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Scoops and Leaks
  Neal Ascherson writes that Claud Cockburn's concoction of a story about an anti-Franco revolt at Tetuan in Spanish Morocco did his reputation 'lasting damage' (LRB, 24 October). The context for Cockburn's 'report' is that Republican Spain had been subjected to an arms embargo by the UK, the US and France (though on  occasion the French government, led by Leon Blum, could be persuaded to turn a blind eye to arms being transported across the Catalan frontier). The Republican army was short of artillery and  Cockburn wanted to plant the idea that Franco could lose the war, so invented the story of a mutiny at Tetuan, the seat of Franco's uprising.
  The story was believed by the press, widely published and the French arms embargo was briefly broken. Years later when Cockburn wrote with satisfaction of the event, he was harshly criticised.  'Black propaganda may be necessary in war,' the Labour MP Richard Crossman wrote, 'but most of us ... detested what we were doing.' Cockburn thought such criticism risible. 'A comfortable ethical  position, if you can stop laughing.'


Peter Betts

				Liverpool
			


When is a law not a law?
  Francis FitzGibbon bids an unsentimental goodbye to the immigration and asylum tribunal on which he sat for many years, and records his 'disgust that the laws it had to apply were becoming an  impediment to justice' (LRB, 24 October). He instances in particular the statutory requirement that 'every decision-maker must conclusively treat the  Republic of Rwanda as a safe country' to which to send asylum-seekers. The Starmer government's decision to scrap the Rwanda scheme means that the courts will have to await a different opportunity  to answer the question FitzGibbon's comment suggests: when is a parliamentary statute not law?
  'An act of Parliament can do no wrong,' Chief Justice Holt remarked three centuries ago, 'though it may do several things that look pretty odd.' He described as 'far from any extravagancy' the  assertion of Chief Justices Coke and Hobart a century earlier that not even Parliament could make a person judge in his own cause. This door was pushed wider open in 1975 when the law lords had to  determine the tax liability of a German Jew who had fled to Britain in 1939 and had been deprived of his German citizenship by a Nazi law of 1941 directed at Jews. At least one of the judges, Lord  Cross, was prepared to go this far: 'To my mind a law of this sort constitutes so grave an infringement of human rights that the courts of this country ought to refuse to recognise it as a law at  all.'
  Since then a number of senior UK judges have reserved the theoretical possibility of striking down or refusing to implement unconstitutional statutes. While Lord Neuberger, until recently president  of the Supreme Court, has hedged his bets ('Judges cannot decide that a statute is invalid on the ground that it infringes the UK constitution - save possibly in exceptional circumstances'), Lord  Steyn, Lady Hale and Lord Hope in 2005 took the opportunity of a challenge to the validity of the Hunting Act 2004 to warn that Parliament's sovereignty was not unqualified. That case turned in  large part on whether the Hunting Act had been passed in procedural conformity with the 1911 Parliament Act. The argument was in itself an undisguised trespass by the judges (unopposed, remarkably,  by the attorney general) on the forbidden territory of Parliament's own procedures. But on the question of parliamentary sovereignty, Lord Steyn's view was explicit:
    The classic account given by Dicey of the doctrine of the supremacy of Parliament, pure and absolute as it was, can now be seen to be out of place in the modern United Kingdom. Nevertheless, the    supremacy of Parliament is still the general principle of our constitution. It is a construct of the common law. The judges created this principle. If that is so, it is not unthinkable that    circumstances could arise where the courts may have to qualify a principle established on a different hypothesis of constitutionalism. In exceptional circumstances involving an attempt to abolish    judicial review or the ordinary role of the courts, the Appellate Committee of the House of Lords or a new Supreme Court may have to consider whether this is a constitutional fundamental which    even a sovereign Parliament acting at the behest of a complaisant House of Commons cannot abolish.  



Stephen Sedley

				Dorney, Buckinghamshire
			


Pissed in the Trenches
  Julian Barnes writes about the use of wine or whisky to fortify men going over the top (LRB, 7 November). But it wasn't only the French army that got  pissed in the trenches. Tommy's rum ration was key to British morale. Those at the sharp end swore by it. Captain Alexander Stewart of the Cameronians was vehement that
    the finest thing that ever happened in the trenches was the rum ration, and never was it more needed than on the Somme. Yet some blasted, ignorant fool of a general - damned in this world and the    next - wanted to stop it and, for a time, did. The man must be worse than the lowest type of criminal ... He should have been taken up to the line and frozen in the mud. I would have very willingly    sat on his head, as he was a danger to the whole army. Curse him.  

  Lieutenant-Colonel J.S.Y. Rogers, medical officer to 4th Black Watch, claimed simply that 'had it not been for the rum ration I do not think we should have won the war.'


Nicky Bird

				London W3
			


After Grenfell
  James Butler quotes Willie Thompson, a survivor of the Grenfell Tower fire, saying 'It'll happen again. Another Grenfell's in the post' (LRB, 10  October). On 22 February 2024 a fire broke out on the eighth floor of a fourteen-storey residential building in Campanar, Valencia. Fanned by winds as strong as 100 km per hour, the building  was engulfed in flames within ten minutes and the fire spread to a second building next door. Ten people died, along with 48 dogs and 36 cats. More people and fewer animals would probably have died  if the fire had started either later or earlier than 5.30 in the afternoon, when many people were out at work and pets were at home. A number of people ignored the firefighters' instructions to  stay in their flats until they were rescued, and escaped death as a result. The apartment block was faced with aluminium composite panels with a polyethylene core, similar to the materials used at  Grenfell Tower. These panels were legal in Spain when installed between 2005 and 2009.


Andrew Dobson

				Valencia
			


Are you being served?
Rosemary Hill writes about the demise of the great department stores (LRB, 26 September). I am old enough to remember the school holiday treat of visiting one of the dual-named 'high-street titans': Bourne and Hollingsworth, Marshall and Snelgrove, Debenham and Freebody, Dickins and Jones, Swan and Edgar. All exuded upper-class glamour, demanding best clothes and best behaviour.
Bill Lancaster mentions Jarrolds of Norwich as a stalwart survivor of this style of shopping (Letters, 24 October). Norwich also had Buntings, which lasted almost a hundred years on the corner of St Stephens Street, now the site of Marks and Spencer. My mother-in-law, Edna Seaman, worked there from 1926 until 1941. She was the daughter of a Norfolk farmer, one of seven children, six of whom survived into their nineties. She told me of coming home from school one day, aged fourteen, and finding a suitcase in the hall. She was told it was for her: the following day she was to start a seven-year apprenticeship at Buntings. She worked in every department in turn, and acquired a lifelong appreciation of beautiful things. She also imbibed the unspoken rules of service: deference, politeness and an always smiling face. The assistants lived in dormitories above the shop and worked a six-day week. On Saturday night, after cashing up, she cycled home the thirteen miles to East Dereham with her dirty washing strapped on the back of her bike. The following day, with clean linen, she cycled back to Norwich. Buntings advertised itself as 'The Store for All'. A classical trio played every day from noon till six in the tearoom. Notwithstanding the draconian hours, she described it as one of the happiest periods of her life.


Frances Donnelly

				Bungay, Norfolk
			

  Rosemary Hill describes the way department stores and women's consumption of fashion were mediated in the late 19th and early 20th centuries through literature, citing works by Zola and Woolf. To  me, the most striking mediation of fashion and consumption in the era was through pochoir prints, which rose to prominence in France in the same era.
  Pochoir prints were created by layering watercolour and gouache by hand through stencils. Some prints required as many as eighty stencils to achieve a high degree of colour saturation and detail.  Magazines such as the Gazette du bon ton, one of the most influential fashion publications of the period, used pochoir to depict a variety of stylised garments, interiors and objects. The  magazine also had exclusive contracts with Poiret, Paquin, Doucet, Doeuillet, Cheruit, Redfern and Worth to illustrate their latest designs. Its lavish prints served both as a marketing tool and as  vignettes that defined what it was to dress, act and be 'modern'.


Anna K. Talley

				Edinburgh
			


Big Data for the Leviathan
  Tom Johnson quotes the early modern mathematicians Robert Recorde and John Wallis, and remarks on Wallis's invention of the lemniscate symbol to denote infinity (LRB, 24 October). Recorde had a far greater influence on the way we write mathematics: his book The Whetstone of Witte (1557) introduced the = symbol  for equality, with the rationale that 'noe 2 thynges, can be moare equalle' than a pair of parallel lines. The book is also notable as the first in English to use the modern plus and minus signs.  (Recorde also coined the term zenzizenzizenzic to mean an eighth power, which survives today as the solitary entry in the OED with six 'z's.)


Artie Prendergast-Smith

				Loughborough
			


Medieval Exaggerations
Tom Shippey doesn't question the opinion that plague carried off half the West European population during the Black Death (LRB, 7 November). As a microbiologist, I have reservations. And contemporary accounts mislead. John Wyclif claimed that the Black Death had caused the number of students at Oxford to fall from six thousand to three thousand. Hastings Rashdall in his classic history of medieval universities poured cold water on Wyclif, commenting that 'the medieval mind was prone to exaggeration, especially where figures are concerned. It delighted in good round numbers, and was accustomed to make confident statements entirely without adequate data.' And when another plague returned, Daniel Defoe wrote of 'People being more addicted to Prophesies and Astrological Computations, Dreams, and Old Wives' Tales'. There is nothing new under the sun.


Hugh Pennington

				Aberdeen
			


Something Must Be Done
At my local independent bookshop, where selected books are displayed vertically, I noticed recently that many of them had undulating fore-edges. Modern machine-made paper has a grain and paper will flex more readily with the grain. When I was taught bookbinding, the rule was that pages should have a vertical grain. This results in a book with a natural flex when opened. A book made so that the paper grain runs horizontally opens tightly and its pages will lack natural flexibility. Publishers place great emphasis on cover design but seem to ignore elementary binding technique. I can only assume it comes down to the economics of printing the maximum number of pages from a given sheet of paper?


Stephen Allen

				Durham
			






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n22/letters
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Nobody wants to hear this
James Meek finds war-weariness in Ukraine

