portrait of Katherine Knyvett (c.1614).




It is not clear why, and at whose behest, these were painted, though it's reasonable to assume, as with the vast majority of Jacobean court portraits, that they were intended to commemorate individual or dynastic milestones. The person most likely to have commissioned them is the Howard matriarch Katherine Knyvett, second wife of Thomas Howard, 1st earl of Suffolk. Larkin painted Katherine wearing a red farthingale dress with gold embroidery and a ruff so large her head looks as if it were served up on a plate like John the Baptist's.
A portrait of Katherine's nephew Richard Sackville may have been intended to mark the lavish festivities, in February 1613, for the marriage of James I's daughter Princess Elizabeth to Frederick V, the Elector Palatine. Richard - a notorious spendthrift - was one of a handful of courtiers who, according to one witness, 'dazzled the eyes of all who saw the splendour of their dress'. Larkin's Richard is captured for posterity in a cloth-of-silver doublet embroidered with black and gold, complete with matching gauntlets and shoes, a black velvet cloak slung across his left shoulder. More than four hundred years later, he still dazzles.
[image: ]Portrait of Richard Sackville (1613).




A sororal pairing shows the twins Lady Anne and Lady Diana Cecil, the younger daughters of William Cecil, 2nd earl of Exeter, in identical dress: a high-necked, gold-embroidered, cream satin gown with scalloped-edged slashes (through which the gold-coloured satin on the reverse can be glimpsed). It has been suggested that the paintings record their appearance as bridesmaids at the marriage, in 1614, of their elder sister, Lady Elizabeth, to Katherine Knyvett's second son, Thomas Howard, though there is no firm evidence for this.
One sitter, thought to be Elizabeth Cary, cousin by marriage to Katherine Knyvett, strikes an unusual pose, draping a green velvet gown across her stomach. Was this gesture intended to indicate that she was pregnant at the time the portrait was painted (and its commissioning a celebration of the imminent birth of an heir)? Or was it simply a device for drawing attention to the richness of her dress - and Larkin's skill at rendering fabrics? As is so often the case with English paintings of this period, we can't be certain. The identity of the sitter in another portrait remains unclear - she could be either Isabella Rich or Lady Isabel Rich, both of whom were related, by marriage, to the Howards - but her pale yellow standing collar helps to date the painting, or at least provides a probable terminus ante quem for its completion. Yellow collars enjoyed a vogue at the early Jacobean court, but rapidly fell out of fashion after Anne Turner, who had started the fashion and held a monopoly on the supply of saffron-based starch, was hanged at Tyburn in 1615 for her role in the murder of Sir Thomas Overbury - a scandal that implicated the Howards. In passing sentence, Sir Edward Coke, Lord Chief Justice of the King's Bench, condemned Turner to be hanged in a yellow ruff.
[image: ]Portrait of Elizabeth Cary (1616).




Like many English painters of the 16th and early 17th centuries, Larkin remains a shadowy figure. He is believed to have been born in London around 1580, his father perhaps the baker of that surname recorded in the parish of St Sepulchre-without-Newgate. But nothing is known of his early years, education or training as a painter. The first documented reference dates from 17 July 1606, the day he became a freeman of the Painter-Stainers' Company (which included 'fine art' painters, but also house painters, sign painters and the like). With the help of two high-ranking and well-connected patrons, Lady Arbella Stuart and Edward Seymour, 1st earl of Hertford, Larkin was made free of the company by redemption, that is, on payment of a fee. How and why Larkin should have found himself in a position to bypass the formal apprenticeship of seven years, known as servitude, is unknown. Freedom by redemption was sometimes granted to those who had already completed an apprenticeship in a parallel craft with another London livery company. But if that was true for Larkin, no evidence has emerged to prove it.
What isn't in doubt is that Larkin enjoyed an impressive level of patronage from the outset of his career. The poet Edward Herbert sat for him in 1609 or 1610, as did his good friend Sir Thomas Lucy. These are compact, rather sober portraits in which the sitters are depicted against dark backgrounds, clad in comparatively restrained black habits embroidered with gold. Both are at Charlecote Park, near Stratford-upon-Avon, historically the Lucy family estate. An anecdote in Herbert's autobiography suggests that these portraits may have been commissioned to commemorate a dramatic incident in 1609, when he dragged a seasick, half-dead Lucy to safety after their ship foundered on Dover pier, saving him from drowning.
Another passage in Herbert's autobiography reveals that Larkin, apparently without Herbert's knowledge or permission, produced additional versions of the Herbert portrait, perhaps for sale, perhaps for presentation to other would-be patrons at the Jacobean court. One of these was copied in watercolour on vellum by the miniature-painter Isaac Oliver - Hilliard's most celebrated pupil - at the request of Lady Eyre (whose husband stabbed Herbert in 1611, believing him to be having an affair with his wife). Another was acquired by Richard Sackville, though whether that was before, or after, 1613, when Sackville sat for the portrait now at Kenwood, is unclear. A third occupied a prominent place in the picture collection of someone enigmatically described in Herbert's autobiography as a person 'of even greater rank'.
Larkin also painted Richard's wife, Lady Anne Clifford, who sat for him at Knole - one of many properties owned by the Sackvilles in the early 17th century - in the summer of 1618, an event recorded in her diary. The template devised on that occasion, in which Lady Anne, richly attired, is depicted in half-length against a dark background, gave rise to at least two paintings: one now at Knole, the other in the National Portrait Gallery - perhaps the painting mentioned in one of her diary entries as having been sent as a gift to a cousin in Surrey.
Francis Manners, 6th earl of Rutland, also patronised Larkin. He commissioned at least two (now lost) paintings, one of which, executed in 1619 (shortly before Larkin's death), depicted his daughter, Lady Katherine. Larkin received PS30 for each. What that would be in today's money is difficult to say, but it seems to have been an eye-wateringly large sum by the standards of the day. Rowland Lockey - another London-based painter active at the Jacobean court who worked in the style of Hilliard - received just PS50 for painting close to forty life-sized portraits for William Cavendish between 1609 and 1613 (though most of these seem to have been copies of pictures of Cavendish's Elizabethan forebears rather than new commissions).
The portraits for which Lord Rutland paid Larkin PS30 were presumably similar in size, scale and conception to those in the Suffolk Collection. Or, to put it another way, PS30 per painting is probably a reasonable guide to what Larkin was paid for the nine 'carpet and curtain' pictures now at Kenwood. What Larkin charged for smaller, more modest, portraits - such as those he did for Edward Herbert and Thomas Lucy and Lady Anne Clifford - isn't recorded. This much, however, is clear: to commission a larger-than-life, full-length portrait from Larkin was to make a bold statement about rank and status. Not only do the paintings themselves unashamedly showcase their sitters' wealth, to be portrayed by Larkin was - to borrow a term not coined until 1899 - an act of conspicuous consumption.
Regular visitors to Kenwood will have grown accustomed over the years to seeing the Larkins in the Suffolk Collection clustered together in the (often rather dimly lit) first-floor drawing room, alongside a battered Turkish carpet of a similar date to those portrayed in Larkin's portraits. Strike a Pose: Stephen Farthing and the Swagger Portrait (until 3 November), mounted to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the gift of the Suffolk Collection to the nation, offers an opportunity to consider Larkin's portraits afresh. This imaginative exhibition juxtaposes seven of the Suffolk Larkins with two new works by Farthing inspired by Larkin's example. Moreover, it does so in a space that has been re-lit to magnificent effect. At long last, it is possible to see Larkin's paintings clearly, even on an overcast day.
[image: ]Portrait of Lady Diana Cecil (1614).




One of Farthing's new paintings, A Dance to the Music of Time, takes Larkin's portrait of Lady Diana Cecil as its point of departure; two nearly identical versions of the subject are placed side by side as if to suggest a mirror image. The other, Will You Still Love Me Tomorrow?, riffs on Larkin's paintings of Richard Sackville and Elizabeth Cary, treating them as a double portrait. Completed during lockdown, with recourse only to online images, Farthing's Larkin-inspired works have been painted in a fluorescent, day-glo palette, giving them something of the computer screen's luminescent smoothness.
The wall texts are minimal and comprised mainly of quotations from Farthing describing his reactions to the Larkins. Some of these relate to the character of the sitters and the roles they wished Larkin to help them perform in the eyes of both contemporaries and posterity. Richard Sackville, as immortalised by Larkin, is, for Farthing, a 'gift-wrapped figure' who 'exists in a place somewhere between "crazy" and "wonderful", like an exotic bird displaying his plumage', while Katherine Knyvett looks as though she 'has purposefully walked through the curtains and onto a stage in order to present herself to an audience'. Some of Farthing's observations relate to the details of the painter's craft. In the case of Larkin's portrait of Isabella Rich/Lady Isabel Rich, it is the geometry of the composition that interests him: 'a strangely modern-looking painting organised unusually around diagonal lines'.
Two of the Larkins normally on display at Kenwood - portraits of Elizabeth Cecil, Lady Burghley, and of Elizabeth Howard, later countess of Newcastle - are not on show for the duration of this exhibition. Currently being cleaned, they will return to the re-lit first-floor drawing room after Strike a Pose closes.
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Commencing Demagogues and Ending Tyrants
Colin Kidd