9659 wordsThe authorities  in Kharkiv, Ukraine's second largest city, have been de-Russifying its street names. Instead of commemorating an avant-garde Russian communist writer who killed himself in the 1930s, the name of the street where I stayed last month now remembers an avant-garde Ukrainian communist writer who killed himself in the 1930s: Vladimir Mayakovsky Street is now Mykola Khvylovy Street. I'd been reading some of Khvylovy's stories on the long train journey from Poland. His bitter, hallucinogenic I (Romance), told from the point of view of a Soviet Ukrainian secret policeman in post-revolutionary Kharkiv who executes his own mother, has atmospheric echoes of the wartime Kharkiv of a century later - a city under siege, unreliable electricity, the sound of shelling in the distance - and differences from it. Kharkiv is under no immediate threat of falling to the Russians, and despite the bombardment and boarded-up windows, the city is mainly bright and well-kept. Where Khvylovy's story resonates with Kharkiv today is in his motive for writing it, his horror that his enemies - Russian imperialism, global capitalism, localist small-mindedness - were as strong as ever, but the causes he believed in (international socialism, Ukraine, art and human kindness) were being undermined by the institutions created to fight for them.
Something like this is happening in the Kharkiv of 2024. Vladimir Putin is still the enemy, and shows no sign of losing; but more and more, the war itself, the instrument that was supposed to deliver Ukraine from Putin's cruelty, is the enemy too. There is still reverence for the Ukrainian army, for its brave soldiers, as a noble ideal, but the perception has grown that the army is shackled to the selfishness and stagnation of Ukraine's regressive side, the corruption, bureaucratic inhumanity and small-town cronyism that fermented in the 1990s with the combination of late Soviet decay and foreign biznes. That was the first obstacle to progress in post-independence Ukraine, long before Putin came along; it turns out still to be a force, a dead weight.
My visit to Kharkiv coincided with an intensified trawling of the streets for army recruits. The Ukrainian army is chronically short of soldiers to hold back the steady, creeping Russian advance across eastern Ukraine. Checkpoints and patrols, supposedly intended to ensure that people's military details are up to date in the national conscription database, are widely believed, against the letter of the law, to be taking men straight to medicals, and from there to military training and despatch to the front. As much as they may admire the courage of their army, the men of Kharkiv fear, and in many cases actively avoid, having to serve in it.
After the 11 p.m. curfew on my first night in the city, when I was thinking about going to bed, ignoring, as people tend to do, the air raid warnings, I heard a faint, brief rumble, no louder than the trams in the street outside. The lights went out. The building's generator kicked in; after about half an hour, mains power was restored. I found out later that the Russians had hit the southern suburbs with a glide bomb, damaging buildings and the electricity distribution system and injuring more than a dozen people. Something similar happens most nights, and the city has a practised response. Emergency services, utility repair crews, housing officials and road repair teams flood the scene. Kharkiv has a group of unpaid volunteers known as Dobrobat who until that night would drop everything to drive out to the scene of a bombing and board up the windows shattered by the blast - helping to protect homes and possessions, especially with winter approaching. That night, nobody from Dobrobat turned up. As Pavlo Filipenko, the founder and head of the Kharkiv branch of the organisation, explained to me, they were afraid that they would be intercepted by agents of the TsiKa - the Ukrainian acronym for the military recruitment office.
Ukraine's new mobilisation law came into effect in May. Before then, Filipenko said, volunteers on their way to an emergency only had to show their Dobrobat ID cards to be waved through at TsiKa checkpoints. Now they have no such protection. Municipal workers - the engineers who fix power lines, for instance - get a bron, a chit certifying their deferment from the call-up. Dobrobat volunteers don't. There are some general exemptions, including full-time students, teachers and carers, but otherwise any man aged 25 to 60 is liable (women do serve, but aren't subject to general conscription). According to the law, men must be given written notification of their imminent call-up: Filipenko, like many others I spoke to, says this doesn't always happen. Three Dobrobat volunteers have already been lifted by TsiKa on their way to call-outs. All three, Filipenko said, had accepted their lot and are now serving, but the remaining volunteers are wary and resentful.
'We've done more than a hundred thousand hours of voluntary unpaid work in the city and the region, which is a huge amount,' Filipenko told me. 'Whenever a rocket or a bomb lands, we head out and seal up broken windows. Volunteers drop their paid work, leave their families, abandon their domestic duties, and go out and help others. And as of today we consider we're being treated unfairly ... We say: "We're volunteers, we help people, how would you get by without us?" They don't listen ... What this means in practice was shown on Sunday when they attacked Kharkiv. Not a single volunteer went to help. Because they were afraid the TsiKa would take them. It's not that we're afraid, in principle, to serve in the army. We think it's unfair to us. Because you have all these people who as the war goes on haven't been sitting at home, buying new cars, carrying on their normal pre-war lives, but have been working for nothing, helping people.'
Filipenko is a weary, dapper, prosperous-looking 44-year-old, his beard already silvered. Outside Dobrobat he has a construction business, building large-scale projects like apartment blocks. Unlike most Ukrainian men his age, he isn't obliged to stay in the country and wait to be called up. As the father of three children, he's exempt from mobilisation, and is free to leave if he wants. 'I could have taken my three children at the beginning of the war and gone abroad. And there, abroad, I could have sympathised with Ukraine, gone around with placards, worn an embroidered peasant shirt, sat in Canada or Los Angeles and been a super patriot. But I didn't. I've been here since the war began. I reckon I've done my duty to my motherland in full, even without serving in the army.'
I asked Filipenko why he thought the TsiKa was seizing recruits without going through the motions of serving them call-up papers and giving them a date to report for duty. Was it because they thought the called-up wouldn't turn up? Some would, some wouldn't, he said. He reckoned the main reason was that too many recruits, given a few days' grace, would get in touch with contacts in the army so that they could join a particular unit - one of the 'progressive brigades', with officers who treat soldiers fairly, a slick PR operation, good top brass connections and sources of funding and supply outside the official channels. How then would the recruiters find fresh troops for less glamorous units, under-manned, under-equipped, overstretched, clinging grimly to a vital string of trenches? 'This way, there's no choice,' Filipenko said.
Earlier this year one of the principal ballet dancers at Kharkiv's national theatre was detained on his way to rehearsals. Like half of the theatre's artistes and production staff, he'd been assigned a bron, but he hadn't been issued with the official paper version. As the theatre's artistic director, Armen Kaloyan, told me, the first they knew about it was when the dancer managed to call in an SOS: he'd already had an army medical and was in Kyiv, about to be taken to training camp. After some frantic ringing round, the performer was returned to the dance studio.
According to Kaloyan, the dancer was seized under an earlier system, and the TsiKa's latest Kharkiv checkpoints aren't a pressgang, but rather, as the official version has it, an operation to make sure men are keeping their military registration details up to date. I met one young man just after he'd been nabbed by the TsiKa; even though he'd failed to update his address on the mobilisation mobile app, they let him go, pending a medical. Still, he'd retained a lawyer.
I had been struck by the emptiness of Kharkiv's streets when I arrived. Sure, it was a Sunday, and the city's population has shrunk from its pre-war figure of 1.4 million, but it seemed extraordinarily quiet. A couple of days later I was sitting on a bench on Freedom Square with the architectural historian Maxim Rosenfeld. It was a mild, cloudless autumn afternoon; through the trees we could see the Derzhprom building, a Constructivist masterpiece (a few days after I left Kharkiv, the Russians bombed it).
I said to Rosenfeld that in spite of everything the city seemed calm, under control.
'Calm has many factors,' he replied. 'A person gets used to certain challenges. Week follows week for a while. And then new circumstances appear.' He gestured at the deserted square. 'Do you know why it's so empty?'
'No, I don't know.'
'There's a very serious operation of the recruitment office under way.'
'You say the square is empty, but I don't know how it should look,' I said. 'Maybe it's always like this.'
'Essentially, right now, most men are sitting at home, so as not to have to go through the checkpoints,' Rosenfeld said. 'Just when you came, this began. A week ago it was busy, everyone was strolling around, it was all going on here, people were dancing. That's how the mind works, it can deal with any situation, it can get used to anything, and as soon as it gets used to it, something else comes along.'
One day  I went to meet Dmitry Nabokov, a 37-year-old veteran of the fighting in Donbas. As I came out of the metro, I saw a tall, preoccupied man in glasses get out of the car he'd just parked. He walked with a slight limp. I glanced down at his ankle, just visible under the hem of his trousers, and saw it had been replaced by a slender black rod. We were both heading for the same rehabilitation centre. I guessed it was Nabokov. In January he'd been coming to the end of his first year of service in the army's 58th Brigade when he stepped on a mine. He was with a group assigned to pick up supplies. The path they took was supposed to have been checked and cleared, but the sappers had been careless. The point man of Nabokov's group passed the mine without seeing it. Nabokov came next, and set it off. He never lost consciousness: he looked down after the explosion and saw part of his foot was missing. He was evacuated to a hospital in central Ukraine. The surgeons managed to save his knee, but he lost his foot and his ankle, and now walks with a prosthesis he's still adapting to.
The war has left an enormous number of amputees in Ukraine and Russia. So many that, given the much greater difficulty of coping with an above-the-knee amputation, Ukrainian amputees and physios joke that people who've lost a foot are faking it. (When Olena Shmidt, from a charity that helps injured soldiers, told me this, Nabokov laughed.) The Western companies that make the best prostheses are working flat out. One of them, the German firm Ottobock, is supplying both Russia and Ukraine, a fact Ukrainians blame for the delay in the supply of spare parts, although I wondered if the Palestinians and Sudanese also have a place in the line.
Nabokov, a Kharkiv native, married without children, worked as a junior supermarket manager before he became a soldier. He wasn't pressed into service at a street checkpoint. He waited for the process to absorb him. 'I didn't sign up when the war began. I was afraid, I suppose. But I was even more afraid of running away. I knew it was going to happen. So I got my call-up papers, I was mobilised, I went, I didn't hide from the recruiters.'
I asked him how he felt about men avoiding the call-up, and he told me about three Kharkiv friends. The first one was mobilised and ended up serving on the front. One day Nabokov got a message from him: he'd deserted. 'I'm ashamed to say it,' his friend wrote, 'but I can't take it any more.' He's now in hiding somewhere in Ukraine. 'I know what it's like there,' Nabokov said. 'I know how your nervous system can break. Your mind goes off somewhere and wanders there for a long time. What am I supposed to say to him? That he's a bad guy? I'm not going to say that. He was there. He went through it.'
The second friend has a metal plate in his skull from a medical procedure carried out before the war. In a well-run recruitment process he wouldn't be at risk of being sent to the front, but, Nabokov agreed, Ukraine does not have a well-run recruitment process; he couldn't argue with his friend's fear that they would take him off to basic infantry training, and from there to the trenches, despite his old injury. So this friend took time off work and is hiding at home, as is the third friend, who quit his job to avoid getting conscripted, declaring that he was 'not going to die for Zelensky'.
'In a way I understand each of them, and in a way I don't,' Nabokov said. He has two brothers-in-law who continue to serve even though both are, as he put it, going out of their minds, one with a bad commander, the other simply quailing at the death and injury around him. 'You hear people crying, "I wasn't born for war!"' he said. 'Well, show me one ultrasound scan where you see a baby in the womb with an automatic rifle. Just one. None of us is born for war. We're all born to live. But we've got this situation, and we have to [serve].'
It's not only the prospect of death and injury that makes Ukrainian men hide from the recruiters, or flee abroad. Footage of the war has taken on an ever more hellish quality, with the tools available to humans becoming more primitive (Russian troops have been filmed riding to battle on electric scooters) and the drones becoming more diverse and elaborate. Drones are now fighting drones; they're also - a Ukrainian innovation, already being copied by Russia - dropping molten thermite, a substance that melts everything and everyone it touches, on enemy positions. Potential conscripts fear that, despite efforts at reform, the mobilisation system is corrupt, with the rich and influential able to find ways round it; that the army doesn't value skills, but is only looking for cannon fodder; that if you lose limbs, you can't count on being looked after.
Ukrainian society is still absorbing the latest revelations of widespread corruption in the Soviet-era medical commissions that certify people, both civilian and military, as disabled. Without the commissions' say-so, disabled people, including veterans, get neither compensation nor a disability pension. The structure of the commissions offered multiple opportunities for enrichment. Bent officials could sell fake disability certificates, or give them out as favours, to people who would then receive pensions for life. They could also demand bribes from genuinely disabled people for a faster or more favourable determination of their case.
In early October, a senior medical commission official in Kharkiv was arrested and charged with taking bribes of thousands of dollars to give people facing mobilisation fake disability certificates, allowing them to get deferments and to travel abroad. At about the same time, the head of the medical commission in the western region of Khmelnitsky, Tetyana Krupa, was arrested on suspicion of corruption, and $6 million in cash was seized from her home. A photo emerged of Krupa's husband lying on a bed with wads of $100 bills. It came out that the commission staff were part of a web of mutually protecting officials that encompassed the courts and prosecutors. Krupa's son was head of the region's pension fund. Krupa herself represented Zelensky's party on the local council. Ukrainian journalists found that an unlikely 28 per cent of the region's prosecutors had been registered by Krupa's commission as having a class 2 disability, with a corresponding invalid's pension - the same degree of disability as a soldier like Nabokov whose foot has been blown off by a mine. Meanwhile, ten months after his war injury, Nabokov has received no compensation and no pension, and, since he was demobilised in the summer, no pay. So far the only reward for his sacrifice is cheap travel (in a city where wartime public transport is free) and discounts on utility bills. He's confident he'll get his pension and compensation eventually, but the after-effects of the corruption scandal are likely to delay this. The medical commission system is in disarray, the hold-up all the more painful for the contrast with the way Nabokov has been treated by the medical and rehab system since his injury. He's been well looked after. No doctor demanded he buy a particular expensive drug or asked for a bribe - 'except the occasional out of pocket expenses, and that was pennies'. Rehab has been carried out in well-equipped commercial gyms and funded by a mixture of foreign and local charity and state money.
The situation is a miniature of the tridentine internal politics of Ukraine since the Orange Revolution of 2004: the archaic, populist, nationalist-patriotic tendency; the geeky, bourgeois strand, people who aspire to what they see as a liberal European ideal of personal freedom, communal fairness and the rule of law; and the cynical, apolitical, transactional, personal loyalty-based matrix of oligarchs, civil servants of varying degrees of integrity, and those who depend on them. Whereas elsewhere in post-communist Eastern Europe the nationalists and the cynics have joined forces, the counter-reaction in Ukraine to decades of Putinist gaslighting, trolling, contempt and open violence has been to unite the nationalists and the liberals and to limit the cynics' room for manoeuvre. It was the liberal-patriotic impulse that sent Nabokov to war and cared for him when he lost his foot; but the cynics still sit at the table, and play a large role in the way the state is run.
'The doctors who treated me know my situation better than anyone,' Nabokov said. 'They had me in front of them the whole time, all this eight months. They understand very well that I'm an invalid. But they can't give me the right piece of paper, because this piece of paper has to come from different people, who'll be seeing me for the first time, and have no idea what I've gone through up to then. That's the problem. I would say it's a mutated Soviet system.'
As well as  the men of Kharkiv, most of its children are staying at home. Schools and kindergartens had barely resumed something like a normal schedule after the pandemic when Russia attacked and they had to close again. From the first week of the war, when it seemed likely Kharkiv would fall to the invaders, until today, when Russian forces have been pushed back out of easy artillery range, the city has been subject to daily attacks. The schools have taken a pounding. One lycee I visited, school number 134, specialises in teaching German. The grand 1930s building, with white pilasters on its three-storey yellow facade, survived the Second World War intact. Little more than the facade remains now; it stands windowless and hollow, the classrooms rubble, a shell-hole two metres across punched in one gable wall. When war broke out, it had 635 pupils, aged between six and seventeen (Ukrainian schools don't split cohorts into primary and secondary). The headteacher, Tatyana Maltseva, said the school's nominal roll has shrunk to around 470, of whom 20 are elsewhere in Ukraine, 240 in Kharkiv and 210 abroad. The children all study remotely; those living in exile try to fit in extra lessons from school 134 - Ukrainian language learning, for instance - around the school day in their host countries.
It would take weeks to visit every ruined or damaged school. Another one I went to, school number 17, had been hit on three different days. A shell landed while humanitarian aid was being handed out. The last time it was hit, in June 2022, was with a nuclear-capable Iskander missile. A pensioner, the mother of one of the teachers, was killed. She lived nearby and, with a group of elderly friends, had been in the habit of using the school's bomb shelter to spend the night in; all the windows in their flats had been shattered, they lived on the twelfth floor and nights were frightening. The school director, Irina Kaseko, told me that the victim had been unlucky enough to have left the shelter briefly to sit on the steps when the missile, which flies too fast to give any audible warning of its approach, struck. Her friends, who stayed in the shelter, survived.
Most of the 45-year-old building's concrete supports and floors are intact, but many of its exterior walls and windows are gone; the interiors have been destroyed, the gym, the canteen, the library, the museum dedicated to the Russian poet Sergei Yesenin. With the full support of the parents, according to Kaseko, the school transitioned from Russian-medium language teaching to Ukrainian in the mid-2010s, but until the invasion Russian language and literature were still taught as optional subjects. Although Russian is still widely spoken in Kharkiv, it is no longer taught there. 'Parents had no desire for it,' Kaseko said. 'Russia bombed our school three times.'
'Did you know what an Iskander missile was before the war?' I asked.
'Of course not.'
There's a Ukrainian word, prylit (prilyot in Russian), that you hear constantly in Kharkiv. It's a rare example of a word that not only went from one common usage to another overnight but whose new usage explains the absolute redundancy of the old. It means 'arrival by air', and it only ever used to have meaning for Ukrainians as the word on the arrivals board at airports - a signifier of travel in an open world. Since the day the war broke out, there has been no air travel to or from Kharkiv, but the word also means 'arrival by air' in the sense of 'strike of an airborne military projectile'. Three arrivals at school number 17 have left a bare, dusty ruin where 1200 children used to learn. The school specialises in English teaching: among the few remnants of peacetime are cheerful, shrapnel-pocked murals portraying an idealised Britain, a red phone box, Big Ben, the Gherkin.
A 15-year-old pupil there, Dima, was killed at a bus stop by a shell exploding. A former pupil was killed fighting on the front in Donetsk; another, while working as a journalist. Kaseko had seemed calm, cheerful and confident when I met her. She quickly grew absent, serious and tearful when we spoke about the deaths of young men. Her son is also serving at the front.
One of the responses to the bombardment has been to move underground. Some children have their classes in metro stations. Behind a school in the Industrialny district, in the middle of an open space of raked earth where a stadium used to be, a tiny grey hut, no larger than a small garden shed, stands by itself among the maple trees. Through the door, two flights of stairs lead down to a blast barrier, the hum of air conditioning and a long, brightly lit, gleamingly clean white corridor with classrooms leading off it. Yelena Zbitska, the education official who showed me round, wouldn't say exactly how deep underground it was: I estimated about eight metres. Here, under strong, artificial, windowless illumination, glaring off the white walls, more than a thousand children go to classes in two shifts, safe from glide bombs. The underground school has its own generator and air filtration system. There's a canteen, a room for children with special educational needs, a computer classroom and a playroom where children are taught to recognise the shells, mines, grenades and cluster munitions they are likely to stumble across. The school was built by the city and fitted out with the help of foreign donors, mainly American. More underground schools are being built, but for the time being, this is the only one, and demand is high. The teachers are proud of their subterranean novelty, but wish they didn't need it. 'We want to crawl out from underground and go back to our old schools,' one of them said.
The menace of Russian bombs, missiles and drones forced the closure of the network of municipal kindergartens, obliging parents to turn to a growing number of private providers. Some simply mind a handful of children in their flats; at the luxury end, the most desirable and expensive private kindergartens come with their own bomb shelters, and corresponding peace of mind. When I met Katya Kashtanova, the manager of Honey Academy, the twenty children in the kindergarten's care, aged between two and six, were asleep underground. 'It's their nap time,' she said. 'We always put them to sleep in the bomb shelter. It's safer and we don't need to wake them up to move them if there's an alert. Whenever the air raid siren goes off, we go straight down to the bomb shelter, and it's equipped for lessons. In fact it's got everything we have up here on the ground floor. We just tell the children we're going downstairs and we're going to carry on learning there ... We try to minimise stress for them by taking them down as quickly as possible and carrying on as if nothing was happening.'
I saw a few children out and about while I was in Kharkiv, but there is a general phobia of gatherings, and few opportunities for the children who remain in the country to socialise. 'We try to make their lives brighter in the hope their memories of childhood will have at least something of warmth and happiness, with the collective life of the kindergarten,' Kashtanova said, 'and not just these arrivals, the explosions and so on.'
The national opera and ballet theatre, undamaged - at the time of writing - since the shattering of many of its windows in the first attacks of 2022, has begun staging performances again. Most of its 800 employees returned from exile in the EU this summer. But it isn't thought safe to use its 1500-seat main auditorium, with its vast stage, the second largest in Europe. When the general director, Igor Tuluzov, showed me round, two enormous clocks were in the wings, props for a season of Massenet's Cinderella that had just premiered when the war broke out. Nothing has been performed on the big stage since the company danced Giselle on the eve of the invasion. The theatre had been enjoying critical success with bold productions that drew audiences from other parts of Ukraine: a lavish setting of Khachaturian's Spartak and a new opera, Embroidered: The King of Ukraine, about the early 20th-century Habsburg adventurer and Ukrainophile Archduke Wilhelm, with music by Alla Zahaikevych and a libretto by the ubiquitous Serhiy Zhadan. Now performances have gone underground, to a makeshift stage in the theatre's bombproof basement, capable of seating as many people as the national theatre had on stage for the culmination of Spartak - three hundred, although Tuluzov said they hope to raise it to four hundred.
'You felt everyone had hungered for this, that it was very important that full cultural life returned to Kharkiv,' he told me. 'We saw the faces of these people, the eyes of these people, tears sometimes, the delight.' That evening, I went to the first preview performance of an experimental ballet in the underground theatre; because of the 11 p.m. curfew, the show started at five, and when I left two hours later, although the streetlights were bright, the bustle of the centre of a big city, the sense of a night life, was absent.