2576 words'The electoral college is a disaster for a democracy.' The tweet came in the early hours of 7 November 2012, when it seemed likely that the Republican presidential candidate, Mitt Romney, who had lost the electoral college to Barack Obama, might end up ahead of Obama in the popular vote. In a further message, subsequently deleted, the same tweeter added that Obama had 'lost the popular vote by a lot and won the election. We should have a revolution in this country!' In fact, Obama won the popular vote, by 51 per cent to Romney's 47, but in the intervening years Donald Trump - the author of those tweets - has come perilously close to effecting his desired revolution. He has bent an entire political party to his whims, whipped up angry partisanship among his supporters, called into question the fairness of American elections and destabilised the democratic process. What has made much of this possible - as well as Trump's intuitive grasp of the ludic arts of populist communication (his vaudevillian sensibility, his coining of pointed and adhesive nicknames, his capacity to leaven bleak outrage with a sadistic comedy of the absurd) - is the electoral college itself.
Trump won both the electoral college and the presidency in 2016, but lost the popular vote by a substantial margin both in 2016 (by almost three million votes) and in 2020 (by seven million votes). Nevertheless, in 2020 Trump remained competitive in the electoral college, losing narrowly in several swing states: Arizona, Georgia, Wisconsin. These thin margins gave him the leverage to raise doubts about the integrity of the electoral process, claims that Republican voters still find persuasive: almost 70 per cent of them believe that Biden - and what Trump calls the 'Biden crime family' - stole the last election.
It is a bitter irony that the idea for an electoral college emerged during the Constitutional Convention of 1787 to guard against the possibility of a Trump-like demagogue attaining the presidency. In the first of the Federalist Papers, published in the New York press in 1787-88 as part of the campaign to ratify the proposed constitution, Alexander Hamilton warned: 'of those men who have overturned the liberties of republics, the greatest number have begun their career by paying an obsequious court to the people; commencing demagogues and ending tyrants.' The new American republic was frail, and the prevailing language of politics - historians call it 'classicalrepublicanism' - was deeply pessimistic. Too often in history, it was argued, the vigilance and civic virtue required to sustain republican self-rule had dissipated, and the ensuing corruption, chaos and division had paved a path to dictatorship for a Caesar or a Cromwell. Republican government wasn't thought compatible with territorial extent on the American scale. Small city-states had proved better at maintaining self-government than vast republics, which were more easily diverted towards imperial modes of governance. The framers of the constitution sought to sidestep these problems by devising a complex machinery of checks, balances and independent, interlocking institutions that would enable a not-quite-virtuous citizenry to uphold an enduring form of republican government. As well as the danger that a demagogue might sway the people in a popular, direct election to the presidency, the framers considered the obverse possibility: that if the presidency were to be filled by Congress, the legislature might be corrupted by cabals or factions. The solution was the electoral college, a temporary - and so less corruptible - institution, a deliberative body that would meet in each state to vote for the president. Its members would be independent-minded citizens of substance, men unlikely to be gulled by rabble-rousing patter.
But the founders' intentions were quickly overtaken by the rise of political parties in the 1790s. An institution conceived as a means of insulating presidential elections from the influence of demagoguery and faction was soon converted into a tool of party politics. Meetings of supposedly independent electors dwindled into rigidly organised slates of party loyalists. These days, in every state except Nebraska and Maine, the first past the post in the popular vote wins all the state's electoral votes. Modern practice has turned the intent of the constitution's founders on its head. Electors who exercise their own judgment and vote at odds with the party slate are deemed 'faithless electors', and in some states - though, crucially, not all - are liable to be replaced.
The phenomenon of 'faithless electors' provides one of the openings that, according to Lawrence Lessig and Matthew Seligman, can be used to thwart the democratic will. In How to Steal a Presidential Election they outline the dizzyingly complicated procedures - for the most part, legal loopholes - that unscrupulous MAGA Republicans could employ to overturn unwelcome results. When a decisive electoral result seems likely these flaws don't matter, but they might prove tempting in close elections, like the present one. In the event of a neck-and-neck contest in a state without laws preventing a faithless elector from casting a vote, Lessig and Seligman fear the consequences of fake news stories about voting irregularities. These stories might invite not only a swell of concern among Republicans but also outright intimidation by MAGA activists. If enough electors were intimidated into changing their vote, it might be enough to deny the putative winner a majority in the electoral college.
The furore surrounding the last election does not provide specific pointers for what might go wrong this time. Indeed, Lessig and Seligman are appalled at the cackhandedness of Trump's legal team last time around. His lawyers launched 63 lawsuits in seven states, all of which failed, and then tried to focus attention on the function of the vice president at the congressional tally of results on 6 January 2021. Here the rainmaker in Trump's entourage was John Eastman, as it happens a former student of Lessig's at the University of Chicago, where he was in the same class as the anti-Trump Republican Liz Cheney. Eastman's feeble argument - that Vice President Mike Pence was empowered to overturn Democratic slates from contested states - drew on a 'thin reed of evidence' from the electoral counts of 1796 and 1800. A near unanimous consensus of lawyers across the political spectrum, including some on the Republican right and among Pence's advisers, regarded Eastman's theory as nonsense. From the earliest days of the republic the practice has been for congressional tellers to do the counting, with the vice president little more than a master of ceremonies. An election, Lessig and Seligman insist, 'cannot be reversed by the unilateral action of the vice president'.
The purported vice-presidential powers over the count went unmentioned in January 2001, when Vice President Al Gore uncontroversially presided over the counting of electoral votes after a tortuous, heavily litigated and unconvincing process handed victory to his Republican opponent, George W. Bush. Gore had won the popular vote, but the national election was decided in Florida, where Bush was 537 votes ahead when the Supreme Court, on some very flimsy reasoning, ordered Florida's recount to be 'stopped midstream'. Lessig and Seligman's book appeared months before Vice President Kamala Harris replaced Joe Biden on the Democratic ticket. But, this time, if the result is closely contested or perceived somehow to have been perverted by sharp practice, Harris's role at the congressional tally on 6 January could be fraught.
Given the messy aftermath of the 2020 election and the pandemonium that ensued on 6 January 2021, Congress legislated to tighten up procedures. Lessig and Seligman broadly welcome the Electoral Count Reform Act of 2022, but warn that some dangerous gaps still remain. They ask us to contemplate a hypothetical scenario: a MAGA Republican gets half a million more votes nationally than the Democratic candidate, while the Democrat wins enough states to get to 274 electoral votes, squeaking a narrow win in the electoral college. The election is accompanied in several places by claims of voter intimidation, which causes election officials to instigate new protocols at polling stations to protect the voting public and employees. Courts in the battleground states claim that, in doing so, administrators diverged from the strict letter of election law. The outcome of the presidential election depends on whether or not the votes at polling stations where the regulations were altered at the last minute should be counted. On the basis of these uncounted votes, Democrats claim that their candidate, not the MAGA Republican, really had the most votes nationally. The Republicans insist that in the electoral college, electors who are not bound by state laws to vote for their pledged candidate should unite the nation by voting for the Republican winner of the popular vote. In turn, 'a divided media' pumps out 'two radically different realities for two wildly polarised audiences'. What if the overall result comes down to a state where - hypothetically - the Democrats have won narrowly, but a MAGA Republican governor declares that the victory was tainted with electoral irregularities, and promises that he will deliver the true result in his state? It's all too depressingly plausible, with echoes both of Florida in 2000 and of the outroar over the Covid-related voting measures implemented in 2020. We shouldn't disregard this as baseless scaremongering. 'It's not over on election day,' Chris LaCivita, one of Trump's senior advisers and a past master of the smear campaign, recently taunted. 'It's over on inauguration day.'
The most dangerous foe of democracy identified by Lessig and Seligman is a 'recalcitrant rogue governor': one who on some plausible pretext decides to certify a Republican slate in defiance of a Democratic victory in his or her state. Under the law the governor risks a short period of political martyrdom in jail, perhaps with the insurance of a presidential pardon after inauguration day. The real problem here is that the Electoral Count Reform Act requires the authority of a majority of both chambers of Congress to reject a slate of electors certified by a state governor: a near impossibility with a Republican majority in the House of Representatives. This, according to Lessig and Seligman, is why 'rogue governors represent a catastrophic threat' to the integrity of a presidential election.
But there are other ways to contrive an undemocratic result. Why not just take away the running of elections from the neutral officials who normally administer them? Lessig and Seligman tell us that it's perfectly legal for a state to give the legislature the final say in calling out supposed electoral misconduct by making the legislature itself the state's final elections board in presidential contests. The legislature could then fish for spurious irregularities to justify overturning a Democratic victory. Lessig and Seligman also say that there is no provision to stop 'a state legislature from passing a law directing how its electors must vote': the ultimate perversion of the framers' conception of a body of independent electors. Troublingly, a recent legal precedent inadvertently supports this position. In the 'faithless elector' cases Chiafalo v. Washington and Colorado v. Baca - hangovers from 2016 that were decided only in 2020 - the Supreme Court ruled unanimously that electors did not have a right to vote contrary to the wishes of the state legislature. But, as Lessig and Seligman point out, the court failed to specify that its decision was limited to 'a legislature that was simply seeking to affirm - rather than overrule - the choice its people made for president'.
At the core of the constitution lurks a more fundamental problem: it is unclear whether Americans have an unqualified right under the constitution to vote in a presidential election. Under Article II, each state is authorised to 'appoint' electors 'in such manner as the legislature thereof may direct'. Since the mid-19th century the legislature of every state has ceded this role to the wider electorate. But could a state legislature shift the benign course of democratisation into reverse? According to Lessig and Seligman, nothing in the constitution specifically prevents a state legislature from cancelling its election in advance of election day. It's an untested area. Is it legitimate to roll back democratic practices that are not required by the constitution? Or would the courts decide that pre-democratic selection procedures had fallen into permanent abeyance and could not be legally resurrected?
Legislators are more likely to be constrained by fear of public opinion. Under normal circumstances, voters would be indignant at losing the franchise in presidential elections. But consider a scenario in which fears about potential electoral malpractice had softened public attitudes in the state, and legislators presented the cancellation of an election as a temporary expedient to deal with fraudulent voting. Indeed, if a state legislature cancelled its presidential election, say, on 1 November - out of a plausible fear of potential irregularities at the poll - and decided to appoint the state electors itself, could the courts move fast enough before election day to block this dramatic but not necessarily unconstitutional departure from accepted practice? Probably not.
Could the Supreme Court be trusted to defend democracy in any case? In Bush v. Gore in 2000, the concurring opinion in favour of Bush by the three most conservative justices rested on 'respect for the constitutionally prescribed role of state legislatures' in presidential elections. Since then the Supreme Court has moved substantially further to the right, and conservative jurists now commonly tout different iterations of 'independent state legislature theory'. We already know that we can't trust Congress: 147 of its members - including eight senators - 'flatly ignored the law' on 6 January 2021. Lessig and Seligman conclude that 'no rule change will cure a lack of good faith.'
Winning the electoral college requires 270 votes, but what happens in the event - unlikely, but not impossible if MAGA activists intimidate individual electors - that the candidates tie on 269 votes apiece? That would lead to what is known as a contingent election process, whereby the constitution mandates voting in the House of Representatives by state delegation - that is, with a single vote allocated per state. Each of the many sparsely populated, Republican-leaning states of the heartland gets one vote, the same as California or New York. A draw in the electoral college means a Republican presidency.
But even if there is no sharp practice and the election is fairly administered, Lessig and Seligman still worry that current arrangements leave around three-quarters of American voters effectively disenfranchised. The outcome in most states is readily predictable. That's why presidential campaigns ignore the bulk of America - places that are reliably Democratic or reliably Republican - to focus on around ten swing states. The system itself - which was needlessly convoluted to begin with - is now broken.
The sophisticated thinkers of the American Enlightenment who framed the constitution were, in some respects, too clever by half. In Federalist number 68, Hamilton predicted that having an 'intermediate body of electors' in the form of the electoral college meant America's indirect system of elections would 'afford as little opportunity as possible to tumult and disorder'. Broadly speaking, he was correct - but only until the creation of Fox News in 1996, the controverted Bush v. Gore election of 2000 and the ever more fancifully twisted news stories of the social media age. At some point Americans are going to have to confront a painful truth: they can no longer rely on the constitutional machinery devised by the nation's late 18th-century founders. Muddling through this next election will be a triumph in itself, but is not enough. The constitution, which attracts too much empty reverence and not enough attention to its wiring, would benefit from a thorough overhaul - preferably before rather than after a dictatorial coup or another civil war.
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Big Data for the Leviathan
Tom Johnson

3508 wordsIt is  an instructive irony of English political history that the Houses of Parliament were burned down not by revolutionaries but by bureaucrats. In 1834, John Phipps, an assistant surveyor for London in the Office of Woods and Forests, was tasked with finding more office space in the cluttered Exchequer buildings at Westminster. He discovered that a whole suite of rooms was being used for the storage of old tally-sticks, great stacks of obsolete financial records notched on wood. The tallies were 'entirely useless', according to the Treasury. Phipps and his colleague Richard Weobley came up with an economical solution: they would send the tallies, two cartloads' worth of fiscal kindling, as extra fuel for the stoves under the House of Lords. The Times leader the next day called the conflagration, which began when two stoves ignited, a 'spectacle of terrible beauty'.
Tallies were long, squared-off pieces of wood - often hazel - cut with horizontal notches to represent quantities of money or goods that had changed hands between two people. After the transaction, the tally was split in half along the length, into a 'stock', for the creditor to hold on to, and a 'foil' for the debtor. When the debt was settled, stock and foil were matched to demonstrate that the amount was correct.
The Exchequer had issued tallies on its debts as far back as the 12th century. They were so recognisable in England that in the Middle Ages they became a kind of secondary currency, traded to third parties or exchanged at a discount for hard cash; the stock of the tally is one possible origin of the term 'stock market'. Samuel Pepys, working for the Navy Office, once nervously carried PS17,500 of government debt tallies back to his house 'fearful every step of having one of them fall out, or snatched from me'.
Exchequer stocks made up just a few trees' worth in a whole forest of wooden exchange. Almost everyone made and used tallies. With small change in short supply, they served as a record of routine credits and debts: people ran up tabs with alewives, bakers, butchers and other traders, and notched them on sticks. The Nonconformist writer Thomas DeLaune, writing in 1681, declared that 'this Antient way of striking of Tallies hath been found, by long experience, to be absolutely the best way that was ever invented, for it is Morally impossible so to Falsifie or Counterfeit a Tally': the 'Natural growth or shape' of the wood guarded against fraud.
In early modern England, numbers were something you could touch. On tally-sticks and abacuses, counting boards and jettons, arithmetic was a feat of hand-eye co-ordination. The word 'calculus' is derived from the Latin for 'little pebble': thinking numerically was a matter for the fingers as much as the mind. John Cannon, an 18th-century diarist, recalled his grandfather keeping his accounts with beans. Daniel Defoe claimed to know a shopkeeper who 'knew nothing of figures, but he kept six spoons in a place on purpose, near his counter, which he took out when he had occasion to cast up any sum'.
Jessica Otis's By the Numbers surveys what she calls the 'quantitative transformation' of early modern England, exploring 'how numbers came to matter so much - and be so widely embedded - in English culture'. In the 16th century, the utility of numbers could not be taken for granted. With his popular textbook The Grounde of Artes (1543), Robert Recorde made a polemical claim for arithmetic as the foundation of all human knowledge. 'Without nomberynge a man can do almost nothynge,' he wrote, but 'with the helpe of it, you maye attayne to all thyng.' In many respects, what Otis describes was a documentary transformation: in these two centuries, cheap printed materials, technical education and Arabic numerals combined to flatten the hands-on world of object-based reckoning into the abstract arithmetic of pen and paper. Counting with things became old hat. Less than two centuries after Recorde was writing, a treatise entitled The Gentleman Accomptant disdained tallies as 'obsolete', except for 'ordinary Use in keeping Accompts with illiterate People'.
The most immediate way in which most people learned to count was on their fingers: 'the natural and simple way of numbring and computation', according to the physician John Bulwer, 'borne with us and cast up in our Hand from our mothers wombe, by Him who made all things in number, weight and measure'. Thomas Hobbes speculated that finger-counting predated the emergence of numerical language itself. There is something to this: modern research has found that humans (and some animals) can 'subitise' numbers up to five, grasping quantity without counting. Early modern educators taught pupils to recite the names of numbers - to solidify them with words - as the first rule of arithmetic.
The absorption of some basic numerical knowledge was taken for granted as a part of growing up. Everyone was expected to be able to count higher than ten; twenty was the threshold set by some contemporary legal theorists for mental competency, and with it, the ability to own property. Ambrose Bennett was interrogated by the Court of Wards in 1628 to determine whether he was an 'idiot': prompted by the assessors, he correctly deducted his living expenses of PS120 from his yearly annuity of PS200, and showed that he knew how much interest his fortune would generate (a rate of 8 per cent). Bennett passed the test, but it is hard not to sense a sneer in the comments of his examiner, who 'told him he was very skilful in his estate'.
It was estate accounting that had long furnished the most widespread incentive for learning arithmetic. A 13th-century treatise on household management, printed in 1589 as The Booke of Thrift, made it clear that the first task of a competent landlord was to find trustworthy accountants. The second task was to learn enough arithmetic to prevent them from defrauding him. He was unlikely to find such instruction in conventional schooling; mathematics had little place in a predominantly literary curriculum. The natural philosopher John Aubrey remarked that 'a Barre-boy at an Alehouse will reckon better and readier than a Master of Arts in the University.'
Where it was taught formally, arithmetic was an applied science, part of a bureaucratic education in writing documents and casting accounts. John Wallis, who went on to devise the [?] symbol for infinity, recalled that during his childhood in the 1630s he had only learned arithmetic after becoming jealous of his younger brother, who was learning to account during his apprenticeship. 'For Mathematicks (at that time, with us) were scarce looked upon as Accademical studies, but rather Mechanical; as the business of Traders, Merchants, Seamen, Carpenters, Surveyors of Lands, or the like; or perhaps some Almanak-makers in London.'
The mechanical aspect of accounting lay in a knowledge of the counting board, or 'reckoning cloth', chequered with black and white squares - the origin of the name for the royal 'Exchequer'. Clerks pushed metal counters across the grid to represent quantities. Made from brass, copper or lead, the counters were mass-produced in Tournai and Nuremberg through the 16th century, made to look like coins but blazoned with symbols or the alphabet. They were sold in 'casts' or 'nests' of one hundred, costing seven pence a set. To 'know the lines', as it was called, was to understand arithmetical operations through spatial representation. In the most common variant, known as merchant's use, the top line indicated units of PS20, followed by lines for single pounds, shillings (s) and pence (d). Placing a counter to the right side of the column indicated one unit; on the left it indicated five (or for pence, six).
[image: ]