Khvylovy  was a Ukrainian nationalist and socialist, whereas his contemporary Mikhail Bulgakov was a bourgeois who regretted the fall of the Russian empire, was sceptical of Ukrainian pretensions to autonomy and put up with communism because he had to. During the Terror, Bulgakov got a phone call from Stalin that was almost friendly; Stalin publicly denounced Khvylovy by name. This makes it all the more striking that the mood of Khvylovy's Kharkiv in I (Romance) and Bulgakov's contemporaneous Kyiv in The White Guard coincide: they share the sense of a great modern city with its complex threads of employment, supply and pleasure having its cosmopolitan existence while vaguely conscious of the war at its perimeter, of the rumble of shelling in the distance, of desperate battles being fought in the infinite green flatlands among towns and villages with their baffling rural points of view. Today, despite the daily bombs, the unnaturally quiet streets and the knowledge that the Russian border is only thirteen miles from the city's northern outskirts, to arrive in Kharkiv on the direct train from Poland is somehow to feel that Europe has stretched out an arm to place you in one of its urban domains. To make the short journey east from Kharkiv into the countryside, however, is to feel that you are crossing over into another zone altogether, a zone of ruin, uncertainty and erosion.
One morning I left the hotel early and walked down Sumska Street to the University metro station. Kharkiv is, or at least was, a city of students; one of the ways the war has changed it was to decrease its ethnic diversity radically, as thousands of overseas students, many from South Asia, fled the country. On Sumska Street Art Nouveau facades decorate grand town houses built for the wealthy in the remarkable construction frenzy under the city's first 20th-century mayor, Oleksandr Pohorilko. The destruction of the current war is visible here, but less obviously than in the city's northern suburbs. An untouched block, then another, an exquisitely restored Art Nouveau house, a damaged building with plywood covering the windows, a building that took a direct hit and is, behind a veil of building wrap, not much more than rubble. I visited one chi-chi cafe, full of fragile-looking young people pecking at laptops, several times before I noticed the shrapnel scars on the doorframe. Here in the centre high-end commerce persists, albeit with low footfall: fancy boutiques, restaurants, hairdressers, interior designers. The look is trainers, tracksuit bottoms, a puffa gilet, lip filler, or else long black coat and no makeup-makeup.
The dominant note on advertising hoardings is military - recruitment efforts not by the armed forces as a whole, but by individual brigades. 'Harden Your Will,' requests a laconic, muscular type in a tightly cinched flak jacket, against the backdrop of a ruined city, in an ad for Kraken, the special forces branch of military intelligence. 'Everyone Can,' declares a poster for the 93rd Brigade, perhaps the ideal version of a 'progressive brigade'. In direct response to the army's notorious hammering of square pegs into round holes, the ad urges you to 'Choose Your Own Profession in the Brigade,' and underneath the main photo of a young soldier with perfectly groomed hair features an equally, if not more, representative serving demographic, an anxious-looking middle-aged man in an ill-fitting helmet, swaddled against the cold. There is one QR code to join up, and one to donate. The biggest campaign, at least by poster count, is for the 3rd Assault Brigade. The ad shows a man with his back to us, in a plaid shirt, camouflage trousers and a back-to-front baseball cap, riding a motorbike towards floodwater and war smoke. Wrapped around him with her face over his shoulder towards us, clenching him in fishnet-clad legs and bare arms, a pistol in one hand, is a tousle-haired young woman. 'I Love the Third Storm,' the slogan reads.
It's six stops north to Saltivska, the end of the line. I came up out of the station into Kharkiv's thick outskirts, rank on rank of apartment blocks, seemingly never-ending rows of kiosks selling an infinite variety of low-priced Eurasian goods, tram tracks running through weeds and bare earth. In a supermarket car park I met my drivers to the country, Dima and Serhiy. Every day they drive a minibus out to Kupiansk, a town on the river Oskil about 75 miles further east, to help evacuate civilians. Under pressure from the advancing Russian army, Kupiansk is emptying out.
Once we were on our way I asked Dima and Serhiy about the recruitment sweeps.
'Everyone's afraid,' Dima said. 'But by the time you get to the third year of war you need to prepare yourself for something. Either you pitch in and help, or you fight. You know, you don't get to sit it out. After three years, the war touches everyone.'
I asked them if they had a bron.
'We've got the bit of paper, but there's still no confirmation,' Dima said. 'You know how it is. Fifty-fifty.'
We drove east along good roads through broad fields, which are still farmed. It was a clear day, and the sun caught the yellow autumn leaves of the trees lining the road - maple, oak, poplar. On the horizon ahead I noticed something quite banal, an aircraft vapour trail, then remembered that there were no civilian aircraft here. At this part of the front, it was almost certainly a Russian warplane. They don't have to leave their own country to bomb Ukraine: they reach a set height and speed, heedless of Ukrainian air defences, which are, in this area, extremely weak, release their weapons and go home, while the bombs glide thirty miles or more to their targets on flip-out wings.
The journey from Kharkiv took about an hour and half. We stopped in Korobochkyne for a pie. Further on, at the Shevchenkove checkpoint, things still seemed fairly relaxed; the soldiers were wearing beanies. Nearby we passed a woman waiting at a concrete bus stop painted a beautiful aquamarine blue. The traffic was now almost entirely military: fast-moving pickup trucks sprayed dull green, with Ukrainian tactical signs and the prongs of anti-drone jammers on their roofs. At the last checkpoint before Kupiansk the soldiers were wearing their helmets, and the emplacement was covered in anti-drone netting.
Kupiansk had a population of about 28,000 before the Russian invasion. There are few left now. More leave every day. The town was entered by the Russian army in the early days of the war. A significant number of residents sympathised with the Putin line on Ukraine, and its then mayor, Hennadiy Matsehora, offered up the town to Russian troops in the hope of preventing death and damage. After a seven-month occupation, a Ukrainian offensive pushed the Russians out. A number of collaborators, including Matsehora, fled to Russia; he was later assassinated there. People I spoke to in Kupiansk were guarded about life under occupation. Many of the most forthright anti and pro-Ukrainians had left, and of those who remained, it was hard to know who dreaded the return of the Russians, who hoped for it and who had ceased to care. Overwhelmingly, the feelings of the diehards were less political or ethnic than domestic: they couldn't bear to leave their homes.
The Russians were close, on the east bank of the river; their forward positions were less than four miles away. All the bridges connecting west bank Kupiansk to the smaller district across the river have been destroyed. Not long ago the Russians reached the river to the south of the town, cutting Ukraine's perilous toehold on the east side in half. As in the Donbas, where the pace of their advance has increased lately, the Russians have benefited from glide bombs, the impunity of their air force inside Russia, the Ukrainian shortage of manpower and the reluctance of the West to match its grand rhetoric of support for Ukraine with a serious strategy to train and equip its forces. But more than anything else, the recent Russian success has come down to Putin's willingness to expend lives in thousands of small-scale infantry attacks that eventually, after enormous casualties, overwhelm the defenders. As Russia advances, and its dead and maimed pile up, the bonuses it is having to pay to find volunteers - it wants to avoid the socially perilous path of mass mobilisation in the big cities - mount in tandem. It is recruiting mercenaries from Africa, as well as inviting North Korean troops to join the fight. For now, with Russia's deeper resources of money and men, as far as the grim goals of attritional conquest are concerned, the strategy is working. Judged by his actions, Putin deems it worth having several Russians die for every Ukrainian wiped from the battlefield and for every few hundred square metres of territory.
Serhiy and Dima  had planned for us to pick up evacuees from the east bank, but on the eve of our trip, the Russians hit the main ferry, and although it had been fixed by the time we arrived, civilians weren't being allowed to cross. We parked in a marshalling area on the edge of town where evacuation parties were coming and going, leaving clumps of old people and luggage in the dust and fallen acacia leaves by the side of the road, waiting to be taken to the coaches that would move them west. There was an ambulance donated by the Brighton and Hove chapter of Stand for Ukraine, still with its British numberplates. Sweating policemen in full combat gear were coming and going in an armoured car, delivering evacuees from the east bank, where they have been living under constant shelling, without water, electricity or gas. Evacuation is well organised and free; those who are ready to leave just have to make a call. But they must leave their homes and most of their possessions behind.
I talked to Lyuda, 64 years old, standing crying quietly to herself by her two bags. She would have hung on in her flat near the town stadium; she had friends who were determined to stay. But her children insisted she leave. Her son moved to Czechia before the war. Lyuda will go and live with her daughter in her son-in-law's home town, Korosten in western Ukraine, five hundred miles away.
I asked her about the possibility of a ceasefire, of the river Oskil becoming the new border between Ukraine and Russia. 'It simply doesn't depend on ordinary people,' she said. 'It's all decided at the top. Whatever they decide, that's how it will be. All that's left for us is to deal with things as they are. That's all.'
We drove into town to find our first batch of refugees. The sunshine and the profusion of bright yellow leaves made it appear prettier than it was, perhaps, but trying to unsee the destruction, I thought it looked to have been a pleasant place before the war, a little worn at the edges, rising up and down over the escarpments before the river, with small factories, clusters of apartment blocks, rows of independent shops. It hasn't yet suffered the fate of similar towns in Donbas, ruined by constant shellfire, but it is in a far worse condition than Kharkiv. Wherever you look in the city centre there is at least one destroyed or seriously damaged building. The buses no longer run. Trade has sunk to a minimum and the remaining residents, whom you still see walking or cycling around in scattered ones and twos, are heavily reliant on aid packages. Every so often there is the boom of a shell landing - never close to us that day - or the hefty crack of outgoing fire. On the main drag, with the surviving golden domes of a church on the ridge ahead, a merchant's van with its doors open was parked opposite the shattered remnants of a small shopping centre. 'CORN' was chalked on one of two blackboards by the van. 'CEMENT' was chalked on the other. Further on, a row of shops, a shoe shop, a phone shop, a kids' clothes shop, a chocolate shop, a pharmacy, all smashed up. Further on huge billboards with 'FREE EVACUATION' and an 0800 number on them lined the street.
The names and addresses on Dima and Serhiy's evacuation list were in what they call the 'private sector', the jumble of mostly old privately owned houses with gardens closer to the river, away from the flats and businesses of the centre. Our van toiled along crooked, potholed lanes with few street signs, past little houses behind green fences and steel gates in gardens with vines and vegetable patches. I could see why elderly people - which is to say, people only a little older than me - clung to these refuges, patched up over time to make mosaics of different kinds of brick and corrugated roof and timber; the houses and gardens had grown with them and around them, a pattern of instances only they could decipher, something like a patchwork quilt and something like an outer skin, something of your own you could pull around you and over you against the madness and din all around.
I helped Tatiana, a 62-year-old living alone, to move her stuff to the minibus. Among her few possessions was a TV still in its original box, with a sticker boasting that it was ready to screen the 2018 World Cup from Russia. I asked her why she was leaving now. 'The shelling is very loud. We get a lot of arrivals round here. Drones flying. It's too frightening even to go to the pharmacy. And we're that age, we need medicine. I can't sleep at night, to be honest.'
When she said drones, did she mean the little ones?
'The little ones, yes. They fly them at people.'
Her daughter and grandchild had been smuggled out of Kupiansk during the Russian occupation. Now they're in a flat in Poland, too cramped for Tatiana to stay with them. Her grown-up son spent the occupation hiding in their house. The Russians were present too briefly to spread their security net into that part of town and never knocked on their door, but many men were arrested. Passing the Russian police station, Tatiana saw a crowd of women bringing food for the men held inside. After the liberation of the town - although the people I spoke to used the word 'de-occupation' - her son joined the Ukrainian army.
The most heartbreaking thing being left behind in Kupiansk was the evidence of fresh, hard work, which was, in turn, evidence of the hope for a swift return: a wall of newly sawn firewood, with a bicycle leaning against it, or, in Tatiana's case, the recently, skilfully turned black earth of her vegetable plot. 'I've brought everything in. I put the harvest in the cellar, the potatoes, the preserves, the tomatoes, it's all there,' she said. I asked her about a deal with Russia, about concessions in exchange for peace. 'You can't trust the Russians,' she said.
Away from the private sector, at a block of flats overlooking the river - which looked, to my eyes, alarmingly narrow and easy to cross - we collected Victoria. She seemed upbeat, but I was getting used to a certain way of being in permanent crisis, where you swing between the possibility of being interested, even excited, by each new change of situation, and awareness of the encompassing abyss. I asked her what prompted her departure and she turned and pointed up at the block. An enormous shell-hole had taken out much of the wall of the seventh floor, where she lives. The impact was on the stairwell, and the outer wall of her flat only shook, but she felt it was time to go. On the same night, the food and tobacco shop where she worked was burgled. She has no children or siblings and her parents are dead. During the occupation, she bonded with some of the ordinary young Russian soldiers who bought cigarettes from her, and even exchanged social media messages with them after they left. It was the possibility, even the likelihood, of their deaths that saddened her when I asked her about how the war might end.
I had to push to get her to voice an opinion on making concessions to Russia to end the war; like so many Ukrainians, she resisted the fact that in her country at least an individual vote is a means of making a collective decision and is a collective responsibility. What if you were faced with a choice of two candidates, I said, one who was ready to make concessions to Russia to end the war, and one who insisted Ukraine fight to the end? 'Not fight to the end,' she said. 'Because that would be for ever.'
Back  in Kharkiv, Tuluzov took me up to the roof of the theatre to show me the Russian rocket that had landed there, without doing much harm. The city lay twinkling in the sun before us, stretching to the horizon in all directions. From up there you couldn't see the damage. As we talked, we realised we had an acquaintance in common: Yakov Eisenberg, the late head of an enterprise called Hartron, which, in Soviet times, made the guidance systems for nuclear intercontinental ballistic missiles, the big, world-destroying ones. Before he became a theatre manager, Tuluzov was a management consultant, and before he was a management consultant, he was a theoretical physicist. He worked with Eisenberg, whom I'd interviewed in 1993, on my only previous visit to Kharkiv. At that point, newly independent Ukraine still had possession of a number of nuclear warheads it had inherited from the Soviet Union. I had wanted to talk to Eisenberg because Hartron was strapped for cash and Eisenberg had an idea: he and his team could install a dual-control key into Ukraine's nuclear weapons so that Russia couldn't use them without Kyiv's permission. I'd asked him if they'd be able to hack the weapons so Ukraine could use them alone. 'Why not?' he said. 'We are professionals.'
Unsurprisingly, Eisenberg's idea was never taken up. Ukraine dutifully handed the weapons over to Russia. A document, the Budapest Memorandum, signed by, among others, Russia, the US and the UK, promised to respect and protect Ukraine's territorial integrity. When Russia seized Crimea in 2014, then prevented Ukraine regaining control from separatists in Donbas, Ukrainians realised that the memorandum wasn't a treaty, just a legally breakable promise. 'Russia simply betrayed us on the Budapest Memorandum, and the West has not behaved entirely correctly, because there were, after all, obligations, that we would give away the nuclear weapons and they would give us security guarantees,' Tuluzov said. 'These guarantees were violated. And there were certain moral obligations ...'
President-elect Trump and those around him, and, it seems likely, those who voted for him, don't believe Ukraine being invaded is any of America's business, especially if it costs America money. Trump's aversion towards Ukraine, and empathy for Vladimir Putin - like him, a rich, acquisitive, anti-woke, nominally Christian nationalist white man who loathed Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton and regards the EU and Nato with scorn - is well known. The Trump Republicans share the notion, widely propagated by Western pundits across the political spectrum, that it is Ukraine, and the Western backers who supply it with money and arms, who are prolonging the war in the hope of total victory - a return to the country's 1991 borders - and the humiliation of Putin. The corollary of this idea is that if Putin were offered a chance to keep what he has already conquered and Ukraine renounced membership of Nato, the war would end and there would be peace. Mike Johnson, the Republican speaker of the House of Representatives, put his party's view a few weeks ago when he said: 'I don't have an appetite for further Ukraine funding, and I hope it's not necessary ... I believe that [Trump] actually can bring that conflict to a close. I really do. I think he'll call Putin and tell him that this is enough.'
The assumption underlying this view seems to be that Ukraine would be forced to rein in its ambitions without Western arms, and if it did so, Putin would be content to stop fighting. But why would he? He's eliminated political opposition at home. Tank-counters say he's running out of tanks, but they keep coming. On paper, at least, the Russian economy is strong. If he was conscience-stricken about Russians dying, we would have found out twenty years ago in the carnage of Grozny. He has the active or passive support of governments representing most of the world's population, who seem to see Ukraine, as he does, as an American invention, a place whose suffering is, somehow, not quite its own. Stopping where he is would leave Putin far short of his oft-stated goal (though not put in those explicit terms) of making Ukraine a Russian vassal. Without Ukrainian resistance and the continued supply of Western, and in particular American arms - without, indeed, an increased supply - there is no pressure on him to stop. While there are Ukrainians at all levels of power who cling to the hope of total victory, the engine of the war's perpetuation at present is Russia, together with its allies in North Korea, Iran and China. It is for the peace-seeking side to stop advancing, yet it is Ukraine that is on the defensive, being forced to retreat by a Russia that goes on taking more territory, has declared it must have more territory, and continues to insist on a crushing level of control over the whole of Ukraine as a condition for peace.
There are no known negotiations under way at present; there has been leaked information about talks between Ukraine and Russia - denied by Moscow - on a mutual pact to stop attacking each other's energy infrastructure. It's hard to believe that back-channel soundings about peace talks ever really stopped, but the sides' public positions are far apart. Zelensky, whose presidential term has expired but who is so far under little pressure to hold new elections, may have unrealistic aims, and Putin may have repellent ones, but it is also a problem that the EU and the US have gone along with Ukraine's maximalist hopes without giving the country the means to realise them.
One possible route for peace in Ukraine is the country's complete capitulation and subjugation. That possibility is a long way off, but it is the current direction of travel. For peace with at least a measure of justice for Ukrainians, however, there are three necessary preconditions. One is that Russia must accept less than it has declared it wants: less territory, and less - i.e. no - control over a free Ukraine. There is no sign of this happening. The second is that whatever supposedly temporary but actually permanent ceasefire line is agreed on, the West must commit to defending it properly, with more expensive and more systematic support for the Ukrainian military than now - perhaps even its own air power. There is no sign of this happening either. The third is that Ukraine's people must accept they will lose some territory for a long time, perhaps for ever. Judging from my time in Ukraine just before Trump's victory, there is every sign that this is happening. 'As a citizen, I'm against it,' Tuluzov said. 'As a manager with forty years' experience, I understand that sometimes you're in a situation with no way out, and it's hard to make the right judgment. I don't have complete information. I can't fully understand to what extent the country's resources are exhausted, to what extent the West is really ready to help us ... of course the most important task is to keep Ukraine as a state. If we can do that, it will already be a victory.'
I heard two visceral metaphors making opposite cases. One, from Dima, the evacuation volunteer: 'You don't say to a mad dog: "Bite my arm and let the rest of me go in peace."' The other from Max Rosenfeld. 'You can be raped, and live with this rape. You have to live on. It's not a reason to end your life.' Filipenko, the head of Dobrobat, said: 'We all hope the moment will come when the authorities will agree on some kind of ceasefire, even temporarily. That's the main thing for us. Because the way they're bombing Kharkiv with bombs and missiles, it's not war, it's pure terrorism ... Final victory, with the resources we have today, and with such an enemy, is impossible.'
Nabokov, who lost his foot, struggled to comprehend the enormity of his country's leadership advocating the acceptance of a loss of territory. But he had already described to me how desperate the manpower situation in the army was, even when he served in 2023. 'When I joined the brigade, they'd just pulled out from the vicinity of Bakhmut. They were going through reorganisation and getting new recruits. And there were so many in the brigade that were like Gogol's Dead Souls. They existed, but they weren't physically capable of fighting. Nor could they be struck off the roll, or transferred to another unit. But they were counted as fighting men.'
The 3rd Assault Brigade's crass poster is more than a recruitment effort: it is a campaign gesture. Although it is supposedly integrated with the Ukrainian armed forces and is regarded as a good unit militarily, its commander, Andriy Biletsky, is a former hard right activist who has espoused white nationalist causes. Its existence is a reminder of the internal political obstacles to Ukrainian concessions. But for all its powerful PR, what is striking about the 3rd Assault, and the hard right in Ukraine in general, is how isolated it is. None of Ukraine's other ninety-odd brigades has the same extremist taint; one that did, the 67th, was recently disbanded, with little fuss. Would the army as a whole rise up against a government that made territorial concessions to Russia? Perhaps. But the more widely the recruiters spread their net, the more the army reflects a society that is starting to talk openly, if bitterly, about swapping land for peace.
I talked to serving soldiers. One of them, Yegor, from the 93rd Brigade's drone unit, told me that 'the people who've seen with their own eyes what war really is, not on TV but for real, are ready to stop and make a deal, because they're tired of losing their friends, their acquaintances. And they're tired of being surprised that they're still alive. Those who say otherwise do not know what war is. It's easy to say come on, forward, to battle, if you're just watching it all on the screen. Of course there are going to be lots of people shouting that we have to go on to victory, to the borders of 1991. But the actual soldiers in the trenches are ready to stop and make an agreement. Still, nobody wants to hear this.'
I left Kharkiv early one morning, when it was still dark. The streetlights had been switched off to save power and there was a light fog. I ordered a taxi hours before the train was due because the fear of recruiters had drastically cut down the number of taxi drivers on call. Kharkiv had become, as one old driver told me, 'a city of dinosaurs'. So I was surprised when a man in his fifties came to pick me up. He got out to help me with the big bag that contained my flak jacket and, noticing he walked with a limp, I asked if he was a veteran. He was. He'd stepped on a mine near Izyum. When we were driving through the clammy, empty streets, he pulled up his left trouser leg to show me his prosthesis: he'd lost ankle and knee.
We drove on. I didn't want to launch into a new round of questions. Just before we reached the station, he said, unprompted: 'I lost my son.' His son was killed in action last year. He was very calm. I suppose he wanted me to know. I paid him, and went to wait for my train to the West.
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On the Iron River
Rachel Nolan