In the diagram here, the left column shows PS26, 3s, 2d added to the central column of PS101, 5s, 1d, to generate a total in the right column of PS127, 8s, 3d. Though it seems finicky, it was (apparently) intuitive and highly flexible. The horizontal lines could be adapted to mean whatever the calculator wanted, allowing arithmetic between the mix of base-twelve (pence in the shilling) and base-twenty (shillings in the pound) systems of English money.
But a counting board merely calculated. For the recording of numbers, Roman numerals were required. They were not used for calculation: X + X = XX makes some sense as a visual sequence, but XVII + XVII = XXXIV does not. The German classicist Theodor Mommsen suggested that they may have originated as glyphs of finger-counting; as Otis and others have pointed out, the figures - particularly the iterative function of I II III - bear a strong resemblance to notches on tally-sticks.
Roman numerals were valued for their affinity with Latin, the de facto language of administration. But the qualities of Arabic numerals - known in Europe since before the first millennium - slowly overturned this attachment to tradition. Their great virtue was that they entrenched a decimal base into the representation of figures, creating a closer correspondence between the names of numbers (above twenty) and their symbols. Arabic numerals were rarely written in England before the 16th century, and then mainly for calendar dates - they weren't regularly used in accounting until the later 17th century. Otis suggests that they were distrusted as a means of recording financial information because it was relatively easy to alter them. Roman numerals must be written in sequence to make sense: the only alteration that can be made to MMXXIV is to add some greater number at the beginning. But if you write 2024 in Arabic numerals, you can squeeze in a number anywhere in the order to change the quantity dramatically.
Arabic numerals allow the conception of 'zero' as a natural number. (In 2004 Robert Kilroy-Silk wrote a bilious article in the Sunday Express claiming that 'we owe Arabs nothing.' As critics pointed out, he was so wrong that he was right.) In early modern England, this was their defining quality: the use of Arabic numerals was called 'ciphering', from sifr, the Arabic word for zero, or 'algorism', after the Persian astronomer al-Khwarizmi. In fact, as Otis points out, ciphering was not quite as radical a leap forward as is sometimes made out. The counting board, too, drew on a system of place-value that relied on a spatial representation of number - its idea of zero was an absence rather than an abstraction. What was new about Arabic numerals was their speed: writing out calculations was much faster than the cumbersome business of pushing counters around. John Palgrave, writing in 1530, recorded what was perhaps a familiar boast among the cipherers: 'I shall reken it syxe tymes by aulgorisme [bef]or you can caste it ones by counters.' But as the comment indicates, throughout the period people continued to use both. In a set of late 16th-century household accounts kept for Anne Stanhope, duchess of Somerset, the scribe used Arabic numerals for dates and quantities of goods, counting board dot diagrams for financial calculations in the margins, and Roman numerals to record prices.
The 16th and early 17th centuries yielded vital breakthroughs, both in theory and in practical application. The Scottish mathematician John Napier discovered logarithms, and also devised a calculating machine called 'Napier's Bones', a set of rods inscribed with numbers which made it possible for users to perform complex multiplication and long division via the simpler operations of adding and subtracting. Edmund Gunter drew on logarithms to design measuring devices with trigonometric functions for navigation at sea and land surveying.
These advances came on the back of a long push for better mathematical training. In 1573 Sir Thomas Smith, the Regius Professor of Civil Law at Cambridge, left a bequest to Queens' College on the condition that undergraduates should not proceed to the BA 'before that they be well expert in the parts of Arithmatique'. He endowed two lectureships for the purpose, with the stipulation that teachers should not lecture 'as of a preacher out of a pulpit', but rather 'with a penn on paper or tables, or a sticke or compasse in sand or duste to make demonstracon that his schollers maie both understand ... and also do it themselves'.
For the most part, however, those who wanted a better knowledge of mathematics had to seek it out. In 1662 Pepys, a Cambridge graduate, engaged Mr Cooper, the one-eyed mate of the Royall Charles, to teach him arithmetic (after a month of lessons together they fell to tinkering with model ships instead). There was a ready market for such instruction, which printers were keen to tap. The stationer Thomas Rooks reissued Hodder's Arithmetick in 1667, explaining that 'in this bad time of trade of Books, in less than ten months, I sold of them 1550 ... now I present you with a 4th Edition.' They were inexpensive - about 4s new or 6d secondhand - and a good investment: they could, after all, help you put your finances in order.
As Otis sees it, the writers of these textbooks were the guiding stars of the quantitative transformation. They refined the technical arithmetic of craftsmen, sailors and clerical workers into a science fit for gentlemen; in doing so, they also developed new cultural distinctions between kinds of knowledge. The mathematician John Kersey, reprinting a textbook by his friend Edmund Wingate in 1658, suggested that it would be useful for 'Learners, as desire only so much skill in Arithmetick, as is useful in Accompts, Trade and such like ordinary employments ... before any entrance be made into the craggy paths of Fractions, at the sight whereof some Learners are so discouraged'. Perhaps he had in mind readers such as Hobbes, who had griped publicly about the 'scab of symbols' littered through Wallis's work on conic sections. Wallis gave a fractious reply: 'Sir, they were not written for you to read, but for them that can.' By the later 17th century it was embarrassing, in certain circles, not to know something about numbers. Edmund Cocker addressed his 1678 textbook to 'the pretended Numerists of this vapouring age'.
Through the mists 
, it is possible to make out the origins of a quantified political culture. In the 16th century, anxious Tudor governments sought to collect more information about their subjects, launching a proliferation of national inquiries, musters, assessments and surveys. With ever greater frequency, men on horseback came around asking questions that required some counting. How many acres lie under the plough, and how many homesteads have been abandoned? How many in the vill have PS1 or more in goods, lands or chattels, and how do they get their money? In 1538, Cromwell mandated that every parish should keep a register to record 'the day and year of every wedding, christening and burying made ... and also there insert every person's name that shall be so wedded, christened or buried'. People feared that it was a ruse for a new tax. The truth was subtly worse: it was an attempt to pin them down, to fasten social identity to irrefutable documentary evidence. Big data for the Leviathan.
The burial records would take on a life of their own. In an age of recurrent plague, there was a great deal of popular interest in mortality figures; with the advent of cheap print, lists of parish dead were published on bills sold for a penny a piece. By 1603, London plague bills had weekly print runs of as many as six thousand copies (for a city with a population of about 141,000), giving parish-by-parish totals of plague deaths, general mortality and new christenings.People were terrified of the bills, but they couldn't look away. The preacher Francis Raworth gave a homily to the Providential zeroes: 'For these twelve moneths and above, I finde there nothing but Ciphers: Ah Lord, how unthankful are we for such a blessing! when thou might'st as justly as suddenly, turn our Ciphers into Figures.' Pepys used his new arithmetical skills to work out the weekly rate of increases in mortality. Matthew Mead, a Nonconformist minister, wished bitterly that 'we had Weeklie Bills of such Sins.'
These skills would soon be put to more utilitarian uses. In 1662 John Graunt published Natural and Political Observations, a pioneering work of demography that tried to find out 'how many People there be of each Sex, State, Age, Religion, Trade, Rank, or Degree'. From the bills of mortality, he 'reduced several great confused Volumes into a few perspicuous Tables, and abridged such Observations as naturally flowed from them'. From what he called the 'Mathematiques of my Shop-Arithmetique', he estimated that there were six and a half million people in England and Wales; he was probably about a million over.
Graunt saw a clear link between mathematical ratios and political harmony. An understanding of the composition of the population, he wrote, made for 'good, certain, and easie Government, and even to balance Parties, and factions both in Church and State'. William Petty, an official in colonial Ireland, took the idea further still. Calculating the English and Irish populations of Protestants and Catholics, he proposed a scheme of forced migration to achieve the correct ratio of righteousness. Exchanging 200,000 Irish Catholics for the same number of English Protestants, he argued, would create an Anglican majority in Ireland, while leaving a Catholic minority of less than 2 per cent in England.
Although Petty's plan was never put into practice, his methods were influential. Gregory King, whose statistical work was later incorporated into Adam Smith's The Wealth of Nations, claimed that 'Mathematical Reasoning' was essential to public discourse, a foundation of neutrality from which rational debate could proceed. Writing with his colleague Charles Davenant, King claimed that arithmetic was 'not only applicable to Lines and Numbers, but affords the best means of Judging in all concerns of human life.' Bureaucrats have always been revolutionaries in their own way.
After the Great Fire of 1666, enterprising Londoners established new schemes of home insurance; Nicholas Babon's company set premiums at 2.5 per cent of annual ground rent for brick houses, double for those built with timber. One scheme, the Amicable Contributors, insured more than 13,000 houses in the capital by 1708. These policies weren't based on a statistical analysis of risk. The calculation of the premiums used a basic arithmetic of building material and property value; the companies were principally designed to generate profit for their shareholders. Each one maintained its own brigade, who wore colourful branded uniforms and affixed distinctive fire-marks to the buildings under their protection. They were widely suspected of refusing to extinguish fires in buildings they had not insured. By the end of the 18th century, the quantitative transformation had given way to what Ian Hacking called an 'avalanche of statistics'.
Nowadays, critiques of quantification are ten a penny; it is easy to see the deficiencies of metrics when they are so often used against you. The attempt to count people can be invasive, even offensive to human dignity. A long-standing Christian tradition held that King David had sinned when he carried out his census of the Israelites. According to an early 17th-century commentary, 'it belonged vnto God onely to number that which was innumerable.' There has always been something about numbers that leaves people cold; a disaffection with their abstracting effects, the distance they seem to place between experience and the world. And there is an accompanying mistrust of people who can intuit with them. Edward Worsop, who in 1582 wrote a book pointing out geometrical errors made by land surveyors, complained that people 'which have no understanding in mathematicall arts' were ignorant and jealous of those who did; 'When they see a fellow ... especially if he be studious, and given to solitarines, [they] say in way of scorning, he hath a mathematicall head.'
What mathematical heads can sense - and what the rest of us would do well to remember - is that at the bottom of number there is a holy mystery. Can something truly be the same as itself? (If so, it can be counted.) Numbers present us with the oscillation between likeness and difference, mathematics with a language that might bridge the human and divine. Adelard of Bath, who pioneered the translation of Arabic mathematical works into Latin in the 12th century, wrote that 'all visible things are subject to number ... [which] is latent in the reality of things themselves.' He quoted Xenocrates: 'The soul is number moving itself.' In premodern England, this soul was alive and kicking, present in the fingers, the grain of the tally, the geometrical line drawn in the sand. Number had a texture. Three barleycorns laid end to end made an inch. Twelve inches to the foot, twelve pence to the shilling, twelve apostles, twelve jurymen. The 'long' hundred was 120 for herring, but 112 for measures of tin. Four saltfish made a warp.
Ideas cast from objects take a long time to die. Twenty, or thereabouts, is still a score - a notch on the old tally. When in 1783 the Exchequer finally replaced tallies with a system of paper cheques, it gave them indented edges that mimicked the form of a stock and foil. Well into the 20th century, dockers and miners continued to be issued with brass 'tallies' as a means of clocking in at work. Some numbers are still odd.
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Nation-building
Rosamond McKitterick

4313 wordsThe  unbroken succession of fifteen Capetian kings began in 987 when Hugh Capet was elected to the kingship of the Franks by his fellow magnates at Senlis, replacing the Carolingian dynasty that had ruled the kingdom of the Franks since Charlemagne's father, Pippin III, deposed the last Merovingian king in 751. The lands the Capetian kings controlled would eventually expand far beyond the family territory of the Ile-de-France, to embrace the principalities and smaller counties that would eventually become France. The publisher's blurb for House of Lilies claims that the Capetians - Charles IV, who died in 1328, was the last king in the direct line - 'did not simply rule France: they created it.'
To what extent does Justine Firnhaber-Baker's book justify the claim that the dynasty can be credited with the formation of national identity as well as the territorial entity? The territory they ruled was effectively that of the Carolingian kingdom, which itself had its roots in Frankish and Roman Gaul. Before his death in 814, Charlemagne had extended the Frankish kingdom far beyond Roman Gaul, to the Elbe and Danube Bend, and across the Alps into northern Italy. During the late eighth and early ninth century, Frankish methods of government and documentary practices, a stable monetary system, ecclesiastical organisation and Christian Latin culture were established across much of what we now call Western Europe. The Church and its bishops and abbots provided support for royal government in both practical and ideological terms. This situation changed during the ninth century: the empire was divided into smaller kingdoms as a result of the Frankish practice of partible inheritance; the Carolingian line died out in the territories east of the Rhine early in the tenth century, its place taken by the Ottonian family; west of the Rhine, the kingdom of the West Franks continued to be ruled by Carolingian kings, many of whom were barely into their teens when they inherited the throne.
The need for strong rule and military leadership, especially in the face of raids from marauding Northmen and Magyars or aggressive neighbours such as the Bretons, Obodrites, Saxons and Avars, gave local magnates the opportunity to accrue lands, followers and wealth, even while acting as the king's right-hand men. Among these lords were the Robertians, later known as the Capetians, whose power centred on Paris. Others included the counts of Flanders, Vermandois and Poitou, and the dukes of Aquitaine, Anjou, Burgundy and Normandy. All these families were connected by ties of marriage and bound by oaths of loyalty to the king, and their territories were understood to be part of the West Frankish kingdom. At moments of crisis in the late ninth and early tenth centuries, especially when the Carolingian heir was too young to lead an army, some of these magnates (Ralph of Burgundy, Hugh Capet's great-uncle Odo and his grandfather Robert I) were elected king. When the direct line of Carolingians came to an end with the death of the young Louis V in 987, the claims of his uncle, Charles of Lorraine, were contested by Hugh Capet, count of Paris.
Hugh's success owed much to the support of Adalbero, the archbishop of Rheims, and his protege, Gerbert. The earliest narrative account of these events, and of the rivalries and conflicts that preceded them, was written by Richer, a monk from the abbey of Saint-Remi, just outside Rheims. Richer was taught by Gerbert, to whom he dedicated his Histories. His text emphasises that this was a process of election rather than usurpation, and stresses the importance of a strong and competent king who could bring peace to the realm. Those who supported Hugh no doubt hoped for political advantage; they may also have decided that he would be the more effective ruler. The legitimacy of his rule was challenged, not least in its first years, when a rebellion by the rejected Charles of Lorraine nearly succeeded in toppling him. But this needs to be set against the absence of contemporary complaints over the demise of the Carolingians, the widespread pragmatic support for the newly established dynasty and the Capetians' unerring ability to produce sons to secure the succession.
Richer's account of the beginnings of Capetian kingship had little immediate impact. Gerbert seems to have taken the only copy of the Histories with him when he relinquished his claim to the see of Rheims and moved to the court of the Saxon ruler Otto III in 997. It is assumed that the Histories were left behind in Germany and absorbed into the Ottonian rulers' library when Gerbert left for Rome to become Pope Silvester II. Then the manuscript in effect disappeared for seven hundred years. It was rediscovered in 1833, and published six years later by Georg Pertz in the collection of primary sources known as the Monumenta Germaniae Historica. In part because Richer's record of Hugh's election was unknown in France, other versions of the Capetian takeover were invented by chroniclers. The fate of Richer's account, which described a legitimate election rather than the usurpation portrayed in so many subsequent chronicles, serves as a salutary reminder of the role played by historians, both medieval and modern, in the construction of the Capetian kings' role in the formation of France.
Our knowledge of the Capetians and the expansion of their realm is particularly dependent on narratives focusing on the dynasty's kings. These include the 11th-century Life of Robert II 'the Pious' by Helgaud of Fleury; the 12th-century Abbot Suger of Saint-Denis's panegyric of Louis VI and account of the deeds of his son Louis VII; Jean de Joinville's description of the catastrophic crusade of Louis IX, written in the early 14th century, some years after Louis's canonisation; and the historiographical enterprise undertaken at the abbey of Saint-Denis in the 13th century that culminated in the vernacular Grandes Chroniques de France. As if to underline the importance of the Capetians' martial activity in any history of the dynasty, the illustration on the cover of House of Lilies comes from a 14th-century manuscript of the Grandes Chroniques, a remnant from the medieval English royal library, now in the British Library: it depicts the Battle of Gisors in 1198 between the armies of Richard I of England and Philip II.
The chroniclers' shaping of the public perception of these kings, and their construction of a particular kind of history of the dynasty, is an underlying, if undeveloped, theme of Firnhaber-Baker's book. The vivid character sketches, scurrilous allegations and accounts of insatiable sexual appetite that characterise House of Lilies, as well as the praise for a particular king's martial prowess or religious devotion, have their origin in the chronicles, both contemporary and written long afterwards. It is unclear how much the chroniclers drew on anything more than rumour and hearsay. Each had his own agenda. With the Capetians, there are few examples of triumphalist court-sponsored narratives such as those promoted by the early Carolingian rulers. Instead, the chroniclers offered idiosyncratic and more regionally focused accounts. Helgaud of Fleury (on Robert II) and Suger of Saint-Denis (on Louis VI) ardently promoted their subjects. But for other chroniclers - Ralph Glaber, with his apocalyptic convictions and enthusiasm for church building and ecclesiastical reform; Odorannus of Sens, who focused on the archbishops of his see; or Orderic Vitalis, with his interest in Anglo-Norman kings and dukes - political analysis of the actions of the Capetian kings was subordinated to local preoccupations.
Skilful media exploitation, then as much as now, was a major part of public success. Long before Richer's Histories, an understanding of rulers as the leaders and protectors of the community was embedded in political thinking. The texts of the oaths and prayers used in coronation and consecration rituals were first fully recorded in Archbishop Hincmar of Reims's version of ordines for Carolingian kings in the later ninth century. These Frankish rituals and prayers were adapted for use in England from the tenth century onwards, most recently in last year's coronation of Charles III. The texts summarise the obligations of the king to defend his people, the Church and the Christian faith, and to maintain good government, law and justice. They also stress that the Christian God is the ultimate source of a king's authority. Such an understanding created ideological as well as practical expectations and assumptions, which could be exploited by any claimant to a throne and his supporters. The crowning and anointing by Adalbero of Hugh Capet at Noyon, the site of Charlemagne's coronation as king of the Franks in 768, with the sacred chrism reserved for Frankish kings, and his symbolic burial in 996 at the royal necropolis of Saint-Denis, are two examples.
Firnhaber-Baker's account of the fifteen kings and their many military campaigns is entertaining, unfailingly lively, occasionally a little rackety; it is in essence a collection of royal portraits, focusing more on individual lives than political processes and the wielding of authority. House of Lilies considers the ambitions, temperaments and fallibility of the kings from Hugh Capet to Charles IV. Firnhaber-Baker mines the original sources for memorable descriptions: Henry I is a 'weak and lazy lawless hypocrite'; Philip I is not only 'lazy, fat and unfit for war' but 'a particularly corruptible man'. Philip II, who reigned from 1180 to 1223, is said to have neither valued nor understood gaiety, but he did like money. He forced the Jews to leave his kingdom and confiscated their property, and claimed 20 per cent of the debts Christians owed to Jews after these were cancelled. Some of the revenue was spent on the transformation of Paris and the building of the Louvre (remnants of the massive walls from this period can still be seen in the Louvre's underground passage). Louis VI, who was so heavy that his horses could not carry him when he was on campaign, had, Firnhaber-Baker points out, 'a talent for the brutal flourish'. Abbot Suger reported (with evident approval) that he ordered the severing of enemy soldiers' right hands, so that they would return to their commanders 'carrying their fists in their fists'. One consequence of Philip IV's 'moral fanaticism' and 'pig-headed pursuit of purity' was the gruesome public execution at Pontoise of the Aulnay brothers, who had been accused of adultery with two of Philip's daughters-in-law. The brothers were skinned alive, castrated and decapitated, and the affair was given maximum publicity via letters circulated by the king himself. Yet Firnhaber-Baker argues that the scandals did little to enhance respect for the authority of the king or his sons, and opened the way for doubts about the legitimacy of their offspring.
House of Lilies has a clear sense of the family dynamics underlying royal power and of the potential for women to influence politics. Louis VIII's widow, Blanche of Castile, for instance, acted as regent for her son Louis IX during his minority and was criticised for controlling the king. She also ruled in his stead from 1248 until 1254, when he was absent on a disastrous and expensive crusade in Egypt, during which he and most of the army were captured. Firnhaber-Baker doesn't say much about how Blanche achieved this: we are told only that she 'navigated public power through her relationships with great men'. House of Lilies does not skimp on details concerning the sexual role of royal women. A queen's most obvious function was to produce male heirs. Marriage was of course a standard method of sealing agreements with other ruling families and gaining the wealth of a dowry, as in Henry II's second marriage to Anne of Kiev. Princesses were also used to secure alliances. Adela, daughter of Robert II, was married to the duke of Normandy in 1027; after his death a few months later, she was married to the count of Flanders.
Marriage and divorce could also wreak political havoc, though here we are at the mercy of the often salacious speculations of a few contemporary and mostly clerical commentators on which Firnhaber-Baker is perhaps too reliant. There are abundant examples of clerical disapproval of monarchs' marriages, adultery and divorces. Philip I destroyed all his political alliances by leaving his wife, Berthe of Holland, for Bertrada, the third wife of Fulk of Anjou. With the help of compliant bishops, Philip secured a divorce in order to marry Bertrada, but he was excommunicated three more times for adultery. As a consequence, he could not join the First Crusade to the Holy Land. To secure an alliance with King Cnut of Denmark, the long-widowed Philip II married Cnut's 18-year-old sister, Ingeborg, but, to the lasting astonishment of all, repudiated her the day after the wedding.
The  degree to which the Capetians themselves orchestrated the representations of their rule and their dynastic fortunes merits more attention than it gets in House of Lilies. Elements of an ideology of sacral kingship were consolidated by the ceremonies of coronation and anointing, the concentration of royal burials in the abbey of Saint-Denis, and the association of the eldest son with the kingship as a way of securing the succession. The image of the fleur-de-lis - associated with the Virgin Mary as well as evoking the Trinity - was used first by Louis VI on his coinage, and gradually became associated with the French royal house. The representation of the kings as being especially favoured by God was furthered by the elaborate ritual performed when the holy relic of the crown of thorns was brought to Paris in August 1239, and the subsequent construction of the Sainte-Chapelle to house it (it was moved to the treasury of Notre-Dame in 1806). Louis IX had bought the relic from the Venetians, to whom it had been pawned by the Byzantine emperor, but this commercial history did little to detract from the symbolic resonance of the king becoming its new guardian. This mystique was enhanced by the ostentatious piety of the crusader kings and the canonisation of Louis IX. Indeed, his principal qualification for sanctity was that he had died (of dysentery at Tunis in 1270) while on his second crusade, despite that crusade's failure and calamitous loss of men. Other factors cited were reported miracles of healing in the presence of Louis's viscera (still in the cathedral of Monreale in Sicily) and his bones, interred at Saint-Denis.
The interaction of France with the rest of Europe, the papacy and the Mediterranean region is only sketched here, though we observe the Capetians amassing great wealth and weaving a web of political alliances (as well as enmities) from England to Russia. Little room is given to social and religious change in France during this period, which saw the building of many castles, the oppression of local communities by their governors and the growth of the Peace of God movement, initiated by the clergy at the turn of the tenth century to constrain feuding and local violence. There are tantalising glimpses of topics such as millenarianism; the establishment of the University of Paris; the building of the Louvre; the growing importance of towns; pogroms against Jews; and the savage persecution of those designated as 'heretics', including the Cathars, annihilated in the Albigensian Crusade of 1209-29, and the immensely rich and powerful order of the Knights Templar, ruthlessly destroyed by Philip IV. (The king owed the Templars a great deal of money.)
Some Capetian kings tried hard to impose taxation and raise revenue. Having profited from expelling the Jews, Philip II in due course invited them back. Louis IX reformed government and stamped out corruption with the Grande Ordonnance of 1254, which prohibited blasphemy, prostitution, gaming, tournaments and trial by ordeal, and made initial provision for the judicial functions of the Parlement of Paris. Co-operation was necessary between the king and his subjects, especially the nobles, if he were to rule effectively. Government appears in practice not to have been royal government so much as the responsibility of the counts and dukes who owed allegiance to the king, though Philip II did establish a permanent royal administrative archive in Paris, and introduced some salaried officials to the administration. Paris in the 12th century is described by Firnhaber-Baker as a 'teeming world of money, power, sex and scholarship', but she says little about Philip II and Philip IV's attempts to create and consolidate structures of government at central and regional levels. Philip IV's 'chief minister', Guillaume de Nogaret, was particularly active on the king's behalf in his bitter quarrel with Pope Boniface VIII over clerical taxation. This culminated in Boniface's death after being arrested on Philip's orders, the election of the Frenchman Raymond Bertrand de Got as Pope Clement V in 1305 and the establishment of a succession of French popes in a fortified palace at Avignon (an era often described as the papacy's 'Babylonian captivity') for the next seventy years.
Firnhaber-Baker rightly insists on the 'intertwining of the history' of the Capetians with 'that of the lands and people that they ruled'. But was this really 'the dynasty that made medieval France', as the subtitle of House of Lilies claims? The histories of French vernacular literature, chivalry, Gothic architecture, Saint-Denis and Notre-Dame, the crusading movement, even of the emergence of Paris as a capital city, owe little to the royal family. The association between a line of kings and the formation of a nation by wars and consolidation of territory used to be a historiographical commonplace, but in charting the emergence of a distinctive cultural and national identity the central role of rulers cannot be assumed. There are obvious questions about the imperative to represent a nation's history and identity as being dependent on its kings, about the definition of cultural identity itself, and the degree to which archival preservation determines emphases of interpretation.
Robert Fawtier's pioneering Les Capetiens et la France, published in Paris in 1942, is a striking response to such questions: it was subtitled 'Leur role dans sa construction'. Fawtier explained in his preface that 'in a time of national tragedy', writing the book was 'a source of strength, for it offered an escape from the horrors of contemporary reality and also hope for the future'. Writing of the construction of his nation's history was at that moment an act of faith in its future as much as a scholarly enterprise: Fawtier wrote the book between the fall of France and his own deportation and imprisonment in the Nazi concentration camp of Mauthausen in Austria. He survived, and having already been awarded the Croix de Chevalier de la Legion d'honneur for his service during the First World War, was promoted to the grade of Officier de la Legion d'honneur for his activity in the French Resistance in the Second. After his return to France, he became professor of medieval history at the Sorbonne in succession to Louis Halphen, the celebrated historian of the Carolingians. Fawtier was instrumental in a major shift of emphasis on the part of French medievalists to the Capetian era and the later Middle Ages as an essential phase in the building of the nation and its identity.
Fawtier, who had a deep knowledge of the financial, judicial and administrative records of the French monarchs, and of the various regions in the kingdom, argued that the king played a crucial role in determining policy and in the administrative structures of government. In this, he might have been influenced by the work of the British medievalist T.F. Tout, who taught at the University of Manchester, where Fawtier had held a lectureship for five years after the First World War. Tout was known for the Ford Lectures he had delivered in Oxford in 1913 on the reign of Edward II, and above all for his six-volume Chapters in the Administrative History of Medieval England. Fawtier and his own teacher, Ferdinand Lot, wrote a classic three-volume history of French government institutions in the Middle Ages, published between 1957 and 1962. Fawtier also edited many volumes of French royal fiscal accounts from the 13th and 14th centuries, as well as the register of Pope Boniface VIII's letters. His work ostensibly presented a contrast to that of the Annales school, with their focus on close-grained social and economic history rather than the documentation of historical events. Yet lectures given in 1937 by the Annales historian Marc Bloch and published posthumously by Fernand Braudel in 1958 as France sous les derniers Capetiens (Bloch was executed by the Gestapo in 1944), similarly associate the Capetians and their administrative structures with the formation of France. Bloch integrated the history of the Capetian rulers with the development of every aspect of French society, culminating in the 'expression of French mentality' in literature and art.
Fawtier's survey did not achieve wider currency until its translation into English in 1960, in a volume with the telling subtitle 'Monarchy and Nation, 987-1328', but his interpretation has served as a model for many subsequent studies, including Elizabeth Hallam's Capetian France, 987-1328 (1980) and Dominique Barthelemy's Nouvelle Histoire des Capetiens 987-1214 (2012), with its emphasis on the creation of 'la patrimoine' and accounts of the rule of particular monarchs. Jean Dunbabin's France in the Making, 843-1180 (1985) is one of the few books to emphasise not only the political and institutional foundations of France laid in the Carolingian period, but also the contributions from the territories of Normandy, Flanders, Toulouse and smaller lordships. The Short Oxford History of France volumes on the central and later Middle Ages, edited by Marcus Bull and David Potter respectively, also highlight the formation of a 'French sense of identity'. Although the role of the king in consolidating power and extending territory is emphasised in all of these books, it is seen as only one aspect of political culture, alongside the roles played by the provinces, the Church, economy and society, and intellectual and educational developments. Any consideration of the emergence of 'France' now also has to take account of the still lively debate about 'the transformation of the Carolingian world' and 'l'an mille': that is, the extent to which the year 1000 was a watershed in political, social, economic or religious life. This debate continues to disrupt old certainties and traditional narratives.
Such  is the emphasis in House of Lilies on the unrestrained sexual behaviour of the Capetians that the book might almost be read as a subversive portrait of the ineffectiveness of kings. What did kingship entail? Firnhaber-Baker notes that the 'two most important ingredients of power' in the 12th and 13th centuries were friendly relations with influential churchmen and victorious armies. Success in annexing territory is presented in the contemporary sources as an indicator of effective military leadership. Firnhaber-Baker also observes that the Capetians had survived into the 11th century partly by relying on the 'ritual prestige' that came from ceremonies such as coronation, but 'mainly through creating alliances that exploited the rivalries between other great houses'. The older historiography from Fawtier onwards remains the place to look for fuller explanations of how royal power actually worked.
Changes of dynasty often produce after-the-event justifications and representations. In the middle of the eighth century, Pippin III, father of Charlemagne, usurped the throne 'on the advice and with the consent of all the Franks'. He was said to have deposed the reigning Merovingian, who was portrayed as a 'do-nothing' king: much of the riches and power of the kingdom were in the hands not of the king but of the 'mayor of the palace', the de facto ruler of the Franks. It was the mayor of the palace, according to Einhard in his Life of Charlemagne written between 814 and 817, who 'took care of everything, either at home or abroad, that needed to be done and arranged for the administration of the kingdom'. Kings should be able to wield power effectively. The chronicler Regino of Prum, writing between 900 and 908, commented on the crisis after the Emperor Charles the Fat's death in 888:
the kingdoms which had obeyed his authority ... dissolved into separate parts and, without waiting for their natural lord, each decided to create a king from its own guts. This was the cause of great wars, not because the Franks lacked leaders who by nobility, courage and wisdom were capable of ruling the kingdoms, but rather because the equality of descent, authority and power increased the discord among them; none so outshone the others that the rest deigned to submit to his rule. For Francia would have produced many leaders capable of controlling the government of the kingdom, had not fortune equipped them to destroy each other in the competition for power.