4492 wordsThere are  only two gun stores in Mexico. Throughout the enormous country, which takes three full days to cross by car from top to bottom if you don't stop, the only places you can legally buy a gun are a shop on a military base in the capital and a shop on another military base in the large northern city of Monterrey. It's not advisable to drive straight through Mexico any more, even if you don't stop. The country is awash with guns, which are often in the hands of criminal outfits. Locals know which spots or people to skirt. Migrants and asylum seekers trying to reach the US-Mexico border from further south can't avoid traversing the area more or less blind. It's not wise to do this, and people wouldn't if they felt they had another choice. Few migrants now travel alone: their best option is to pay human smugglers who carry illegally bought guns to protect themselves from other people with illegally bought guns. The going rate for safe passage across Mexico and through the desert into the US is more than $10,000 and rising. Trump drove up prices last time and will again. Routes and business models keep changing, and, for obvious reasons, the rates and terms are hard to keep tabs on. But I have always been told that the fee buys three attempts, unless the customer is killed by a gun held by someone they haven't paid to protect them. Death might cancel the second or third attempt, but it doesn't cancel the debt. The bereaved family must still pay the smuggler.
Where did all those guns come from? The two legal gun stores are heavily guarded, expensive and long on red tape in the form of background checks by the Mexican army. So almost all of the guns come straight from the US: Walmart, Dick's Sporting Goods, gun shows, private sales. Mexicans, or North Americans who work for them, cross into Texas, New Mexico or Arizona to visit the vast array of stores selling guns on the US side. Background checks and controls are sparse, and it's easy to smuggle the guns back across the border into Mexico. Border agents are mostly trying to catch people coming north, not guns going south. This is NAFTA, flipped. The idea of the free-trade agreement was to open markets and close borders: goods would move freely, people would not. Three decades later, goods do flow freely, including illegal goods. But so do people. Now there is illicit business in both directions: drugs and people smuggled up, guns smuggled down. The flow of guns south is so relentless that it is called the 'iron river'.
Damage to another human body is slower and harder with a knife or machete. Manual labour. Killing another person with a gun is so easy that a child can do it (and does). Mexico can pass as many gun control laws as it likes, but it is unlucky to sit just south of a much more powerful country over which it has little leverage, a country with more guns than anywhere else in the world. In the US, a lavishly paid lobby and Second Amendment culture war hysteria ensure that nearly anyone who wants a gun can buy one. The iron river created by what the anthropologist Ieva Jusionyte calls the 'asymmetry between gun laws in the US and Mexico' is not new: in the early 20th century US guns were smuggled to fighters in the Mexican Revolution. In 1971, Mexico tightened gun controls, passing a law stating that only the Ministry of National Defence can import and sell arms. That is why the only two legal gun stores are on military bases.
In 1994, the presidential candidate Luis Donaldo Colosio was shot dead at a campaign rally in Tijuana. This is Mexico's equivalent of the JFK assassination, both for political import and for the conspiracy theories that continue to swirl around the event. The assassin's gun was traced to the Bob Chow Gun Shop in San Francisco. How the .38-calibre Taurus revolver, which was bought legally, got into the hands of the killer south of the border is unclear. This is the case with most guns used for crimes in Mexico: bought in the US, their paper trail becomes vague at some point before the fatal shot. The mushy paperwork is easy to explain. Under US federal law, guns sold between private parties don't need to be reported. This is still the way many criminals, or those paid to shop for them (known as 'straw purchasers'), acquire guns at shows and private homes before taking them south. It's all perfectly legal until the guns cross the border.
The demand for North American guns has shot up since 2006, when President Felipe Calderon announced the Mexican 'war on drugs'. Though often mischaracterised abroad as a government assault on drug cartels, this war is much more complex. Much of the violence involves state killing and the forced disappearance of people unrelated to the drug trade - the Mexican government uses the 'war on drugs' label to explain away the high casualties. In fact, as Jusionyte writes, politicians, army officers and police are knee-deep in the cocaine and fentanyl trade themselves and reluctant to police one another's crimes. More than 100,000 people have been forcibly disappeared in Mexico, and what is mostly a war over territory and profits rather than a serious attempt to dislodge cartels has taken tens of thousands of lives. Jusionyte provides a few of the gun statistics. Lowest estimated number of US firearms smuggled across the Mexican border each year: 200,000. Percentage of firearms recovered at crime scenes in Mexico originally purchased in the US: 70 per cent.
A Lithuanian anthropologist who attended graduate school in the US and somehow became lodged in border life (she is as surprised as anyone else), Jusionyte first noticed the signs of gunrunning when she was walking south into Mexico. A decade ago, she was living in Nogales, volunteering on both sides of the border as a paramedic - she wrote about this in an earlier book, Threshold (2018). In her new book she describes the hours she spent waiting in line to pass into the US, usually on foot, ready to empty her bag for customs. 'Going to Mexico, on the contrary, was swift,' she writes. 'Took only a minute, if that.'
Large signs on the southbound roads warned in all caps: 'WEAPONS AND AMMUNITION ILLEGAL IN MEXICO.' And the same message was conveyed on a plaque with crossed-out pistol and ammo attached to an orange Jersey barrier at the DeConcini port of entry I scurried past all the time. But for many months I didn't give those signs much thought. The realisation that the people I was encountering in Nogales, Sonora, were fleeing threats enforced with guns sold in the United States came gradually.