The Capetian kings did wield power, though on this book's showing they abused it many times over. But that power and wealth rested on the cultural, social, political and administrative history of medieval France that Firnhaber-Baker implies rather than brings to the fore.
In contrast to the little kingdom to which Hugh Capet had laid claim in 987, France by 1328 was a major political presence in Europe. The Capetians had established a strong dynastic tradition with a distinctive character and a powerful network of alliances and economic connections. At the end of House of Lilies, there is a brief epilogue which considers the splintering of the family line following the death of Charles IV in 1328, when the succession moved to his Valois cousin Philip VI. Another claimant was Edward III of England, whose mother was the daughter of the Capetian king Philip IV and sister of the three last Capetian kings: one consequence of the disputed claim was the Hundred Years War between France and England, which began in 1337. Although the Capetian dynasty is usually thought to have ended with Charles IV, his successors were seen as members of the dynasty via the male line. In 1793, Louis XVI was executed as 'Citizen Capet'.
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Prawns His Sirens
Adam Mars-Jones

5009 wordsRebecca Watson 
's I Will Crash, her second novel, takes as its subject sibling rivalry, though the phrase seems too mild. Brother-sister conflict most often appears (as it does for instance in Cocteau's Les Enfants terribles) in the guise of a fatal closeness, but the struggle between Rosa, the book's narrator, and her unnamed brother is a radical antagonism - even if his successful campaign of torture and intimidation when they were teenagers wasn't visible to outsiders or their parents. 'Rivalry' implies an external object or an objective both parties seek to secure, but here it is hardly less than the right to exist. It's as if each of them blocked the other's light simply by being alive. Still, if that were the case, the matter was settled with the brother's death in a car crash. It can't be a clean break with the past, however, since before the crash he had made an attempt at reconciliation, knocking at her door one day in a mood that seemed conciliatory. She turned him away.
When they were teenagers, Rosa's brother stole away her best friend by starting a romantic relationship with her. The implication is that isolating Rosa by bereaving her of her most important friendship was one of his motivations, if not the primary one, in dating Alice. In fact he isolated both young women, refining his cruelty on Alice with no let-up in the campaign against his sister. Rosa wonders if there wasn't a sexual interest at the root of his bullying, remembering an incident when he seemed to be spying on her in the bathroom, but takes cold comfort from the fact that his attitude predated the disconcerting miracle of puberty: 'It didn't start when my body arrived.' The suggestion remains an atmospheric possibility rather than disappearing altogether. Her brother pressured Rosa into giving him Alice's number by threatening to crash the car, accelerating and swerving as proof of his sincerity until her resistance broke down. The book's title sums up this scene but also hints at Rosa's own fear of collapse. Implosion seems more likely than an outside impact, unless it's the collision of past and present that will do the damage.
If a standard family dynamic has no application here, nor does standard scene-setting. The siblings attend a school where a teacher can be bullied in class by oblique references to her son, who has been arrested on suspicion of killing farm animals (including a lamb that Rosa watched learning to walk), something that strongly suggests a rural community, but no attempt is made to describe or evoke the context. The approach is closer to expressionism, privileging intensity over nuance, than realism of a social sort. In the half-week of the book's action, from a Wednesday to a Sunday, the reader must work to keep track of Rosa's here and now, separating it out from the various thens and elsewheres her wounded memory dredges up.
Male readers (in particular) may be startled by the way Rosa's experience of sexual assault acquires the status of countersubject. It is somehow communicable, unlike her experiences with her brother, even potentially an agent of bonding:
Unspoken, not hidden, a nod really
the night we both said we had been raped
it wasn't a surprise, just one of those sad
inevitable matches
like playing Snap
if half the cards were the same

Such intimacy comes at the expense of her relationship with her partner, John, since as a male he can't be allowed to trespass onto territory that seems oddly sacred, given that it represents the violation of body and will. If he crossed that boundary, 'my reply could only be an outburst, could only be Fuck you, this is not yours, not yours to feel, not yours to fucking think about.' It seems almost a triumph from her rapist's point of view to have made this self-protective separation necessary. Rosa imagines him triumphant, certainly, not carrying a guilty burden but enjoying 'the lightness, I imagine a lightness, it must be light to be without knowing you are being, walking being walking, all safe as it can be.' John is an academic specialising in Gertrude Stein, which may account for this touch of Stein's cubist manner.
In the reader's experience of the book, extremity of subject matter takes second place (chronologically, since it insists on being noticed before any language can be processed) to the impact of the printed page. Rosa's narrative is laid out in a jittery format that doesn't quite correspond to either prose or poetry - the justified left-hand margin makes a claim for prose, but the high proportion of blank space insists on poetry. On the rare occasions when the lines present formally as couplets, their diction and rhythm remain prosaic and low-key:
I wish I had been out
I wish I didn't know that he tried
it's not that I didn't speak to him
it's that I had the choice

An extra element of abstraction perhaps tips the balance towards poetry:
We exist, carefully, in the present
following the day as if it is infinite
as if this is always where we will be

When there's a half-rhyme it's not clear whether the effect is intended:
he makes his way past my sentences
in the forefront
almost making an entrance

Infrequent use of the full stop argues for poetic status, while commas, though not rationed, are sometimes eccentrically situated:
maybe,                      he'd understand.

It's hard to assess the weight of this comma, which represents the taking of a breath and/or prepares for a sidestep in grammatical structure, since it comes before an actual break in the text, seeming to insist on a pause before a caesura.
Indentation is used not to signal a new paragraph but a change of register:
Sarah had told me how                her cheeks pinking in the heat
recently, on the way home          freckles disappearing                                                    
she had bumped into her cat.

For the duration of this short passage the first part of the line reports a conversation, the second describes the moment of telling. Multiple indentations are common (and hard to reproduce in these narrow columns):
Did you        he said through a set mouth        or didn't you
hear              eyes ahead, not looking                 me

The conventions shift constantly, so that it's always a bit of an effort to sort out what belongs where. Here, for instance, a real effort has been made to present two elements as simultaneous, the context being a conversation between Rosa and her semi-estranged mother:
You hadn't seen him in two years?
I knew it was infrequent but             I can't remember
I didn't realise it had got worse.       whether I knew already

Italics usually though not always denote dialogue (they do here), while a new line usually indicates a change of speaker (here it doesn't). The gain in effectiveness by laying things out in this fashion isn't obvious.
Every page of the book is sprinkled with line gaps, but they don't necessarily come where they're needed. Here for instance is a tender aubade made puzzling by unhelpful spacing:
how many mornings has my head
been angled on his chest,
my shoulder to his centre slightly glazed,
Pritt-Sticked to each other
that change after sleep,
from separate to together
with a good morning, a kiss, or simply
a line drawn down his arm with my finger

It takes time (and a fruitless search for an antecedent) to establish the grammatical status of 'that' - it's an emphatic adjective not a conjunction, which doesn't carry on from what has been said but starts a new unit of sense. The artificial difficulty of decoding the episode scatters its charge of emotion.
It's as if the writing engages two gears simultaneously. Gaps on a page, however precisely calibrated, don't act like the notated rests in a musical score. They produce an aesthetic of space rather than a record of duration. The reading eye makes no distinction between a gap of three lines and one of five. So the effect of the layout's open texture is to ratchet the attention forward, to spin it on, but then come oblique or knotty formulations (an enigmatic free-standing phrase such as 'comparing stills'), clumps of language that require a slowing down if not a skidding halt.
It would seem obvious that Watson's priority is to manifest a voice, but this sort of punctuation addresses the eye exclusively. It's hard to imagine how an audiobook could convey the book's disruptions of layout and stay on the right side of intelligibility. What may seduce the eye muffles the voice on the page, by reminding us of an intelligence calculating effects, an intelligence that can't be the same as the narrator held in the grip of ravaging emotion. When Rosa uses the words 'blank space' to indicate a pause in conversation, and the effort to remember something, the phrase is bound to seem coy on a page full of them. The wink to the reader can only come from the writer, not the character.
The urgent appeal of first-person writing can't be overstated. Human skulls resound with a million statements in the first-person singular, trivial and portentous, to the point where a line from a book such as 'For a long time, I went to bed early' or 'Last night I dreamed I went to Manderley again' can seem to install itself near the centre of consciousness. The corresponding weakness of first-person writing is a thinness of context, a lack of connective tissue embodying a character in her environment. This is Rosa's predicament - she isn't securely stitched into a shared world despite her strong connection with John - but it leaves Watson with some technical difficulties. John needs to attend an academic conference at which he is a keynote speaker, and Rosa insists on him fulfilling the engagement, though he offers to stay with her. They text and speak on the phone, but she spends most of the book in free fall, alone with her thoughts, despite a visit from a friend bearing cake, an unwelcome appearance by her mother and an evening at a local pub where an older man's attempt to pick her up at least allows her to express raw feeling. She can leave out the sentiment that convention demands the bereaved accept from friends and acquaintances.
Rosa is a schoolteacher (one with a particular sensitivity to possible sibling abuse among her charges) and has an English degree: at least one passage brings a pleasing echo of Virginia Woolf, when she reflects that regretting the past is to deny 'the whole thickness, allness, impossible complexity of the present moment, the density yet fragility, is that it, yes'. It was a dream of modernism that everything could be expressed at once. Rosa's need to express the allness of her relationship with her brother is more modest but not necessarily more practicable. Watson tidies up dialogue but leaves Rosa's thoughts and emotions in stylised disarray. Before it happened, she assumed that her brother's death would leave her free to explain him to the world, 'would make all of this possible to recount', but it didn't. Mourning a hated presence in your life isn't necessarily easier than mourning a loved one. The painful reabsorption of projected feeling may make the process harder.
Layout on the  page is a larger affair than mere punctuation, but punctuation, the set of interruptions that promotes flow, has its own set of powers. It is assumed to be a relatively trivial matter, a form of tidiness or good manners, but it's more than that. Is it in fact part of the meaning of a piece of writing? The notion travels remarkably quickly from the preposterous to the self-evident - something on which meaning depends, without which meaning is defective or unrecoverable, must be part of the meaning.
It's certainly part of the style (which is itself part of the meaning). The use of conventional marks can have strong associations with particular writers: choose dashes as a primary resource and you summon up the ghost of Sterne or The Pickwick Papers, while the reputation of the ellipsis hasn't fully recovered from its long collaboration with Celine. Particular symbols arouse disproportionately strong emotions. Joyce disliked what he called the 'perverted commas' used to open and close dialogue, and favoured the em dash (otherwise known as the French dash or 'tiret long'). Kurt Vonnegut abhorred semicolons, describing them as 'transvestite hermaphrodites' that served only to advertise the user's advanced education. He made avoiding them not just one of his tips for writers, but the first on the list.
Why should a full stop set a little way above another one, or a stop floating over a comma, shift a reader's perception towards artificiality, when the whole business of inflecting a page with marks is artificial? All such marks are conventional, but the compound ones (colon, semicolon) seem provokingly posh and self-conscious, like double-barrelled names. They seem more written, which is silly since everything on a page is by definition written, but then there is no logic to punctuation, or rather its only logic is consistency, just as its cardinal virtue is clarity. There's a single anomalous semicolon in I Will Crash, consequently snagging the attention. 'He would be dead; I would have felt, and I would be done.' It's the sort of thing that can happen during proofreading, the replacing of an original comma seen to throw the meaning off, making the clause in the middle parenthetical, when a full stop would break up the rhythm too much.
In 20th-century prose, above all as Hemingway wrote it, there was a rejection of the long sentence in all its grandeur, its emulsified assurance. The modern world seemed to call for a different rhythm and texture. Something staccato. Short bursts of information matched the tempo of modernity, machine guns and telegrams. Even a loyalist of legato style such as Proust punctuated more lightly than many readers would like, leaving them short of guiding threads through his labyrinthine sentences. Lydia Davis proposes that his 'marked underuse of the comma' shows not a lack of consideration but a subtle courtesy, by refusing to allow arbitrary subdivisions to get in the way of the reader's attempt to grasp a complex thought in its entirety: if 'a sentence is chopped into a succession of short phrases separated by commas that halt its flow, the prose gasps for air; whereas the very long sentence, relatively unimpeded by stops, gives the impression of a rush to yield the thought in one exhalation'.
Nevertheless, the general rule of the new accelerated style was that fewer commas meant more full stops. More recently, novelists have explored the possibilities of disrupting this trade-off by doing without the full stop altogether, or at least endlessly deferring it. In Solar Bones (2016), Mike McCormack presented readers with pages that looked conventional enough, although every paragraph began without a capital letter (unless it started with a proper name or 'I') and stopped short of grammatical completion. The contrast with I Will Crash and its obsessive skittering could hardly be greater, since in McCormack's novel the expectation of continuity never quite goes away - it keeps seeming as if normal service is about to be resumed. Only subliminal indication is given to the reading eye that these massive paragraphs, steaming serenely in convoy, have been subtly sabotaged on their mission to deliver conclusive meanings, holed below the waterline - stylistic and formal choices that correspond to the status of the book's narrator.
Joseph Ponthus's autobiographical novel, A la ligne (2019), takes a brusquer approach. It describes his working life on production lines (the subtitle is 'Feuillets d'usine'), first in a fish processing factory then an abattoir. The title, though, has a double meaning, being the French for 'new paragraph', and Ponthus writes in short unpunctuated bursts. Since the text avoids indentation - it's left-justified - the effect reproduces the carriage return of a typewriter (remember those?). For Ponthus, writing is not necessarily a superior form of labour. The two activities are on a par: 'J'ecris comme je travaille/A la chaine/A la ligne.' The text presents itself as a series of repetitive gestures, whose intention is to convey not the horror of the factory but its paradoxical beauty, snatching something of value through the narration of something that doesn't deserve to be narrated:
le travail dans sa plus banale nudite
Repetitive
Des gestes simples
Durs
Des mots simples.

Watson's punctuation regime is different again, and more conflicted. She resists grammar's organising claims, putting a spanner in the works of the language machine. Even mental rehearsals show that her experiences can't be shared. When Rosa imagines articulating them, they somehow evaporate.
when looked at by someone else, they undo
even when I attempt to, when I scrutinise,
I see a shoebox full of the memories
John would open    and    each would float out, light!

Her mother's response to being told Rosa's brother used to hurt her is 'Sweetheart, you were kids.' In the past her father too had ignored the extremity of her distress: 'It can't be that bad, he had said./You know what you two are like/you wind each other up.' It's true that some incidents could be written off as pranks (leaving a slice of bacon on the pillow of a recent convert to vegetarianism), but others are sadistic and even borderline criminal. All of it is hard to explain, 'hard to make it sound like anything other/than what it was yet wasn't':
Too late now        if I say it
reduces      bubbled to nothing      not nothing, stupid!
waving slices of bacon                      in the face of death
                                                                               never enough
sieving for examples but what does any of it prove

Writing like that of I Will Crash, governed as it is by the mental movements of a character, is usually referred to either as internal monologue or 'stream of consciousness'. The more vivid phrase points to something not acknowledged by the more technical one, that the outside world can't just go missing. A stream is defined by its banks. Cues from the outside world and internal promptings enrich and contradict each other. Physical or social environments channel and shape the subjectivity of individuals. Even in Molly Bloom's soliloquy at the end of Ulysses, when she's on the edge of sleep and as far from a shared world as it's possible to be, Dublin still impinges from time to time. Her doze may not be punctuated by full stops or commas, but there is the occasional train whistle.
Earlier chapters of Ulysses achieve an ambivert balance, an orderly syncopation of self and surroundings. Here is Bloom early on in 'Calypso', interpreting his wife's soft grunt of 'Mn' when asked if she wants anything for breakfast.
No. She did not want anything. He heard then a warm heavy sigh, softer, as she turned over and the loose brass quoits of the bedstead jingled. Must get those settled really. Pity. All the way from Gibraltar. Forgotten any little Spanish she knew. Wonder what her father gave for it. Old style. Ah yes! of course. Bought it at the governor's auction. Got a short knock. Hard as nails at a bargain, old Tweedy. Yes, sir. At Plevna that was. I rose from the ranks, sir, and I'm proud of it. Still he had brains enough to make that corner in stamps. Now that was farseeing.