Jusionyte was reluctant to start research into guns, but the primary accelerant of the cycle of violence and migration seemed just too obvious, and too little remarked on in the US, to ignore. Guns trafficked south were triggering extortion and kidnapping that were making people flee north. The dynamics of gun trafficking and human migration are the same: if you have a country with higher wages on one side of a border and one with lower wages on the other - never mind violence versus relative safety - the disadvantaged will cross the border. If you have legally obtainable, cheap guns on one side of a border and tightly restricted, expensive guns on the other then the guns will cross. Especially when demand skyrockets, as it did with the 'war on drugs'.
Given how vociferous the US government is about 'getting tough' on the border, how desperate both parties are - whatever you think of the ethics of their converging policies - to decrease immigration, it is astonishing how little is done to attempt to stem the flow of guns. When even well-meaning Democrats bleat 'why can't they just all stay in Mexico?' they betray their ignorance of the iron river. Our demand for drugs and our supply of guns have made it impossible or at least extremely undesirable to 'remain in Mexico' - the name of the cynical and illegal policy of pushing asylum seekers back across the border to await their cases being heard, a policy begun during the first Trump presidency and continued under Biden. Remain where a gun to your head might be the beginning of a kidnapping for ransom? Migrants are held at safe houses across Mexico, their families extorted in exchange for their release. Remain where a gun to your head is an invitation to sex trafficking or unpaid labour? Not likely.
The question of where all the guns rattling around Mexico come from is rarely examined, but it hasn't gone unremarked. In Blood Gun Money (2021), the Mexico-based British journalist Ioan Grillo gives a broad overview, from a primer on gun politics in the US to a study of the flow of guns to Mexico, and down to Central America and Colombia. There was plenty in his book that was news to me: for one, I hadn't realised that gun companies are often close to being unprofitable. 'Drugs are consumable,' Grillo writes. You buy them and then you need to buy them again. Guns last and last, so business isn't great. Colt filed for bankruptcy in 2015, though it was resuscitated a year later. During the Covid pandemic, gun sellers in the US did booming business. But when demand goes soft their most reliable customers are criminal groups. No other legal business profits so much from illegal trading. And the US government has stringent rules that make it hard for its own agencies to track guns involved in crimes either at home or abroad. Grillo visited the Atlanta division of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF), the US 'gun police'. The ATF is not legally permitted to keep a searchable digital database of gun sales, thanks to hysteria that 'the government will come to take our guns,' so they only have printouts. When a crime is called in and the ATF is asked to trace a gun's serial number, it can take a week of rifling through the paperwork to trace the gun. If a gun seller sends in information about sales on a thumb drive, the ATF is required to print out all the data, keep the paper records and destroy the drive.
What are called 'border' issues in the US look different from the vantage of countries further south. The cocaine and fentanyl trade looks like an inability on the part of the richer country to address its own public health crises. Seen from Mexico, the most important features of the 'war on drugs' are North Americans' insatiable demand and the US's refusal to do the bare minimum to ensure its many guns stay out of the hands of criminal gangs. Jusionyte spends time with people who handle guns bought in the US. They're a varied bunch: a teenage girl who was conscripted into the Zetas, one of Mexico's best-known criminal gangs; a professional baseball player turned gun smuggler; a wealthy urbanite who shoots at his local gun club, where his friends buy smuggled AR-15s through WhatsApp groups for what they call self-protection. She notes the specialised language of the WhatsApp groups offering merchandise:
Bullets were called 'frijoles' (beans) or 'chicharros' (small mackerel). Guns were known as 'juguetes' (toys). A new gun was referred to as 'vegana' (vegan) because it 'hadn't eaten meat' ... whereas a used gun was called 'carnivora' (carnivore). Sellers would sometimes say they got it 'from Roberto' when the gun was 'robado' (stolen).

When the US has attempted to control or track guns, its efforts have often gone spectacularly wrong. It may not be much remembered abroad, but many Mexicans recall Operation Fast and Furious. In 2009, ATF agents watched young men buy large numbers of pistols and AK-47-style guns in Arizona. Instead of arresting them, they wanted to see where the guns went when they crossed the border, hoping to catch the bigger fish. They waited and waited. Even gun sellers who were secret informants for the ATF grew frustrated with how little the agency seemed to be doing. Law enforcement calls this 'gun-walking'. As Grillo notes, 'it's like saying that gangsters run guns but governments walk guns.' Operation Fast and Furious ended in disaster, after the agents lost sight of more than two thousand guns. Some of them ended up being used in crimes like the Zetas' killing of the Immigration and Customs Enforcement agent Jaime Zapata in northern Mexico. Another killing, of the US Border Patrol agent Brian Terry in 2010, turned Fast and Furious into a scandal when the gun was traced to a straw purchaser under investigation by the ATF. This disastrous operation spurred conspiracy theories on both sides of the border: in the US, that the Obama administration deliberately created the mess as a justification for tightening gun controls, and in Mexico, that the US was destabilising their country on purpose. When the Mexican army raided the home of Joaquin Guzman Loera, alias El Chapo, in 2016, one of the firearms they seized was a .50 calibre bought by a gun smuggler linked to Fast and Furious.
In 2021, the Mexican government sued several US gunmakers. Smith & Wesson, Barrett and other companies filed a joint motion to dismiss the case on the grounds that they 'do not owe any legal duty to protect Mexico from gun violence committed by criminals within its own borders'. The absence of a complete paper trail for any of these guns makes it difficult to establish 'proximate cause'. On 30 September 2022, the judge dismissed the case, writing that 'while the court has considerable sympathy for the people of Mexico, and none whatsoever for those who traffic guns to Mexican criminal organisations, it is duty-bound to follow the law.' Jusionyte glosses it differently: 'US law protected gun manufacturers from lawsuits that sought to hold them accountable as long as people used firearms for their "intended purpose". Killing was the gun's intended purpose.'
North Americans are concerned about people moving north, not guns moving south. More than half the US population thinks the country is 'experiencing an invasion'. While only Republicans have called with a straight face for a military attack on Mexico, both parties strike a 'tough on immigration' pose with ever harsher border security measures, from longer walls to surveillance towers to drones. 'Rather than stopping trafficking,' Jusionyte writes, 'these border policing measures have further raised the prices and hence profits of organised crime groups that find new ways around them. And the groups continue to buy weapons from the United States. And so on and on, like an endless loop: guns and money going south and drugs and people going north.' Increasingly stringent anti-immigration measures do make it harder for migrants to get to the US, but given the conditions they are fleeing, they will keep on coming. And the walls and drones and towers are less of a deterrent than a boon to another illicit business: people smuggling.
Criminal groups  in Mexico are often called drug cartels, but it's a dated term. The gangs profit from so much more than drugs. They diversified their businesses long ago, extorting everyone from migrants to avocado farmers. They aren't so much cartels as fully integrated criminal organisations. Human smuggling is one of their most lucrative businesses. Even a few decades ago, you could cross the US-Mexico border easily on foot. People lived on one side of the Rio Grande and worked on the other side. They still do, but back then there were no checkpoints, no queues starting at dawn. Two things changed. One was the drug smuggling route. In the 1980s, the pathway connecting the Caribbean to Miami became more heavily policed, and the cocaine trade expanded sideways into Mexico in what drug scholars call the 'balloon effect'. Mexican traffickers have been running illegal substances up to the US since Prohibition - bottles of rum stuffed up trouser legs, hence 'bootleggers' - but the cocaine trade was on a totally new scale. Traffickers wanted more guns to protect their merchandise and soaring profits, and they bought them in the US.
The second change was what is euphemistically called 'border enforcement'. In a later era of righteous anger over mass incarceration, people cast a critical eye on Bill Clinton's federal crime bill. But a less frequently recalled, or condemned, part of the Democratic Party's strategy to move to the centre in the 1990s by appearing 'tough on crime' was to lock up immigrants as well.* That's how we got 'prevention through deterrence', which involved policing crossings in populated areas so heavily that migrants were forced into the desert. Anyone who didn't want to die of exposure had to hire what were called guides, polleros or coyotes.
As Jason de Leon wrote in The Land of Open Graves: Living and Dying on the Migrant Trail (2015), 'prevention through deterrence' enlisted the harsh natural landscape and its predatory animal population to kill migrants, while providing plausible deniability. These were 'natural' deaths. But how natural is it when they are foreseeable and preventable? (An obvious analogue would be the EU's reliance on the dangers of the Mediterranean to keep out unwanted migrants, even at the cost of mass human death.) What de Leon, also an anthropologist, calls the 'hybrid collectif' - you forgive the theorising because it has explanatory power - does the dirty work for the Border Patrol: starving migrants or letting them die of thirst, vultures in the desert making the bodies unrecognisable. In cases where they can be identified, the families 'lucky' enough to receive some remains are unable to stage open-casket funerals as is traditional throughout much of Latin America.
Along with the evidence of a government in cahoots with the natural environment to mass murder migrants, the most memorable parts of de Leon's earlier book are interviews with people who are determined to undertake the journey anyway. Hanging around migrant shelters in northern Mexico, he meets Memo and Lucho, who are working there while they save money for the trip. The pair are hilariously funny, trading raunchy jokes and poking fun at each other for their previous experience of deportation. De Leon's writing is unusual for its combination of deep sympathy with migrants and - in his new book - with their smugglers. He doesn't leave out the less seemly aspects of their lives in order to make them more appealing to pious liberals.
When working on The Land of Open Graves, de Leon considered accompanying Memo and Lucho on their journey, but rejected the idea of trekking through the desert with a US passport in his back pocket as the kind of seemingly dangerous but actually safe anthropological cosplay that contributes little. (As someone who is also employed by a US university which reimburses travel expenses for research purposes, I was amused by his invocation of what it would be like to submit an expense report for such a trip.) Instead, he followed his subjects around as they prepared themselves for their journey. De Leon previously trained as an archaeologist, and part of his research involved finding and interpreting cast-off goods found in the desert, including camouflage backpacks and black water bottles. Lucho and Memo didn't have any of these things: they simply hit a normal grocery store for water, instant refried beans, cans of tuna and sardines, limes, tortillas and bread, garlic and fresh jalapenos, beef jerky and one packet of lemon-flavoured Halls cough drops. That was it: $26 spent 'shopping for a trip through Hades'. Memo and Lucho disappeared into a tunnel on the edge of town. They had crossed so many times they decided to walk north without a smuggler. There was a very real possibility that they would die. They survived, but were deported. Back at the migrant shelter, they tried to scrape together money to make the trip again.
When  migrants die in the desert, the US government often blames the smugglers. But this doesn't make sense: smugglers do rip off customers, or victimise them, but once they are all out in the desert together it doesn't make much business sense to leave people to die. Smugglers have reputations to protect, new customers to find. Many migrants travel with a fair amount of money and try to choose smuggling rings they can trust. There are no Yelp reviews, but many rely on WhatsApp groups for the information they need. When de Leon was working on his first book, he used to see smugglers hanging around migrant shelters in southern Mexico, offering their services. One day, in Chiapas, he walked out to sit on the railroad tracks with them and introduced himself.
The resulting book, Soldiers and Kings, illuminates another illegal business that underpins migration but is little understood in destination regions like the US or Europe. Even the language is misleading. Smugglers are often called human traffickers, which is not accurate: trafficking is by definition involuntary, and smugglers are usually moving customers who have paid them for the service. Smuggling does cross over into trafficking when those involved hand over migrants to do forced labour for criminal outfits or send them to work in brothels - abuses that are appallingly common along the migrant trail. Smugglers themselves prefer the term guia, or 'guide', with its more positive connotations. De Leon doesn't get pernickety about terminology, mostly following the language of the smugglers he accompanied to provide portraits of people as they actually talk. There are a lot of putos ('male whores') in the dialogue he quotes, and threats like 'I just have to make a phone call and that foo is fucking dead.' The anthropologist is also not afraid to show the ridiculous side of his profession. Once he has gained the trust of some smugglers and access to their safe houses, he quotes himself asking unintentionally funny questions like:
Anthropologist: 'Do you like doing this work even though people want to kill you sometimes?'
Human smuggler named Flaco, or 'Skinny': 'Hell yeah! Cuz every day it's weed, coke and beer for me, foo. I fucking love coke! I mean I like this job, but it is dangerous. You just gotta have faith in God to protect you.'

This is the only way to get valuable information about how human smuggling actually works, since, like all illicit businesses, it is very difficult to study from the inside. De Leon got inside, wants us to sympathise with the smugglers who often grew up poor in Central American and Mexican communities with few jobs, but is also honest about what draws the foot soldiers to the smuggling game: the freedom of the open road after constricted childhoods; the party lifestyle; the infusion of thousands of dollars at a time into their bank accounts.
Smuggling is complex, skilled work. It is essentially a confidence game. Migrants go into very significant debt, often selling off parcels of family land to cross into the US or receiving loans from mothers or aunts or cousins who have already made it across. Paying off these debts takes many months of work, earning in US dollars. Undocumented immigrants can't pay if they're caught and deported back to Mexico, where there is no way to make that amount of money. In order to justify the investment, the guide must convince his client that he has the know-how and contacts to get them safely through areas controlled by criminal gangs. Reminders of the stakes are everywhere in high-migration areas in Latin America. Immiserated neighbours who were sent back, or neighbours with lost family members. Cemeteries full of graves painted with North American flags, tributes to countrymen who died as migrants there, or worse, along the way - evidence not just of profound grief but of economic disaster for their families. Again, the view from south of the border is different. As Gilberto Escobar wrote on the Guatemalan investigative news site No Ficcion, smugglers are often seen not as criminals but as 'community leaders'. This is especially true of those who speak one of Guatemala's 22 Maya Indigenous languages and can safely guide non-Spanish speakers through the first part of their journey.
The business model is internationally integrated: paying for the full trip gets you a series of different guides. Smugglers have expertise in particular parts of the route, and together form a chain. Some specialise in moving people from southern Mexico further north; others are paseadores, taking people on foot on the last leg across the desert. The most organised and well-resourced migrants pay a single fee to a top smuggler, who essentially subcontracts different parts of the route to foot soldiers in his employ. Migrants who are duped or dumped by bad actors or ripped off by smugglers who don't take them all the way often try to piece together the rest of the chain by themselves, trying to go it alone for a while and hiring a subcontractor for the more dangerous bits. This is a risky bet, since they are not counting on the promise and the good reputation of a top smuggler. When crossing parts of Mexico controlled by criminal organisations, it is essential to pay a smuggler who has ties to the correct gang. De Leon meets smugglers associated with everyone from the Zetas, to Salvadoran street gangs like MS-13 and Barrio 18, to gangs like the Bloods that connect the Bronx to Honduras.
This is the job of the smuggler: when someone puts a gun to the head of a member of the group and says, '?Quien es el bueno?' - roughly, 'Who's in charge?' - the smuggler steps forward and vouches that they have paid the toll to the criminal organisation, that they should be let through with no further problems or payments. Without this, migrants can suffer horrible abuses. The Zetas, wielding their US-bought guns, are notorious for kidnapping migrants, holding them in safe houses to extort their families, or murdering them. As de Leon shows, foot soldiers who work as human smugglers tend to die young. They are profiting from desperate people, but are baseline impoverished themselves - despite the cash they receive after a successful delivery of migrants to the next safe house.
Who in their right mind would do this kind of work, braving criminal hold-ups in Mexico and 'prevention through deterrence' in a killer US desert - over and over, trip after trip? Young men without other good options. The harder the US tries to make it to enter, the more money there is to be made.
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Short Cuts
Cosy Crime
Thomas Jones

2606 wordsIn  the mid-1980s, before they moved to London and formed Suede, Brett Anderson and Mat Osman were in a band called Geoff. In his memoir, Coal Black Mornings, Anderson describes the 'small-town wannabes' rehearsing in his 'dank, north-facing bedroom' before going out to play gigs in other people's bedrooms:
Sometimes Mat and I would write stuff at his house. Despite a patina of middle-classness, his beginning wasn't much grander than my own. He and his brother Richard had been brought up in a similarly boxy little house in a similarly depressing part of Haywards Heath by his single teacher mother. Although his family was much better educated than mine, it was still trapped in the same sort of grim lower echelons of the British class system: baked beans for tea and the stale fug of paraffin heaters. Richard was a bit younger and, although now always faultlessly charming, I remember him as being comically grumpy. One afternoon we were sitting in Mat's room listening to Forever Changes when Richard suddenly barged in and shouted: 'The 1960s were rubbish and Love are rubbish!' and then stormed out again in a cloud of stroppy, teenage righteousness.

When Anderson's book was published, in 2018, Richard Osman was one of the faultlessly charming presenters of the achingly dull BBC teatime quiz show Pointless. He had done the rounds of comedy game shows, appearing on or presenting Have I Got News for You, QI, Taskmaster and Richard Osman's House of Games, among others. He quit Pointless a couple of years ago, following the astounding success of his Thursday Murder Club series of novels, each volume in which, released at annual intervals since September 2020, has sold millions of copies worldwide, outselling Suede's first album - which was owned by everyone I knew when I was fifteen - by an order of magnitude.
The Thursday Murder Club is an unofficial gathering of four residents at a luxury retirement village in the Kent countryside. Every Thursday they meet to solve cold cases. Elizabeth (who will be played by Helen Mirren in the forthcoming movie) is a retired MI6 agent, Joyce (Celia Imrie) a former nurse, Ron (Pierce Brosnan) a one-time union organiser and Ibrahim (Ben Kingsley) an ex-psychiatrist. Their former careers give them a mixed bag of complementary skills to bring to the group detecting sessions. Most useful of all, for both the Thursday Murder Club and its creator, Elizabeth's background allows her to 'work her magic' and call on a past acquaintance with, say, 'access to the email correspondence of the Kent Police Forensic Service', no questions asked - a neat way of stitching holes in the plot for a writer in a hurry.
Joyce appears in the first book as the gang's newest recruit: Elizabeth has conscripted her to replace the club's founder, Penny, a retired police detective, now in the late stages of dementia, whose old files provide the material for the club's investigations. But then, as luck would have it, since cold cases are all very well but an active murder is far more juicy, 'the builder who put this place up', Tony Curran, is found bludgeoned to death in his kitchen, and the club sets to work solving the crime with a little help from a couple of the local plod, PC Donna De Freitas and DCI Chris Hudson.
Coopers Chase is a private, closed community where everyone has a secret - almost somewhere that J.G. Ballard might have dreamed up - but any reader hoping for a late capitalist dystopia seething with class resentment and sexual perversion has come to the wrong place. To get to the village you have to take the A21 out of the fictional town of Fairhaven until you 'pass an old phone box, still working', an unassuming yet miraculous relic from a bygone age. Narratologically, at least, it functions a bit like the Tardis or the Phantom Tollbooth, as readers are transported to a fantasy world in the heart of the Garden of England, a world without food banks or fuel poverty, without a bedroom tax or two-child benefit cap, Boris Johnson or Brexit, Donald Trump or Tommy Robinson; without a public sector staffing crisis, crumbling hospitals, collapsing schools or overcrowded prisons. Most important of all, for readers looking for an alternative reality in September 2020, it's also a world without Covid, where old people in care homes aren't dying alone, but are up and about, cheerfully solving crimes. Who wouldn't want to escape to such a utopia for four hundred pages? As Joyce confides to her diary, 'people love a murder, whatever they might say in public.'
It helps that the man who's been murdered is a nasty piece of work: not just a builder but an ex-gangster who got into the building trade as a way to launder his drug profits. The only character nastier than Tony Curran is the owner of Coopers Chase, Ian Ventham, a prime suspect in Curran's murder until he winds up dead himself (this isn't really a spoiler: you can see it coming a mile off). The killings seem to be connected to plans to expand Coopers Chase, which would involve digging up a graveyard known as the Garden of Eternal Rest to make way for the new development. Almost everyone seems to have a reason to want to leave the graveyard undisturbed, which means that almost everyone has a motive for the murders. And almost everyone - not excluding members of the Thursday Murder Club - also has means and opportunity. So almost everyone's a suspect, and almost everyone has a secret, which our heroes gradually wheedle out of them. In most cases, the not so dark secret turns out to be that the character simply loves or loved their husband or wife too much; after a while, these small revelations become predictable - refrains in a hymn to monogamy - but the big reveal at the end is both sufficiently surprising and sufficiently obvious with hindsight to satisfy readerly expectations.
The action rarely strays far from Coopers Chase, though there are a few excursions to Fairhaven and Folkestone, where, in another piece of magical thinking, a shopping street is effortlessly regenerated by the mere opening of an independent flower shop: 'before you know it, someone down from London has spotted the boarded-up cafe and bought the lease,' and one thing leads to another. Who knew urban renewal was so easy? Chris goes on a jaunt to Cyprus to interview the imprisoned father of a gangster Curran was involved with in his youth, but other members of the criminal underworld are closer to home. One of them is a character called Geoff Goff, who 'had tried to buy Fairhaven Town FC, lost his money in a property crash, made another fortune selling stolen copper and had eventually been shot dead on a jet ski', and whose name, it would be nice to think, is not only as English as Reggie Kray but a small nod to Osman's brother's old band and his own more mildly misspent youth in Haywards Heath.
'The real function of the murder in the quiet village,' Fredric Jameson observed in Raymond Chandler: The Detections of Totality, 'is for order to be felt more strongly.' Osman takes Jameson's rule to another level. The murders aren't merely a temporary disruption that allows order to be restored more firmly at the end: preserving the status quo in Coopers Chase is one of the motives. And not only is the murder solved at the end, but it was not committed in vain. Joyce's daughter, who runs a hedge fund in London, buys up the whole of Coopers Chase - not for the purposes of asset-stripping or price-gouging but to safeguard the Garden of Eternal Rest. So all's well that ends well.
Given what it sets out to do, it's hard to fault The Thursday Murder Club. It may be the literary equivalent of the ultra-processed snack foods that Chris can't help gorging himself on, full of 'empty calories', but, on their own terms, it's hard to fault a packet of cheese and onion crisps or a Wispa bar, either. (That said, the novel dishes out a fair amount of guilt, shame and admonishment over unhealthy eating - Osman, like Chris, suffers from a lifelong compulsive eating problem - which occasionally distracts from the escapism.) The sentences flow smoothly, the jokes bob gently along (Chris 'really took the expression "plain clothes" seriously') and the arc of the plot rises and falls as predictably and irresistibly as the tide. But 'there's nothing wrong with it' is hardly enough to account for The Thursday Murder Club's wild success, which must owe as much to external as internal factors (if there were a deducible formula for these things I wouldn't be writing this: I'd be putting the finishing touches to volume seventeen of Death among the Crumpets). It helps that the author is one of those nice men off the telly (they're all at it; the first volume in a new series by Jeremy Vine, set at a local radio station in Sidmouth, will hit the shelves next April). It helps that The Thursday Murder Club was published when there were people who needed a distraction from Covid and had the time and money to spend on hardback books. There's also the question of critical mass: after a certain point, the books that everyone's reading are the books that everyone else is reading (a rule that holds true across genres, whether it's Harry Potter, Fifty Shades of Grey, Jack Reacher or Sally Rooney). There are layers on layers of familiarity, in other words, in both text and paratext, for readers to sink into that keep them coming back for more.
Each of the later books in the series has another layer of familiarity, of course, since we already know what to expect. But it seems that even Osman's enthusiasm for the denizens of Coopers Chase may be waning - four Wispas in a row are more than enough to make anyone feel a little queasy. This September, instead of the fifth instalment of the Thursday Murder Club, he released the first volume in an entirely new series, We Solve Murders (Viking, PS22). Well, I say 'entirely new', but fans hoping for more of the same won't be disappointed for long.
On an island off the coast of South Carolina, a nice long way from the South-East of England, Rosie d'Antonio, a bestselling novelist, is in hiding from a Russian oligarch who's unhappy about the way she portrayed him in her last book. She's alone on the island apart from her chef ('a former Navy SEAL called Kevin') and her English bodyguard, Amy Wheeler, who's on the staff of a close protection agency called Maximum Impact Solutions: 'If someone steals from you, or someone wants to kill you, or if there is discontent among your private army, they are the people to call.' (It's almost as if Osman is deliberately trolling the people who thought he went too easy on hedge funds in his first novel.) Amy is the survivor of some unspecified childhood trauma: 'I haven't cried since I was twelve,' she tells Rosie. 'I learned not to.' Rosie says 'that sounds healthy' and asks if she can put her in a book: 'Five six, blue eyes, blonde, never cries, kills bad guys?' Amy says no: 'I don't like publicity.'
But she is getting some bad publicity, at least in the small world of close protection agencies, since Maximum Impact Solutions' clients keep getting killed in her vicinity. The latest victim is an Instagram fitness star who'd gone to South Carolina to promote an energy drink and wound up dead, 'shot in the head, tied to a rope and thrown from a yacht bobbing about in the Atlantic'. He's now 'a corpse in a South Carolina mortuary', and Osman - just for once - forgoes consistency for the sake of a joke about fame on social media: 'Yes, just for a day, everybody had wanted a piece of Andrew Fairbanks. Although, after the sharks had finished with him, there weren't that many pieces left.'
The criminal mastermind behind the murders uses an alias, Francois Loubet, and communicates mostly by email, taking advantage of every new technological advance to create another layer of camouflage:
Everyone's language leaves a unique signature. A particular use of words, a rhythm, a personality. Someone could read an email, and then read a postcard you sent in 2009 and know for a fact they were sent by the same person. Science, you see. So often the enemy of the honest criminal.
That's why ChatGPT has been such a godsend.
After writing an email, a text, anything really, you can simply run the whole thing through ChatGPT and it instantly deletes your personality. It flattens you out, irons your creases, washes you away, quirk by quirk, until you disappear.
'ChatGPT, rewrite in the style of a friendly English gentleman, please.' That is always Loubet's prompt.