'Quoits' to describe the loose brass rings on the bedstead is a little outside Bloom's register. It's not necessarily that he wouldn't know the word, but it would be odd for him to use it to give a vivid touch to a household item that needs explaining only to the reader. The delight in precise notation (the rings of the game loosely stacked on the pin - the hob or mott or spike - where they happen to have landed) emanates from Joyce rather than Bloom, as does the sly hint at the adulterous coitus on which Molly will embark later in the day.
The new technique of interior monologue, not only historically new but new at this stage in the book, is already showing off its possibilities. Bloom is in the kitchen, and so both Molly and the bedstead are offstage, but the noises they make in conjunction are enough to prompt his chain of thoughts. Never mind that everything he thinks he knows about the bed and its previous owner is contradicted elsewhere in the book: Molly's father didn't buy it at auction, could hardly have fought in the Russo-Turkish war of which the siege of Plevna was a critical stage, didn't make money from stamps. The bed is a great deal more solid than the mental furniture Bloom associates with it, but that's part of the point. His mistaken ideas take up room in his head just the same, and reflect his character all the more for being mistaken.
It is striking how much flotsam the stream can carry with it. What is being described as a 'pity' - the fact that the bed is showing its age or the obligation on Bloom to repair it, which will tend to silence the movements he enjoys overhearing? 'Got a short knock', which must be superannuated slang, suggests some sort of setback rather than the bargain Bloom means by the phrase. These moments of imperfect comprehension don't weaken the effectiveness of the passage but almost enhance it, by reinforcing the reader's impression of eavesdropping on the character rather than being addressed by him.
These are the advantages of third-person narration closely shadowing a spotlit consciousness, lending support and stability. It's much harder to achieve a comparable dimensionality in a pure first-person present tense, unobtrusively supplying neutral detail without diluting emotional intensity. Watson shows the trick can be managed when Rosa takes her second shower of the day, simply to distract herself, and reads aloud from the back of the shampoo bottle, until she's brought up short by the mysterious ingredient 'silk molecules'. Afterwards she dries herself on a towel 'still hinting wet from the morning'. The writing wriggles free of the constraints imposed by its choices.
Techniques have their sweet spots and their blind spots, and it may be that interior monologue isn't a good fit for moments of crisis, experiences of turmoil. Watson's attempt to honour incoherence can give way to it, as it does in this beginning of a remembered scene:
Can I tell you something?                remembering
Drunk                     tipsy more honest              on the brink
                Alice's mum laughing,
                cigarette wedded to the ledge between two fingers
This was real,        I know I thought that.
Jesus, this is real.

Who is speaking? Who is drunk, or at least tipsy? How many people are present? The assertiveness of the last two sentences, not to mention their grammatical completeness, makes their elusiveness all the more frustrating. When economy on the page comes at the reader's expense, it starts earning itself a less flattering name.
Some sort of dailiness seems to be required for the formal balance to be kept - and Ulysses, marking the point at which literary ambition parted company from the intrinsic interest of subject matter, had dailiness in spades. Even an atrocious dailiness will serve, as A la ligne shows, with the narrator processing seafood in a factory where the maximum temperature is 8 degrees, or fetching beef carcasses from the rails on which they are hung, invariably at the very back of the cold store. Ponthus's version of stream of consciousness doesn't overlap with Joyce's, though one passage echoes Ulysses, with the food-processing works reconfigured as the narrator's Mediterranean, prawns his sirens, whelks his cyclopes, the breakdown of a conveyor belt just one more storm at sea through which he must journey to reach the Ithaca of wife and home.
Interior monologue  seeks to render on the page the simultaneous experience of mental freedom and submission to circumstance, not something that repetitive manual labour would be expected to produce, but here it is. Ponthus notices the grotesqueness of the abattoir's management encouraging workers to give blood, remembers that the first recorded use of the word crevette is in Rabelais, can compare his co-workers sucking sweets with exaggerated slowness (so as to make their shift pass as quickly as possible) to Beckett's character Molloy sucking stones, and all without any sense of superiority to his surroundings. It's not that he isn't alienated but that alienation is the general condition. It doesn't make him special. At one point - he's a veteran of Lacanian analysis - he even describes the factory as the equivalent of his therapist's couch, encouraging a self-examination without limit.
There's much less dialogue in A la ligne than in I Will Crash, but when it comes it is clearly signposted with the French dash, and sometimes with double chevron marks, which Joyce avoided but didn't explicitly condemn. The dash had formal advantages for Joyce, marking the beginning of speech though not its end, but it was also pointedly un-English. It may have the same appeal for Irvine Welsh, one of the few current writers to champion it, as if deferring to some Auld Alliance of mise en page.
Watson's readers are likely to have real difficulty in deciding who is saying what, particularly since indentation, helpful in marking a change of speaker (and disproportionately important in the absence of quotation marks), has been co-opted for more immediately expressive purposes. The reading brain experiences a subliminal resentment at the extra fluttering required to determine the register of a particular passage, confronted with a seeming seamlessness that in fact requires constant unpicking to produce sense. Perhaps this is part of the calculus that makes a piece of writing 'readable', irrespective of genre or level of literary ambition, not solely a question of plot-driven page-turning but of well-oiled paragraphs moving understanding forward, the derailleur gear train of grammar shifting the sense smoothly between sprockets. It's only when understanding is stymied or when, for instance, apostrophes seem to be withheld or supplied on a case-by-case basis, as in some of Cormac McCarthy's novels, that punctuation acquires a self-defeating prominence. When a standard set of marks is present (at the minimum: weak pause, strong pause, indicator of speech), collectively they disappear.
To resist the homogenising drive of language is also to resist the larger grammar of drama. You can't hope to build a greater structure of tension if you resist resolution on the level of the sentence, with conflicts routinely ushered towards the brief truce of a finite verb and signed off with a full stop. If there's no construction then there can be no shaping of the reader's experience, but the moment an element of construction puts in an appearance (climactic revelation, backstory revealed after strategic delay, both of which are part of Rosa's Sunday) the book's organising intelligence, distinct from the narrator, becomes a palpable presence, even if it persists in hiding behind the fixtures and fittings.
On Sunday, Rosa takes a train to Portsmouth Harbour, but this departure from routine doesn't attach her any more firmly to her surroundings. The two-way traffic that gives stream of consciousness writing its vitality is choked off. External stimuli such as the noises made by a faulty sliding door - 'What am I doing? Thwack. What am I doing? Thwack' - or the sensation of cold in the carriage are no more than cues for rehashing old patterns of thought. It seems to require an effort of will for her to wrench herself back into shared space, by connecting the memory of eating a maggot (out of bravado, not physical compulsion) with a fellow passenger, however arbitrarily:
Woman near me now,
with her early egg-and-cress sandwich
wouldn't want to know about the maggot      no      no      no

The day trip to Portsmouth is a success, in the sense that it forces Rosa to reconsider everything she has ever thought about her brother, making her realise how little she knew of him, but it doesn't enhance her ability to engage with the moment, and perhaps even saps it:
I stir    a street away from our flat    dehydrated, head aching
like I've accidentally fallen asleep on the sofa

I was on the train, I remember, autopilot taking advantage.

There's a limit to how much of a first-person, present-tense narrative can be handed over to autopilot without straining the contract between writer and reader. Put it another way, though, and the technical problem is that there's too little autopilot on show. Too little of the secondary intelligence that enables us to perform familiar actions without giving them thought.
Ponthus closes A la ligne with a rhetorical flourish, saying there can be no full stop since the (production) line goes on forever: 'il n'y aura jamais/De/Point final/A la ligne'. Watson too chooses not to end the sentence that ends her book, though so much resolution has been bearing down on Rosa over the last forty pages that it seems a bit late to refuse grammatical and emotional closure. It isn't easy to write a narrative of collapse that isn't also a narrative of reconstruction, though both Coetzee's Disgrace and Alasdair Gray's 1982, Janine came close. It's not so much that a story demands an ending, more (as Rosa says herself) that 'you can't give an ending without a story.' That's the danger of sudden movement after stasis.
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Infinite Walrus
Ange Mlinko

1365 wordsWhere you have  a girl and a looking-glass, or - in the case of one of Eley Williams's short stories - a woman who sees her reflection in the automated glass doors of an office building that one morning won't open for her, the ghost of Lewis Carroll is never far away. In her perplexed despair at being unable to enter her workplace, the narrator turns around and sees another woman through the window of a seafood restaurant, and this woman is waving. As the narrator crosses the street towards her she sees that the woman looks awfully like her. Closing in on her doppelganger, she notices that the hand waving at her is capped on each finger with the head of a prawn.
It isn't the 'Lobster Quadrille', but it's close enough. As in dreams, Williams's surrealism and sundry rabbit holes don't need to violate the laws of physics to create distinctive, inviting worlds populated by exuberant eccentrics. A yawn, a laugh, an eye opening in the morning may provide enough of a glitch to set her stories in motion. Like poems, they start with irresistible first lines: 'Not knowing what else to do, I send you walruses'; 'This week, I am an editor of laughs'; 'This had long been the dynamic between the two six-year-olds: Mark moved and Danny marvelled.' Moderate to Poor, Occasionally Good is Williams's second short-story collection, a follow-up to Attrib. and Other Stories (2017). In between, she published a comic novel, The Liar's Dictionary (2020). It followed the fortunes of the fictitious Swansby's Encyclopedic Dictionary, one of whose original 19th-century lexicographers embedded mountweazels - fake words - among its entries, which a modern lexicographer must ferret out for an updated edition. (Example: 'Mammonsomniate [v.], to dream that money might make anything possible'.) The novel's chapters were alphabetical - 'A is for artful [adj.]' - and the preface speculated on 'the best dictionary that could ever exist for you'. Attrib. took its epigraph from Samuel Johnson's dictionary and began with a story called 'The Alphabet'. Williams's muses are figura etymologica, faux amis, l'esprit de l'escalier. Language may be grounded in social reality, but it quickly asserts its own logic: 'She then used the word sparagmos while ruffling my hair. I have not prioritised looking up that term's meaning but I like the sound of it. We lost touch after I broke her arm that time by the river.'
In the new stories, words and zoology are preternaturally intertwined. 'Rostrum', the title of the story in which the woman meets her prawn-waving double, is a word meaning 'the often spinelike anterior median prolongation of the carapace of a crustacean'. That's its tertiary definition, after the more recognisable one - a raised stage for public speakers. The two definitions merge in etymology: 'rostrum', from the Latin rodere (to gnaw), referred to the beaks of captured galleys that decorated a speaker's platform in the Roman forum.
The dictionary is a zoo, confining words in cages; but people are infinitely various and spawn words in the wild. A boy falling asleep over his homework dreams of 'ossicones!, the little nubs on the top of a giraffe's head'. The narrator of 'Scrimshaw' discovers that 'nobody seems to have a clear idea of the etymology of walrus ... A variety of walrus found in the North Pacific has sometimes received the distinct specific name obesus ... Another site claims that a name given to the ivory of their tusks is morse.' This logomania is fuelled by smartphones and search engines: 'My phone becomes a rogues' gallery montage of silly walrus faces standing up on wealthy white stilts; reams of them, herds of them; infinite walrus.'
Reading Williams is nothing like scrolling, however, even if some of her lines seem tweetable. ('It is so difficult to sleep, don't you think, when there is always something growing,' an insomniac horticulturist remarks.) Strange bits of information are easy to come by in the age of Google, but it's the way they pretzel the narrators' minds that leads to surprises: 'too-quick chicanery of thought can cause a conversational form of the bends.' Williams's characters are overthinking professionals who don't conform to type: they include a courtroom sketch artist, a shipping forecast announcer, a Foley artist and an escape room worker who used to have a gig as a living statue. Nor do they have typical relationships. In 'Message', a marriage proposal in a restaurant goes awry in proportion to the effort put into it (skywriting is involved). The middle-aged couple in 'Words of Affirmation' transform their marriage after the wife overhears her husband scathingly call her 'redoubtable' at a party. She is initially hurt, but then spies on his browser history and discovers that he visits a porn site and searches for 'Woman Lancashire accent speaking sternly'. That's her. Redoubtably, our narrator decides to own her redoubtableness.
Despite that ghost of Carroll, I came late to the realisation that Williams's comic strengths may derive from her interest in children's literature, which she teaches; she cites Saki as a great influence - my English textbooks in primary school were rich with the works of Saki and Joan Aiken (of whom Williams is also reminiscent). The shipping forecast 'is really just a grown-up's bedtime story'. There's the 'yawning game', with instructions, and a digression on gobstoppers; the teenage girl who fears she has a moustache and develops a fixation on St Wilgefortis; the boarding school of 'Hare and Hounds'. It explains the moments of unnerving preoccupation with the body, with orifices, especially the one from which words emerge. Insomnia has you 'in its jaws'. Storm clouds have 'bruxism'. Why does aspirin 'dissolve' but candy 'melt' in the mouth? The stories are never more than a few pages long, which also gives them the feel of children's stories: nothing is belaboured.
When they achieve pathos, it's because they touch on mortality with a child's innocence. 'Squared Circle', the tale of Salamander and Anvil Face, two former wrestlers, one dying, the other unable to visit him in hospital thanks to Covid protocols, is possibly the most stirring piece in the collection. 'What (Not) to Do with Your Hands When You Are Nervous', a riff on Keats's eight-line fragment 'This Living Hand', is also wonderful. (Keats wrote it, the narrator reminds us, while he was also working on a failed comic poem titled 'The Jealousies'.) The narrator is on her way to a job interview, worrying about her tendency to fidget under pressure, when she starts noticing the hands of the other passengers: 'folded in laps, tapping along with an unseen beat, steepled, gnawed'. Her inner monologue is divided into a series of notes, as if written on index cards, to a woman she has just met and become infatuated with. The metonym of hands, passing from Keats to Tube passengers to a statue of a woman's hand in a charity shop to the term 'mortmain', is a burst of romantic exuberance: 'Hands have become wonderful and strange since I met you.' Yet Keats's last, unfulfilled love hangs over the future like the disembodied hand of countless horror stories.
If Keats's metonymic hand brings the figment of the poetry fragment into the world of fiction, the book's final piece, 'Escape Room', brings the short story into the domain of poetry. For what is a short story if not an escape room: 'It could be interesting to watch how a sealed room either brought people together or rent them apart.' And what is a room if not a stanza? 'But of course - if your lives were full of stress and constraint, why not relax by putting yourself through an entirely fictitious new source of frustration.' Yet the claustrophobia of the escape room (and of being trapped in your own head, mincing the world into laughs and yawns and nictitation, synonyms and etymologies and index cards) exists in counterpoint to our transience, as the shipping forecaster surmises: 'Finisterre, which meant "end of the earth" and therefore had all the poetry you could want'.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n20/ange-mlinko/infinite-walrus