Loubet's emails don't actually read as though they were generated by AI, and I'm fairly certain the 'style of a friendly English gentleman' is all Osman's own. But getting in a mention of ChatGPT adds a sheen of contemporary relevance - and if a large language model were asked to rewrite a cosy crime novel as a technothriller (or vice versa) the result might not be all that different from We Solve Murders.
It isn't long before someone makes an attempt on Rosie's life and she and Amy have to flee the island. They're soon zipping from one side of the world to another by private jet more often than the residents of Coopers Chase take the minibus into Fairhaven. By which point you might think that devoted fans of the Thursday Murder Club will have given up in despair - America? Guns? Private jets? - and gone off to pre-order Murder on Line One by Jeremy Vine. But you'd be wrong, because Amy has a father-in-law, a former cop turned private detective, who lives in Axley, a 'perfect English village' in the New Forest, and 'once caught an armed robber because of a Twix wrapper in a blast furnace'. His ideal job is looking for someone's lost dog and he will do almost anything to avoid missing the quiz night at the Brass Monkey (one of Axley's two pubs) every Wednesday. His regular Friday lunchtime drinking buddies are a former journalist, a mechanic and a widowed medieval historian, and if they remind you of the Thursday Murder Club then buy yourself a pint. Steve grudgingly agrees to help Amy out, and he's soon as comfortable in a private jet as he is at a corner table in the Brass Monkey.
Their adventures take the trio from South Carolina to St Lucia, a vineyard in County Cork - the occasion for a throwaway joke about climate change - and Dubai, with plenty of misdirection (of all kinds) along the way, before 'Francois Loubet' is eventually caught courtesy of a giveaway tattoo - you can't run your skin through ChatGPT. This leaves our unlikely group of heroes free to set up their new detective agency, We Solve Murders, setting us up for countless forthcoming volumes. The way the world's heading at the moment, Osman's fans are going to need them.
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A Crisis in Credibility
William Davies on Labour's economic plans

5441 wordsBefore  Labour took power in July, there was a lot of talk about 'foundations', and it has continued since. The second chapter of the party's election manifesto was titled 'Strong Foundations'. On the fourth day of the new administration, Rachel Reeves gave a speech outlining the ways she planned to 'fix the foundations of our economy'. In a pointedly downbeat speech given in the garden at 10 Downing Street in August, Keir Starmer stressed that his 'project has always been about fixing the foundations of this country'. A slickly presented policy essay appeared online in September, co-authored by three right-wing think tank wonks, outlining the various ways in which governments since 1945 had thwarted economic growth. Its title was Foundations.
The first thing to note about the 'foundations' metaphor is the resonance with construction. The 'Strong Foundations' chapter in Labour's manifesto was accompanied by an image of brickwork. Buildings without foundations fall down (like Britain under the Tories), and building is what Labour is placing more hope in than anything else, with a pledge to deliver 1.5 million new homes by 2029, a rate not achieved since 1977. Politicians have for generations donned a hard hat for construction-site photo ops, but rarely can any party have arrived in government with its ambitions so tightly tethered to bricks and mortar. Reeves has argued that Britain's current planning rules are the 'single biggest obstacle to our economic success'. In the more sardonic language of the Foundations report, Britain's economic problem is that, thanks to planning restrictions, 'investment is banned.'
A second connotation of 'foundations' is that they exist for the long term. The obvious contrast here is with the hedonism of the Johnson era and the brief mania of the Truss experiment, which did more for Starmer's poll ratings than anything else. To focus on 'foundations' is to think about the future in a responsible way. But it also implies something less politically palatable: the benefits aren't going to be felt for some time. Labour's strategy to date has been to share as much bad news as possible, blaming it on the irresponsible Tories and readying people for more difficult times ahead, in the hope that the electorate is still listening by the time it gets its delayed gratification.
The challenge Labour has set itself is to modernise the technological and legal foundations on which Britain's economy is built: the transport hubs, energy supply, planning rules, market regulators - rather like an upgrade to a computer operating system. At the government's recent 'international investment summit' in London - to which superstar American CEOs were lured with the promise of an audience with Elton John and the king in St Paul's Cathedral (proof, apparently, that Britain is 'open for business', or more plausibly that desperate times call for desperate measures) - Starmer switched to a clumsier metaphor. 'We are in the business of building on our strengths. Mowing the grass on the pitch, making sure the changing rooms are clean and comfortable, that the training ground is good. So that when our businesses compete, they are match fit.' Leaving aside whether clean changing rooms have any impact on fitness, his point was this: the dynamism of the private sector is shaped in crucial ways by the regulations and infrastructure that underpin it.
Put these implications together, and the message is clear: Labour is doing something that the Tories were too selfish and frivolous to do. You can't necessarily see it (it's mostly underground), and it's going to take a long time, but one day - when it finally translates into greater prosperity - you'll be glad. This carries the political risk that by the time the next general election comes around the government will be so unpopular that nobody will care how the economy is doing (John Major lost such an election in 1997). On the other hand, the government is already pretty unpopular, while being exceptionally powerful at Westminster, so long-termism makes sense. The 2024 election had the bitter distinction of delivering the second largest majority (174) since 1945 on the lowest vote share (33.7 per cent) of any winning party - an indictment of Britain's electoral system but also an indication of widespread alienation from mainstream politics. Take slumping turnout into account and only one in five of the electorate cast a ballot to deliver Labour's overwhelming victory. Whether or not Starmer views things this way (and his air of paranoia suggests he certainly feels it), the strength of the Labour government is a symptom of a long-standing legitimacy crisis. And at this early stage, it appears that its strategy for resolving the crisis rests heavily on economic realism.
The central fact of British economic development since the global financial crisis is that productivity growth has slowed significantly, from a pre-2008 trend upwards of 2 per cent to a post-2008 trend of 0.4 per cent. This has resulted in wage stagnation and minimal GDP growth, which has in turn meant that public spending has failed to keep up with social needs, in some cases dismally. On this there is now a consensus. Why productivity growth rises and falls over the long term is among the most contentious problems in economics; it potentially opens out onto questions of history, politics and sociology, at least when economists have the curiosity to engage with such things. Even so, there is also now a consensus that if productivity growth in Britain is to rise, then investment (in skills, technology, buildings, start-ups, infrastructure, R&D and so on) needs to be higher. At the investment summit, Starmer demanded that global firms release the 'shock and awe' of investment - as if he were imagining Google and BlackRock raining missiles down on Britain.
Investment requires an ethos of patient optimism. Max Weber saw the mentality of the investor, who forgoes pleasures now for some predictable benefit tomorrow, as the crucial ingredient of capitalism. Without investment, capitalism ceases to function as capitalism, turning instead into legalised extortion and quasi-feudal estate management - practices that Britain has grown rather good at in recent years. Flatlining business investment was the most marked and sustained economic injury of Brexit - not just the kind of slow puncture that afflicted exports, but a dramatic turning point coinciding with the referendum. Opinions differ as to how much investment should come from the state, how much from business, and how much from some contractually murky combination of the two, but the extent to which left and right now agree on the roots of Britain's economic malaise is striking. 'The only way to deliver economic growth,' Reeves said when delivering October's budget, 'is to invest, invest, invest.' In the past, low investment levels might have been blamed on high interest rates (a charge Gordon Brown repeatedly levelled at the Tory record prior to 1997), since it is harder to invest when it's more expensive to borrow, but that explanation fell apart during the 2010s, when the lowest interest rates the Bank of England had ever set failed to have any impact on investment. The problem today feels more systemic and historic: a wholesale crisis in the credibility of Britain and its future.
Eight years on from the referendum, the result of which is now endorsed by a shrinking minority of voters, Reeves is not embarrassed to parade her elite technocratic credentials. Her speeches over the last two years have zeroed in on Britain's productivity problem, and her economic advisory council is led by John Van Reenen, who has dedicated as much of his career as anyone to grappling with it. But there is a feeling of Groundhog Day. In 1998, Gordon Brown commissioned a report from McKinsey on ways to tackle the productivity gap between Britain and its competitors, which yielded precisely the kinds of recommendation - including ripping up the planning system - that are now getting so much play in Westminster. Following the Tories' election victory in 2015, George Osborne launched a new productivity plan for Britain. Its title: 'Fixing the Foundations'.
Why then might the next five years be any different? One reason is that the problem is now so dire as to be unignorable. The combined effects of the financial crisis, Brexit, Covid and war in Ukraine have resulted in economic conditions far graver than those on which McKinsey was consulted at the end of the 1990s. This reality can no longer be papered over with a successful financial services sector, discrete acts of redistribution or the distractions of culture wars. The 'cost of living' crisis is, in an immediate sense, caused by the effect of inflationary forces on energy and food prices, but the degree of suffering it has wrought is due to seventeen years of wage stagnation, unprecedented in industrial times. It may be an act of noble honesty, political naivety or both, but Starmer and Reeves have evidently reasoned that they cannot set about promising a brighter future without confronting the present blight.
More exciting for Westminster policy nerds has been the emergence of a new set of ideas in the US, which Biden's Treasury secretary, Janet Yellen, has called 'modern supply-side' economics. 'Supply-side' economics conventionally refers to the conservative doctrine that the way to increase economic growth is to cut taxes, especially on capital, business and the rich, on the grounds that this will increase incentives to invest and innovate. Government, on this account, typically gets in the way of enterprise, obstructing entrepreneurs and business strategies with its regulations and taxes. The aim of liberating the 'supply side' was originally a break from Keynesian orthodoxy (which held sway until the 1970s), according to which governments should stimulate growth by intervening on the demand side, getting more money into consumers' pockets through welfare spending and wage increases, while using public procurement to funnel money towards domestic industries.
When Yellen coined the term 'modern supply-side' in early 2022, she was seeking to distinguish the Biden administration's programme from both the Reaganite 'supply-siders' and 'old Democrat' Keynesians. By this point, Biden had emerged as an extraordinarily big-spending president. The American Rescue Plan Act passed in March 2021 and the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act passed the following November together provided a $2.45 trillion stimulus to America's post-Covid economy. The following summer the CHIPS and Science Act and Inflation Reduction Act further contributed to the Rooseveltian fiscal splurge. At face value, this appeared to be good old-fashioned Keynesian demand-side policy. Yellen's terminology suggested otherwise, that the expansionary programme was being targeted at the key technologies, industries and infrastructure - the foundations - on which American businesses and entrepreneurs would depend in the future. The intention was to raise the overall productive capacity of businesses, not by slashing taxes or regulations (the original 'supply-side' creed) but by investing in domestic production and infrastructure - especially green energy and related technologies - that would allow other industries to flourish.
This 'modern supply-side' vision was also more sceptical of 'globalisation' than recent Democratic administrations had been, and mindful of precisely where investment and production take place. Following the brazenly nationalistic and protectionist Trump programme, the Biden White House cleaved to its own economic version of 'America First', deploying a new fiscal activism to nurture domestic manufacturing and revive those regions most afflicted by postindustrial decline over the last half-century, many of which - not coincidentally - were where Trump had collected working-class voters. The gamble was that a more ebullient industrial policy, which drew a clear line under 'globalisation' and 'neoliberalism', might turn the tide on right-wing populism, and perhaps even save the republic. This strategy was never without its critics; it may now be ripped to shreds amid the post-election infighting.
The role of private investment remains controversial. Biden's spending programme was vast, but it was geared towards 'crowding in' investment from the private sector, using tax credits, subsidies and public-private partnerships, to raise its profitability and reduce risk. Critics on the left view this as a vast handout to Wall Street, especially those giant asset management companies - BlackRock above all - which have it in their power to decide on the destination of trillions of dollars. Nothing symbolised the London investment summit quite like the photograph of Angela Rayner, the deputy prime minister, clasping the arm and whispering in the ear of Larry Fink, BlackRock's CEO.
There was growing disquiet as the geopolitical implications of the Yellen and Biden agenda became clear. The surprisingly progressive dimension of the agenda - the drive to exploit the sociopolitical crises of Trump and Covid to build a new egalitarian model of capitalism - lasted barely a year, before giving way to anti-China mercantilism, potentially more dangerous to world peace than anything Trump's administration had done. Jake Sullivan, Biden's national security adviser, was one of many voices declaring the age of neoliberal globalisation, in which growth is good regardless of geography, to be dead; but what followed seemed to involve weaponising economic policy to ramp up domestic industrial production for a new cold war. Yellen herself morphed into a national security spokesperson, making it clear that America would put security above economic growth, ratcheting up Trump's trade wars, and leaning on European allies to join in for their own protection.
The sense of  grand ideological wheels having turned is enthralling, but it isn't clear what the implications of 'modern supply-side' economics are for a country such as Britain, cut adrift from its most important trading partners, with a GDP smaller than that of California and any hope of global hegemony long gone. The agenda was cast as 'new productivism' by one of its progressive adherents, the Harvard economist Dani Rodrik, since it seeks to intervene deliberately in the productive capacity of the nation. Yet American productivity growth seemingly remains beyond the reach of most European countries, not only Britain. The US suffered the inflationary surge of 2021-23 just as Europe did - and it proved to be crucial in the election - but its energy costs have long been significantly lower than those in Europe. Finding a way to get energy costs down is arguably Europe's most pressing supply-side challenge. Reeves has cribbed some of the Yellen-Sullivan rhetoric, aiming to fuse economics to national security priorities with the neologism 'securonomics', which she set about promoting in spring 2023 in speeches given in London and Washington. The question is how much of this is rhetoric and diplomacy, and how much the reflection of a shared reality.
If Labour and the Democrats have had a policy priority in common, it is political more than economic. Democracy in both the US and UK is frayed; dangerously alienated sections of society have acquired routes into mainstream politics and mass media that were unavailable fifteen years ago. The 2016 'Brexit-Trump' shock felt like a shared event in some way. The electoral breakthrough of Reform this summer, followed by the sight of far-right mobs on English streets mobilised by online conspiracy theories, confirmed the threat of MAGA-style politics in the UK, which a Tory Party led by Kemi Badenoch could choose to intensify. Confronting such forces takes more than money, but parties of the liberal centre, which historically represented working-class interests, cling to the hope that democracy can be rescued, if only people get to witness the material benefits that government can deliver. What the Democrats hoped to do for the rust belt, Labour may now be hoping to do for those areas of the North-East where Reform is the main opposition party.
There are plenty of good economic reasons to invest heavily in green energy infrastructure, not to mention the graver ecological ones. The political reasons are more complicated. Do voters notice the difference made by infrastructure projects that take several years to come online and even longer to influence productivity and wage growth in the economy at large? And will voters credit the government that made the investment in the first place? Anecdotal evidence of the effects of the Inflation Reduction Act makes painful reading for Democrats: even if voters are glad of the new industries and jobs in their regions, they don't make the connection with a government and a coterie of political insiders that they stopped trusting years ago. States such as Michigan and Wisconsin have benefited from investment, but they still voted for Trump. You don't need to journey as far as the Midwest to encounter this disconnect. EU Structural and Investment Funds were distributed generously around North-East England and South Wales to deliver better roads and broadband infrastructure, and we know how much good that did the Remain campaign in 2016. Recall, too, the case of London's 'Boris Bikes' - the popular cycle hire scheme initiated by Ken Livingstone.
Labour has trumpeted its policies of a National Wealth Fund and Great British Energy, both state-led efforts to 'mobilise' or 'catalyse' private investment into infrastructure, green energy generation and strategically important manufacturing such as clean steel. No doubt we will hear lots more about the 'national', 'British' and 'Labour' aspects of these over coming years, and less about the fact that the NWF is effectively a rebranding of Rishi Sunak's UK Infrastructure Bank, or about the dwindling public funds that Reeves has scraped together for these projects. The NWF's aim is to raise PS3 of private investment for every PS1 of public money, with individual financial deals struck for each port or gigafactory that it backs. As with the Democrats, the nationalistic rhetoric helps to conceal a land-grab by asset managers. Starmer's priority will be a surge of new houses, factories and turbines that he can point to in 2029, and for this to be associated in voters' minds with the Labour government. It would be no mean feat. But economists, including those in the government's Office for Budget Responsibility, believe that the next election will come around before any of these 'supply-side' investments have had any impact on the rate of economic growth.
Reeves finds herself in a different situation to Yellen, not least in her perceived fiscal freedoms. Bidenomics was born at a time when interest rates were on the floor as monetary policymakers tried to fend off a Covid-induced depression. The intervening years have pushed up the cost of borrowing significantly. The build-up to the recent budget was dominated by talk of the squeeze on Reeves's 'fiscal headroom', and even some hawkish fears that her borrowing plans would spark a Truss-style bond sell-off. That never materialised, though interest rates on government debt did creep up and markets are now less confident that the Bank of England will be able to cut its base rate as quickly as many hoped. The cost of servicing the national debt over the next five years is now projected to be PS100 billion a year, more than the allocation for schools.
Reeves and Starmer's platform requires them to inhabit a contradiction. They need to demonstrate what a bold, fiscally ambitious, 'mission-driven' government can achieve - yet their greatest ambition is to get back to the normality (of between 2 and 3 per cent growth per year) that was taken for granted until the financial crisis. Politically, they need to reassure voters that they are not offering more Osbornomics; the public sector will be given a chance to recover from years of punishment. But economically, they need to reassure bond markets (and mortgage holders) that they are not offering anything like Trussonomics, and recognise what Starmer refers to as the 'harsh light of fiscal reality'. There is a lot of tub-thumping about how wonderful 'Britain' is, but at the same time we're told that the country is an economic basket case, left to rot by its previous leaders. Somehow, government needs to 'go big' and 'go small' all at once.
We are left with a version of Bidenomics, but without the ultra-cheap credit and mercantilist sabre-rattling - or the fiscal privileges of the dollar. As of 5 November, Labour will no longer be able to appeal to the intellectual hegemony of their American counterparts to guide and justify their plans. One avenue that remains open is to let the 'modern supply-side' agenda slide back into an older 'supply-side' neoliberalism, at least where regulation is concerned and especially on land use. This is plainly what the authors of Foundations are hoping for: they promise that 'If allowed, private investors would be rushing to build housing, transport infrastructure and energy infrastructure,' a fantasy the right has entertained since the 1970s. Labour is not wholly unsympathetic to this argument, as Starmer made clear at the investment summit. Meanwhile, for all the talk of 'catalysing', 'mobilising' and 'crowding in' investment, Britain already has its own term for a government alliance with finance capital: the private finance initiative or PFI. The statist or social democratic elements of Labour's programme could end up being reduced to a glorified nation-branding exercise, akin to the 'GREAT Britain' advertising campaign that seeks, among other things, to convince international firms to set up shop in the UK.
Hopes of averting this outcome rest heavily on tweaks to Reeves's 'fiscal rules', which dominated financial commentary in the build-up to the budget. The aim of such self-imposed rules is to satisfy the bond markets that governments have set sensible limits to their borrowing plans, and are behaving rationally and predictably (as opposed to 'politically') in their spending decisions. The bond markets don't like politics to be exciting and novel; this is why October's budget felt less like an event and more like a rubber-stamping of what had been trailed over the previous weeks. Labour entered government with fiscal rules stipulating that all day-to-day expenditure had to be balanced against revenue, and that debt must be falling relative to GDP within five years. But these rules don't help much when you're trying to break out of long-term stagnation: if the economy isn't growing fast enough, they provide little leeway to increase the kinds of spending that might encourage faster growth in future. Reeves spent the summer searching for a justification of higher borrowing - specifically for public investment - which would convince the bond markets that she wasn't throwing caution to the wind. What she wanted was a new, slightly more capacious straitjacket.
A number of respected mainstream economists and business leaders had already argued that Britain's borrowing rules needed to be relaxed to make way for greater public investment. The logic is relatively simple. Rising investment leads to rising productivity growth, which leads to rising GDP growth, which means higher tax revenue and lower borrowing requirements. The problem is the amount of time this takes and the uncertainties (such as elections) that arise as a result. OBR figures suggest that a permanent increase in public investment of 1 per cent of GDP should lift national output by 2 per cent - but only after more than ten years. This is not the time horizon that voters, politicians or bond-traders usually have in mind.
The new fiscal rules continue to constrain regular day-to-day spending on public services, meaning that increased funding of, say, health and education will continue to be possible only if the economy is growing (which it currently is, but not by much) or if taxes are rising. The headline number emerging from the budget was that taxes would rise by PS40 billion a year, taking the overall tax take to a record 38 per cent of GDP by the end of the decade. Overall public spending will settle at around 44 per cent of GDP (this is 5 per cent higher than pre-pandemic levels, and nearly 10 per cent higher than during Tony Blair's first term). All of this continues the drift to a high-taxing, high-spending state that is the legacy of prolonged economic stagnation and Covid. It has many of the macroeconomic properties of social democracy, but confers little on-the-ground experience of it. More than half of those extra taxes will be swallowed up by the NHS, which will help ameliorate Tory neglect, but not necessarily be felt by patients. A cash injection on that scale, backed by the largest tax rises since 1993, does at least draw a clear political battle line. With the Tory press incandescent about tax increases (especially in such fiscally minor, but politically eye-catching areas as inheritance), Badenoch would struggle to commit to Labour's health spending.
Where things have changed slightly is with the second fiscal rule, regarding the size of the public debt. Previously this was measured in terms of total national liabilities (all of the bonds, or 'gilts', that government has sold to date), but it will now take into account national financial assets as well, a measure known as 'Public Sector Net Financial Liabilities'. This includes such things as student loans (which, being owed to government, represent 'assets'), but more pertinently the financial investments government makes in industry or infrastructure, so long as these can be liquidated relatively easily. Government can't simply sell a hospital or submarine at short notice, so these do not show up as 'assets' by this measure. But if the NWF needed to quickly recoup its investment in, say, a windfarm, the expectation is that it could do so, as it is operating like a commercial investor (in partnership with other commercial investors). Borrowing to invest in this way will, in principle, show up on both the 'assets' and the 'liabilities' side of the national balance sheet. It certainly involves more borrowing, but doesn't increase the national debt.
Reeves announced  this change before the budget itself, at the IMF's annual meeting in Washington. The IMF rode to the defence of the budget in the days after it was delivered, reporting that Reeves was 'sustainably raising revenue'. This well-choreographed sequence was as much a testament to the time the Treasury team must have put into global political networking as it was to its economic expertise. But as the dust settled, it wasn't clear how much difference the new accounting framework would actually make. Borrowing (and the resulting interest payments) will rise to fund capital investment, and PSNFL will be in decline by the end of Labour's term in office, all as promised. But until the economy starts to grow (Starmer has pledged to deliver the highest long-term growth rate of any G7 nation), this whole fiscal agenda remains incomplete. Without growth, the doom-loop of rises in tax and/or borrowing will continue, only somewhat mitigated by the extraordinary levels of immigration witnessed since lockdown ended. On this, the OBR delivered unwelcome news: growth would slacken after an initial boost. Public investment would deliver dividends at some point down the line if sustained, but not on the scale or at the speed Reeves needs it to. Labour must be hoping that the OBR is wrong about this, that the mysteries of productivity growth are too uncertain for national accountants to model, or perhaps that fiscal policy will turn out to be a less powerful 'supply-side' tool than rewriting regulations, confronting nimbyism and cosying up to BlackRock. In the meantime, Labour finds itself in a bind: too fiscally responsible to unleash the white heat of technology and infrastructure, but too fiscally ambitious to soothe in the long term the nerves of its creditors.
The period following the global financial crisis was a time not just of economic stagnation but of a perceived epistemological crisis, crystallised in the language of 'fake news' and 'post-truth'. As the hold of legacy media over news and information disintegrates in favour of dubious online influencers, trust in journalists and politicians has continued to be eroded. Business elites and financial markets are comparatively untroubled by these developments: the circuits of economic intelligence - financial media, elite business schools, global consultancy firms and so on - are sufficiently well supported and capitalised that they can withstand the crosswinds of populism and conspiracy theory. CEOs, economists and bond traders are free to inhabit a kind of 'consensus reality' that roughly corresponds to what is reported in the Financial Times. But this is not true for politicians of the liberal centre, who are forced to engage with audiences who consider them to be liars and worse. Starmer and Reeves made some clear mistakes over the summer, but even so the collapse of their approval ratings between the election and the budget was unprecedented. This must be put down in part to the depth of anti-political, anti-government sentiments at large in society, which policy promises and speeches are powerless to alleviate (though the ratings rebounded a little bit after the budget).
There is no simple route out of this crisis. The days of New Labour 'spin doctoring', which fluffed up political reputations by means of careful control of the news cycle, are gone. Britain has experimented with putting an entertainer in Downing Street in the form of Johnson, then a radical (of one kind) in the form of Truss, and learned hard lessons along the way. Starmer is neither of these things. When Starmer or Reeves speak, most people aren't listening, while many of those who are listening make a point of not liking what they hear.
There is one thing that everyone agrees on, however, whether they are economists, politicians, business leaders, journalists or voters: the country is in a very bad way. This mood caught liberals unawares in 2016 on both sides of the Atlantic, leaving them looking complacent and out of touch. There is a cultural dimension to this pessimism, which nationalists are so adept at speaking to, with their euphemistic references to a past when identities and borders were more fixed. But there is also an economic aspect, which has particular purchase in Britain, given its dismal record since 2008. Those who appeal to cultural pessimism typically regard academics and experts as part of the problem, but economic pessimism has plenty of highly credentialled adherents, including the OBR, and many have lined up behind Starmer and Reeves to endorse the path they have embarked on.
The Starmer-Reeves project is not 'Keynesian' in its policy logic, but it has a Keynesian flavour in another respect, which it shares with the Biden administration that is drawing to a close. The gambit is that an elite-led, technocratic programme of renewal can revive the conditions under which liberal democracy can thrive. This depends less on politicians winning people over through rhetoric and values (the assumption being that politicians won't be heard or believed anyway), and more on bringing people back into the fold of the nation by improving their material conditions. On this account, the way to restore trust in politics is to stop talking and start building, doing whatever is necessary to make that happen. A correct diagnosis and treatment of the nation's economic sickness, the reasoning goes, will eventually alleviate its feelings of cultural sickness too, until overall confidence in 'Britain' returns. The advantage of the original Keynesian policy toolkit over the 'modern supply-side' approach is that the former urges politicians to deliver now, as there is no time to waste. A mantra of 'invest, invest, invest', however, also translates into 'wait, wait, wait'.
Few of the details of this investment project are cut out for democratic consumption. Reeves and Starmer are relying on the intricacies of macroeconomics, private finance and professional asset management to turn the country around, without the resources of sovereignty that are available to a US president. Their route to the next election has begun by getting bond markets, business leaders and the IMF on board, in the hope that in time they will win the public over too, once the abstractions of finance capital and national accounting are brought down to earth in the form of gleaming new buildings. The way to hit back against populism (and whatever cultural pessimism Badenoch nurtures in the coming years) is to give up on describing reality as it is, and focus on constructing a new one with a government logo on it. The problem is that this takes time, and politics moves at its own speed. Starmer can talk all he likes about needing two terms to fix Britain's foundations - the economics of productivity growth suggest that he's right - but that doesn't mean he'll get them. Meanwhile, Badenoch must be licking her lips at the thought of all the nimbyism waiting to be pandered to in marginal constituencies, should the government achieve its goals on planning reform. Most awkward of all, Starmer's style of politics is crafted for a post-trust democracy but implicitly depends on trust's cousin: gratitude. Labour may well have the expertise and the plan to 'fix the foundations', but that doesn't mean, a few years from now, that voters will remember to thank them.
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Dadada
Vadim Nikitin