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Diary
Why I Resigned
Francis FitzGibbon

2560 wordsThe  plan to 'off-shore' asylum seekers to Rwanda was the last straw. In May 2023, I resigned as a (part-time) immigration judge after twenty years in the job. It was less a matter of conscience, more of recognition that the role had become irrevocably tainted by the politics of asylum. For years, people coming to the UK for respite from horrors in their home countries had faced increasingly oppressive measures and an ever more hostile environment, and the judicial end of the immigration and asylum system, it seemed to me, was becoming part of the stage business in a theatre of cruelty.
The new government has abandoned the Rwanda scheme but it's too late for me to go back to judging even if I wanted to (I don't). I look back on those years with a mixture of pride and disgust: pride that the tribunal for the most part did justice, disgust that the laws it had to apply were becoming an impediment to justice.
The First-Tier Tribunal (Immigration and Asylum) Chamber hears appeals against decisions by the Home Office brought by people who have lost claims for international protection or had their visa applications denied. It also deals with revocations of citizenship and deportations of 'foreign criminals'. (It does not hear cases that involve national security or terrorism issues: they go to the semi-secret Special Immigration Appeals Commission.) My task as an immigration judge was to establish the facts as best I could by assessing the evidence, and then to apply the relevant law to the facts as I found them to be in each case. As long as I applied the law correctly and gave sensible reasons for findings of fact, the decisions passed muster and were not overturned on appeal. (The losing side in asylum cases, be it the appellant or the Home Office, invariably tries to appeal again, to the Upper Tribunal.)
A typical asylum case file will include a decision letter from the Home Office, which sets out the case the claimant has made and the government's reasons for finding that it does not meet the requirements of the Refugee Convention or the European Convention on Human Rights. More often than you might think, the cut-and-paste in the decision letter goes wrong and a claimant from, say, Iraq will be told he can safely return home to Zimbabwe. The file will also contain a Country Policy and Information Note compiled by Home Office researchers from a variety of sources. These usually give reliable and insightful information about conditions in the places that asylum claimants have come from. The Upper Tribunal also produces country guidance decisions, which review the human rights in a given country and assess whether it's safe for people to return there. These are treated as binding on decision-makers unless or until better evidence is provided. They go out of date (many are twenty years old or more) but typically provide a comprehensive survey, for example, of evidence of the dangers faced by Sri Lankan Tamils who engage in opposition politics in the UK (2021) or the risks to activists in the Democratic Republic of Congo (2023).
An appellant who has been well served by their lawyers may additionally present an independent expert report on the country they have come from. As many claimants have suffered or witnessed violence or torture they often rely on psychiatric reports. A diagnosis of PTSD may support a claim of severe past ill-treatment. The centrepiece of the appeal hearing is usually the appellant's own evidence. The procedure telescopes the lengthier presentation of evidence in criminal courts. The appellant normally 'adopts' a written witness statement, with no or few additional questions from their advocate. The Home Office representative then cross-examines. Not all the Home Office representatives I saw knew how to ask questions properly, in the way that criminal advocates at least are trained to; a few appeared motivated by intense personal dislike of the appellants, and in some cases even of the judge. They are seldom trained as lawyers or advocates, though sometimes barristers are brought in. The standard of advocacy is usually well below what would be expected in the Crown Court, where I mostly work (as a barrister, not a judge).
The process is theoretically adversarial, with each side making its own case competitively until the judge decides who wins, rather than inquisitorial, with the tribunal making its own inquiry into the truth. The reality can be rather different. Appellants in asylum and other appeals are often unrepresented. The tribunal will help them to present their case as fully as possible, in order to make a fair decision on its merits. In some cases that I heard, the quality of the representation was so poor that the appellants would have been better off without a representative. That said, there are many highly motivated and skilled lawyers who specialise in asylum law and immigration law (at the money end, typically for well-funded corporate types who want visas). Most asylum claimants come here with no more than the clothes on their backs. Legal aid exists for their representation but it fattens no cats. The asylum lawyers I know do the work because they believe it needs doing, not for the money. It is truly vocational.
To find out what an appellant's case actually is when they are poorly represented or on their own, the judge has to intervene, without taking sides or appearing to do so. It's a fine line. I was sometimes tempted to ask the obviously vital question that had been missed - a temptation I had to resist so as not to overstep the proper limits of judicial impartiality.
When I started, the old guard of judges - 'immigration adjudicators' as they were then known - included a few dinosaurs who scarcely bothered to disguise their xenophobic views. Recently and under more enlightened leadership, fairness and independence have regained their place as the pre-eminent values. The overtly or covertly racist comments I sometimes heard in the judges' corridor would not be tolerated now. At least not by me.
I found the work fascinating. There was so much to learn about the experiences of people who had made their way here in hope of safety or a better life. It was humbling to hear what they had escaped from and how they had made it here, and what they had gone through to get here, a place of hoped-for safety. Not all asylum claimants told the truth - though many did - and we had to make fine judgments about a person who had told palpable lies: was it because their whole claim was untrue, or were they desperately adding untrue embellishments to a fundamentally truthful account? Memory holes are common with PTSD and yet the complaint that an account is 'inconsistent' is a reason the Home Office often gives for refusing a claim.
In asylum cases in particular, the tribunal process seems an effective and fair mechanism for correcting bad official decisions. While the Home Office, the politicians and the media obsess over numbers, the judges in the tribunal have to look individuals in the face and assess their unique stories. As a part-time judge, I was able to avoid the case-hardening that was discernible even in some of the best full-time members of the tribunal. I had room to do what judges are meant to do: apply their judgment to the evidence they receive and determine the result by impartially applying the law. The tribunal requires every decision to be written and fully reasoned, with an outline of the factual findings and an explanation of how the decision was reached. I didn't always get it right - some of my decisions were overturned by the Upper Tribunal. But that's par for the course for any judge.
When weighing up whether to quit or continue as a judge, I asked myself whether my own heritage, as the child and grandchild of refugees from Hitler's Germany, was exerting an inapt emotional pull. The knowledge of what my mother and grandparents went through, with the law converted into an instrument of persecution, planted in me the belief that a proper system of justice is indispensable to a free and civilised society. Working as a criminal barrister for 38 years has taught me that a well-ordered trial process, in which the court gets all the relevant evidence (and none that's irrelevant), can achieve just results which command respect from winners and losers - and from the world at large. The method is dialectical: opposing cases are presented and critiqued, then independently scrutinised. It's a human construct, populated by humans, and therefore fallible and in need of constant upkeep. The method keeps the process honest.
In both the areas of law that I know, I trusted the process and trusted myself to be objective. I can leave my own feelings out of account when acting as advocate or judge. By May 2023 I no longer trusted the law that applies to asylum cases. The Rwanda scheme aside, the law had itself increasingly operated - where it operated at all - in ways that are fundamentally unfair. According to official statistics, between 2004 and 2021, about a third of asylum appeals were successful. In the last year on record, to March 2023, 53 per cent succeeded. That tells you how unreliable the initial Home Office refusal decisions were. The last government's answer was to stop appeals happening at all. Under the paradoxically named Illegal Migration Act, which came into force in 2023, the law simply excludes anyone who has entered the UK 'illegally' (meaning without a visa) from claiming asylum - anyone except children, and that concession was made grudgingly after a fight. Under the act, the home secretary has a legal duty to 'remove' anyone who comes to the UK 'in breach of immigration control', by whatever mode of travel. They must then be removed to their home country or to a safe third country. The act gives the home secretary power, if not an absolute obligation, to detain all such people until they can be removed. The only exceptions are unaccompanied children under eighteen, though they can be thrown out when they turn eighteen. There is no appeal, no recourse to a second look at the Home Office's decision.
This seems to me to be a serious attack on the rule of law as it puts the decision-making beyond any independent scrutiny by a court. The decisions are not trivial. As one of the judges who trained me in 2003 said, if you get it wrong, the appellant is at risk of being packed off 'home' to torture and death. It is intolerable that no one is allowed to make life and death decisions for people who happen to cross the border without a visa. Denying asylum claimants the right to an independent decision by a tribunal is the opposite of what I consider the most basic legal right. Laws that are unjust are not worth serving. An asylum and immigration tribunal that can only handle appeals by people who have entered the UK by legal means is not worth the name. How can an endangered person, surrounded by enemies, safely apply for a visa and get past the border guards at the airport?
Before the election, Keir Starmer said that he would restore appeal rights. Yvette Cooper, now home secretary, was reported last year saying she didn't rule out off-shoring asylum cases: it just wouldn't be to Rwanda. Recently, Starmer was said to have shown interest in the Italian government's policy of unloading asylum seekers on Albania. No legislative proposals have followed, yet. Labour, in its manifesto, pledged to 'go after the criminal gangs' which bring people to the UK in small boats. A new Border Security Command will have 'counter-terrorism style powers'. There will be more co-operation with international law enforcement. 'Labour will turn the page and restore order to the asylum system so that it operates swiftly, firmly and fairly; and the rules are properly enforced.' They will also 'increase the number of safe countries that failed asylum seekers can swiftly be sent back to'. That does not mean that they will find ways to make unsafe countries safe: it means they will produce a list of countries that they say are safe.
The Rwanda Act nominated Rwanda as a safe third country. It proclaimed that 'this Act gives effect to the judgment of Parliament that the Republic of Rwanda is a safe country ... every decision-maker must conclusively treat the Republic of Rwanda as a safe country.' No real judgment by a judge was allowed. 'Decision-makers' expressly include judges as well as Home Office asylum staff.
The Home Office has long had a 'white list' of countries it regards as safe. A person claiming they cannot return to one of them may have their claim 'certified' by the secretary of state, which has the effect of barring an appeal - if the certificate is upheld. Certification can be challenged by judicial review, if the home secretary's decision is considered to have been 'irrational', meaning it fell outside her discretion or she failed to consider all and only the relevant issues. The policy is intended to prevent obviously meritless claims from countries with tolerable human rights records from clogging up the system. Unlike the Rwanda Act, it does not supplant judicial discretion with nonsensical, inaccurate, irreversible legislative diktat, intended to wash the UK's hands of responsibility.
The last Labour government was not immune to legislative overreach: in a 2004 act, judges were told that specified forms of conduct by claimants obliged decision-makers to find that their credibility was 'damaged' - no ifs or buts. It left no room for a judge to say that a claimant who destroyed a travel document (one of the actions specified) did so for a credible reason, such as because their traffickers ordered them to. The Supreme Court did not like the provision and decided that it was necessary to understand 'damaged' as meaning 'potentially damaged', thus returning the question to the proper arena, where the judge can decide whether the claimant's conduct affected their credibility and, if so, to what extent.
Lawyers are accustomed to necessary items of legal fiction. They are mostly harmless and sensible. No one is deceived. It is a convenience. A banal and useful example is the treatment of inanimate corporations as legal persons which have rights and obligations of their own, apart from the people who comprise or control them. The requirement that decision-makers must treat Rwanda as a safe country wasn't just a fiction, but a piece of magical thinking. The proposition that a country is incontrovertibly safe by reason of a statement by the UK Parliament does not stand up to scrutiny. This was Alice in Wonderland stuff, except it matters in the real world. The mere prospect of going to 'safe' Rwanda has already caused people who ought to be able to make a proper asylum claim to go underground, or fall into the hands of modern slavers, or be triggered into psychiatric illness.
I left the tribunal with sadness. The other judges were supportive and always ready to help with tricky questions of law (and asylum and immigration law is often tricky). The work was valuable and engrossing. But there came a point.
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