3338 wordsIt had been  twenty years since my last research trip to the British Library when, in November last year, I received an email with the subject line: 'Important information about our recent cyber incident'.
As you may be aware, we are currently experiencing a major technology outage as a result of a cyber attack. Following confirmation that this was a ransomware attack, we're aware that some data have been leaked. While this appears to be from our internal HR files, we recommend that if you have a British Library login with a password that you use elsewhere, you change it on other sites as a precautionary measure.

A dull enough standard warning. But a week later the British Library wrote again: 'Important information about your data'. The cybercriminals had breached the library's Customer Relationship Management (CRM) databases. 'At a minimum these databases contain the name and email address of most of our users. For users of some of our services, these databases may also contain a postal address or telephone number.'
The attack, which took place on 28 October, began with the wholesale copying of records held by the library's finance, technology and HR departments. Then the hackers ran a keyword search for any references to sensitive terms such as 'passport' or 'confidential', both on the library network and on the personal drives used by staff. Finally, parts of the CRM databases were backed up and deleted from the network. No bank or credit card details were stolen, according to the British Library's official review. Nor was there evidence that the library's Electoral Roll database was compromised. The hackers demanded 20 bitcoins, then worth PS600,000. When the library refused, citing government policy prohibiting publicly funded institutions from paying ransoms, the stolen data was auctioned off on the dark web.
Fortunately for me, the hackers will have gained little from reselling an ancient AOL account and the address of the since demolished squat in Denmark Street where I spent 2003 with seven dissolute members of a mediocre metal band. The British Library itself was less fortunate. It was forced to spend at least PS6 million to rebuild its digital services - almost half of its total cash reserves. Full access to the print collections was only restored last month. Both its extensive sound archive and the UK Web Archive, which aims to preserve websites and some social media for future generations, remain inaccessible.
Worse was to come. In June, several major London hospitals declared a critical incident and launched an urgent appeal for blood donations after a ransomware attack targeted Synnovis, a company that conducts blood testing and provides transfusions for the NHS. More than a thousand procedures were postponed, including at least a hundred cancer treatments. As well as disrupting essential services, the hackers stole around 400 gigabytes of data, including results of blood tests for sexually transmitted infections such as HIV, along with patients' names, dates of birth and NHS numbers. Qilin, the group behind the attack, demanded $50 million from Synnovis and leaked the data after no payment was made. In August, the High Court granted Synnovis an injunction against Qilin and Telegram, the messaging app used by Qilin to publish the victims' data. In response, Telegram took down the channel in question. But by that time, 900,000 people had already had their health information posted online.
Journalists, government agencies and private intelligence companies have tried to establish Qilin's identity and motivations. 'Our attacks are not accidental,' an anonymous representative from Qilin told the Register. 'We choose only those companies whose management is directly or indirectly affiliated with the political elites of a particular country. The politicians of these countries do not keep their word, they promise a lot, but are in no hurry to fulfil their promises.' Despite such statements, most analysts are sceptical. Qilin's track record suggests its targets are chosen at random.
Over the past two years, groups such as Qilin attacked the Royal Mail, the Guardian, the BBC, British Airways, Boots and MGM Resorts. As Scott Shapiro writes in Fancy Bear Goes Phishing, 'cybercrime is a business, and businesses exist to turn a profit. Cybercriminals don't want to read your email or use your webcam to spy on you making dinner. They are, by and large, rational people out to make a living.' And it's a good one. In 2023, ransomware gangs extorted more than $1 billion from victims, according to research by Chainalysis, a blockchain intelligence company. Most of the payments were greater than $1 million. An even more significant source of revenue for cybercriminals is cryptocurrency. Over the same period, according to Chainalysis and TRM Labs, where I used to work, hackers stole $1.8 billion worth of bitcoin, ethereum and other crypto from institutions and investors around the world. Separately, the equivalent of more than $12 billion was paid into crypto wallets associated with scams and investment fraud.
What happens to all this loot? Conventional money laundering involves three stages, known by investigators as 'placement', 'layering' and 'integration'. Stolen funds or proceeds from crime are paid into bank accounts ('placement') before being moved around to make them harder to trace ('layering'). Finally, the funds are used to make legitimate investments or acquisitions, from gold to prepaid gift cards ('integration'). Placement carries the greatest risk: in the US, regulated financial institutions are obliged to report anyone paying in sums greater than $10,000, while the National Crime Agency requires British banks to report suspicious deposits. Banks such as Barclays and NatWest restrict the amount of cash a customer can pay in each year.
Laundering cryptocurrency involves the same logic but in reverse: rather than smuggling ill-gotten gains into the financial system, the aim is to cash them out without getting caught. Off-ramping dirty crypto is complicated. Every crypto transaction since the invention of bitcoin has been recorded on a freely accessible ledger known as a blockchain. Even armchair sleuths can track the movements of crypto between wallets. 'Whale Alert', the best known tracker of 'large and interesting transactions', has 2.5 million followers on X. The simplest way to convert crypto into cash is by using an exchange such as Binance or Coinbase, which link the wallets they host to conventional bank accounts. But most exchanges now perform 'know your customer' checks, which require individuals to submit a passport or other official document along with a selfie to prove their identity. Banks monitor funds paid into customers' accounts from crypto exchanges and report potentially dubious transactions. Authorities pursuing crypto heists have the power to subpoena exchanges and compel them to freeze funds held in their wallets.
All this makes converting dirty crypto into cash a bit like selling a stolen Matisse. That is the way one report described the travails of Heather Morgan and Ilya Lichtenstein, a couple in their thirties who last year pleaded guilty to stealing more than 120,000 bitcoin - then worth $4.5 billion - from the Hong Kong-based crypto exchange Bitfinex in 2016. Just how the theft was carried out has not been disclosed. But Lichtenstein, described by one associate as a 'kind of genius', is thought to have gained access to the Bitfinex system by sending a phishing email to an employee and then exploiting a security weakness to bypass withdrawal limits and exfiltrate its customers' bitcoins to various anonymous crypto wallets.
Morgan and Lichtenstein managed to launder a small portion of the stolen bitcoins. After breaking them up into thousands of transactions, they used anonymising transactions called 'mixers' to obscure their origins and passed the funds through darknet drug markets before directing them to various exchanges as well as over-the-counter brokers who exchange crypto wallets for suitcases of cash. But Lichtenstein and Morgan, who after the heist restyled herself as a rapper called Razzlekhan, proved to be victims of their own success: the lion's share of the bitcoins, too large and conspicuous a hoard to move discreetly, remained stranded in Lichtenstein's crypto wallet. Eventually that wallet, worth $3.6 billion, was traced and impounded by US authorities in what became the largest cryptocurrency seizure in history. The pair are due to be sentenced in Washington DC later this month.
Governments and businesses claim not to negotiate with hackers. Yet the information stolen from them is often so sensitive that ransoms are quietly paid. A member of the collective known as ShinyHunters claimed to have received $370,000 from AT&T to delete stolen customer records involving 110 million phones. The payment was allegedly made in bitcoin by an intermediary, with some of it laundered by the recipients through an online gambling platform: once digital chips acquired with stolen funds are cashed out for new tokens, their crypto trail goes cold.
ShinyHunters, Qilin and Rhysida, the group that hacked the British Library, represent a booming cybercrime industry known as ransomware as a service (RAAS). Healthcare facilities are popular targets because of the enormous amount of personal data they hold. In August 2023, Rhysida attacked Prospect Medical Holdings, a US company operating sixteen hospitals and 166 outpatient clinics. Having stolen half a million personal records, it offered them for sale online for 50 bitcoin ($1.3 million at the time).
Analysis of transactions on the blockchain showed that Rhysida is linked to the Vice Society, a ransomware syndicate notorious for hacking schools and universities. Cryptocurrency wallets shared by the two organisations were found to have received more than $2.5 million in victim payments in July 2022 alone. What has proved harder to establish is where all these outfits are based. Media reports often describe Qilin, Rhysida and Vice Society as Russian and sometimes imply they have direct links to the Kremlin. But while the RAAS sector is indeed dominated by Russian-speaking hackers, they come from all over the former Soviet Union and hold disparate political allegiances. It's true that the breakdown in relations with the West has removed Moscow's incentive to co-operate on cybercrime, creating a safe haven for international cybercriminals. As the respected Russia analyst Mark Galeotti recently wrote, rather than being directed by Moscow, such groups probably 'operate with the state's benign neglect'.
Measured analysis by Galeotti and others hasn't prevented Western media from blaming Putin for all kinds of 'disinformation', a term applied to pretty much any public statement that rejects the Atlanticist consensus. As the US election approached, this paranoia merged with the centrist fear that Russian hackers would engineer Trump's return to power. (In the end, he didn't need their help.) With its title reference to a Russian state hacking group - Unit 26165 of the Defence Intelligence Agency (GDU) - and its cover image of a bear in KGB uniform, Shapiro's book might seem the latest example of this way of thinking. In fact, Fancy Bear Goes Phishing is a bait and switch. Shapiro devotes only one chapter to Russian state hacking: a summary of the GDU's infiltration of the Democratic National Committee servers in 2016. The rest of the book amounts to a lively and multidisciplinary critique of America's often neglectful and sometimes malign stewardship of the internet since its inception in the 1970s as a US military project; to this day, 70 per cent of the world's internet traffic passes through data centres in Virginia.
The complexity  of modern computing can make cybercrime appear the purview of rogue individuals weaponising their scientific brilliance in the service of chaos. It's true that hackers are usually intelligent and highly educated. Yet the success of a hack relies less on mathematical prowess or coding pizzazz than on a keen understanding of human psychology. We are all motivated by similar emotions: love, fear, greed. We are crippled with cognitive biases. We take short cuts. 'Hackers are intuitive cognitive scientists,' Shapiro writes. 'They understand how the human mind works.' Take the ILOVEYOU virus, which infected around 10 per cent of the world's computers in May 2000 and caused more than $10 billion in damage. The virus arrived in an email with the subject line ILOVEYOU followed by the message 'kindly check the LOVELETTER coming from me.' When the recipient opened the attachment, the virus copied itself onto their computer hard drive and deleted any images or Microsoft Office files before directing Outlook to forward the email to the victim's contact list.
What made ILOVEYOU so infectious was not the originality of its underlying code, but a basic insight: people are more likely to open an email from someone they know - and are more likely still to open an email that promises a declaration of love. ILOVEYOU 'exploited our "love upcode"', Shapiro writes, using a programming metaphor. 'People want to be loved. They want to believe that others love them.' ILOVEYOU, then, was an early example of 'phishing', a technique that continues to power some of the most serious and high-profile cybercrimes. Phishing scams usually cast a wide net to ensnare naive and technologically illiterate users, but the most high-profile cases in recent years have all been examples of 'spear phishing', where the attack is tailored to a specific victim.
Spear phishing was the means by which Fancy Bear infiltrated Hillary Clinton's 2016 election campaign. Billy Rinehart, who was running the campaign for the Democratic primary, received an email with a Google logo asking him to change his password. 'Hi William,' the email read. 'Someone just used your password to sign into your Google account.' It listed an IP address located in Ukraine, a known destination for cybercriminals. 'Google stopped this sign-in attempt,' it continued, advising him to 'change your password immediately' by clicking on the 'CHANGE PASSWORD' button. Similar personalised emails were sent to dozens of Democratic staffers, including John Podesta, Clinton's campaign chair. Podesta's assistant forwarded the email to his IT officer, who replied that it was 'a legitimate email'. He later claimed that he had meant to write 'this is not a legitimate email.' But the damage had been done. Around 60 per cent of recipients clicked on the link, a 'click-through' rate that, as Shapiro says, 'would be the envy of any digital marketer'.
Days later, hundreds of pages of stolen information, including lists of donors and opposition research on Trump, was published online by an individual using the name Guccifer 2.0, a reference to the Romanian hacker Marcel Lehel Lazar. Under the alias Guccifer, Lazar had hacked the emails of Colin Powell and other senior officials before being extradited to the US. American intelligence announced that the latter hack was in fact the work of GRU agents hiding behind the Guccifer persona. In July 2018, Robert Mueller, special counsel for the Department of Justice, indicted twelve GDU agents suspected of being involved in the hack on the DNC servers.
Spear phishing is an example of a broader phenomenon known as social engineering, where hackers use psychological manipulation to gain unauthorised access to their quarry. The poster boy for this practice was Cameron LaCroix, a 16-year-old who in 2005 hacked Paris Hilton's mobile phone and leaked nude photographs of her online. What appeared at first to be a high-tech attack actually involved him posing as a supervisor from head office, calling a T-Mobile store in a small town in California and requesting the username and password needed to access the company's customer accounts tools. The employee simply gave LaCroix the security information over the phone.
One of the most virulent contemporary forms of social engineering, not discussed by Shapiro, is 'pig butchering', in which scammers develop online relationships with victims and entice them to invest in fictitious cryptocurrency schemes. According to the FBI, nearly $4 billion was lost to pig butchering scams last year in the US alone, a 53 per cent increase on the previous year. According to research by John Griffin, a finance professor at the University of Texas, and Kevin Mei, as much as $75 billion was stolen globally by pig butchering gangs between 2020 and 2024. Although most victims are in their thirties or forties, pensioners who unwittingly hand over their life savings make up an increasing proportion of successful attacks. Suicide is not an uncommon response to such devastating manipulation and the accompanying shame. But it is never an equal contest: blockchain analysis shows that many of the crypto wallets that receive pig butchering funds are linked to transnational organised crime groups. They are run from industrial-scale, multi-million-dollar scam centres, predominantly in South-East Asia, and make use of highly advanced marketing techniques.
Armed with phone numbers and personal data bought on dark web marketplaces, callers - often sporting profile photos of attractive women - make contact with victims under the pretext of having dialled a wrong number before striking up a conversation. Others add multiple phone numbers to a large group chat about a wonderful investment opportunity, full of planted posts from people supposedly spending their gains on foreign travel, fashion and haute cuisine, before directly approaching those who appear interested. Using flirtatious dialogue and playing on the human fear of missing out on a good deal, the scammers persuade victims to buy cryptocurrency and transfer it to their fictitious investment entity. To continue the deception, and encourage the victim to increase their stake, the scammers fabricate screenshots that purport to show how much the funds have grown.
This is only one side of the criminality involved. To acquire staff, the gangs running the scam centres portray themselves as legitimate e-commerce and digital marketing companies offering high salaries and attractive benefits. 'Successful' applicants are provided with flight tickets and taxis to take them to their new careers. On arrival, they are stripped of their passports, beaten or threatened with violence and forced to carry out the scams. Despite widespread reporting, pig butchering syndicates continue to flourish. Some are protected by powerful patronage networks. In July 2024, a blockchain intelligence company claimed to have uncovered links between a major pig butchering organisation and members of the Cambodian ruling family.
One obvious way to protect ourselves from cybercrime is to increase investment in cyber defence. In the UK, more than half of all property crime happens online. According to Gallup, hacking became the most feared crime in America as long ago as 2014. Yet the median US company reserves just 2 per cent of its operating budget for IT security. And more than just money is required. As Shapiro writes, 'cybersecurity is not a primarily technological problem that requires a primarily engineering solution. It is a human problem.' It is worth remembering that Barack Obama's computer password was once 'password', Mark Zuckerberg (net worth: $196 billion) used 'dadada' as his Twitter password and Kanye West's mobile phone pin code was reportedly 000000.
Much cybercrime can be prevented by adopting cheap and proven safety features such as multi-factor authentication, something that neither the British Library nor T-Mobile operated on their systems at the time they were hacked. As the British Library's incident report noted with considerable understatement, 'the lack of multi-factor authentication on the domain was identified and raised as a risk at this time, but the possible consequences were perhaps under-appraised.'
As Shapiro points out, horror stories about viruses, scammers and bots usually portray malign external actors as the greatest threat to cybersecurity. But is that the case? Just over a decade ago, secret files leaked by Edward Snowden, a contractor working at the NSA, revealed that US government agencies had secretly gained access to the databases of Apple, Google, Microsoft and Yahoo, as well as the phone records of all the major mobile networks. They also showed that the UK's GCHQ had installed physical probes into most of the fibre-optic internet cables coming into and out of the country, allowing it to harvest information without seeking individual warrants. The NSA 'are intent on making every conversation and every form of behaviour in the world known to them', Snowden told the Guardian in 2013. 'What they're doing [poses] an existential threat to democracy.' The world's most prolific hacker was revealed to be the US government. The backlash following Snowden's revelations forced Congress to repeal the bulk surveillance programme in 2019. 'At the moment, Americans do not have much to fear from the NSA,' Shapiro writes. 'But in the future, they might.'
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A Man of Parts and Learning
Fara Dabhoiwala on the portrait of Francis Williams

8036 wordsIn  the autumn of 1928, a previously unknown painting turns up on the London art market. It belongs to a Major Henry Howard of Surrey. He is 45 years old. His father has just died and left him a large estate, and he's selling off much of it - houses, land, family heirlooms. There are death duties; he has five young daughters and a marriage that's going to end soon. He needs cash.
Howard is knowledgeable about art. He's a serious connoisseur and collector, an expert on Wenceslaus Hollar, the prolific 17th-century Bohemian printmaker. Among his inheritance is the family's great collection of paintings, including first-rate 18th-century portraits by Thomas Gainsborough, Joshua Reynolds, Arthur Devis, John Opie, Jonathan Richardson and Richard Cosway, among others. The small, unattributed canvas he disposes of in 1928 is not in the same league. But it does come with an intriguing back story. Most of Henry Howard's family's wealth originally came from sugar plantations worked by enslaved people in Jamaica. And this portrait had been owned by a famous ancestor, of whom they are very proud, an 18th-century planter and writer called Edward Long.
So when Howard takes the painting to a London dealer, he explains that it had belonged to his great-great-great-grandfather, who had lived in Jamaica in the mid-18th century; that it was painted in Spanish Town, the colony's capital; and that it showed a man called Francis Williams, about whom Long had written a whole chapter in his celebrated History of Jamaica (1774). Not only that, he says, but when Long was writing that chapter, he had this painting in front of him and was describing it.
[image: ]

The dealer, Jack Spink, is delighted to have this information and uses it to advertise the picture. He recognises it as an unusual object, with excellent 'associative' value, and is sure it will make a quick sale for a good price, probably in America. They like this kind of thing over there. He has some leaflets printed and takes out a full-page advert in Country Life. At the top is a photograph of the painting, and beneath it a lengthy extract from Long's chapter about Francis Williams - the first two and a half pages of it, no less, in tiny but legible print. That's the only description provided. To the Howard family, and to Spink, Long's words explain this picture. It's an understandable presumption, since pretty much all that is known about Francis Williams comes from Long's ten-page chapter about him. It remains the only detailed contemporary account of his life, and it was written by someone who had known him.
The problem is that Long was, in fact, Williams's greatest enemy. His potted biography was a malicious hatchet job, full of lies and half-truths, that sought to bury rather than to commemorate its subject. Long's huge, three-volume History of Jamaica wasn't really a 'history' at all. Angrily composed in the aftermath of the Somerset ruling of 1772, which had undermined the certainty of slaveholding in England, it was above all a defence of West Indian slavery as 'inevitably necessary' and an attempt to prove that all 'black' people were naturally inferior to the 'white race'.*
It is ironic, therefore, that Long is our main source about Francis Williams, who in his lifetime (he died in 1762) had been the most famous Black person in the world, at least among educated English-speaking people. He was rich; he was a gentleman; he was a scholar; he was celebrated as a clever and accomplished person. His memory lived on after his death. In 1774, when trying to argue that Black people were inherently less intelligent than 'Whites', Long had to accept that his readers would already know about Williams. He was forced to write about him because, to prove his theory of innate white superiority, he needed to take him down.
Francis Williams was born a slave on a Jamaican plantation in the 1690s. His parents, John and Dorothy Williams, were enslaved Africans. They gained their freedom when Francis was a young boy, and eventually, as successful merchants in Spanish Town, became rich enough to send him to England to continue his education. Like most wealthy free people of colour in slave societies, they themselves bought and sold enslaved people. When Williams returned to Jamaica in 1724, after spending almost fifteen years in England, he inherited their wealth, their lands - and their slaves.
Long, who was born in 1734 and only arrived in Jamaica in the late 1750s, gives a garbled account of all this in his History. He also refers in passing to other information about Williams that must have been widely known at the time. For example, he notes that Williams composed elaborate poems in Latin - then the most prestigious form of literary expression among learned gentlemen. In an attempt to denigrate Williams's abilities, Long printed one of these, a series of verses addressed to the Scottish politician George Haldane, who had arrived in Jamaica as its new governor in 1759. It's a striking piece, in that although the first half eulogises Haldane, the second half is about Williams himself, and what he represented. It celebrates his having been born in Jamaica and educated in Britain. It speaks proudly of his Black Muse, Black mouth and Black skin. And it argues against racial prejudice: 'God has given the same soul to all kinds of men ... virtue itself has no colour, nor does understanding; there is no colour in an honest mind, none in artistic skill ... upright morals adorn the black man, and desire for learning, and eloquence in his learned mouth.' This is now the only text by Williams that survives. If Long hadn't tried to ridicule it, it would have been lost for ever, like all his other writings.
Long also mentions in passing that Williams had studied at Cambridge. He tries to dismiss him as a mediocre student: 'He was fixed at the University of Cambridge, where he studied under the ablest preceptors, and made some progress in the mathematics.' But again, his sneer records something that is not attested anywhere else. This is what historians call the problem of the archive. Our surviving written and visual materials from the past are not neutral. They don't do equal justice to different people and groups. On the contrary, they perpetuate the disparities of the past. And this is a particular problem for the era of the transatlantic slave trade. Millions on millions of men, women and children were kidnapped, enslaved, systematically abused and murdered yet the only now remaining traces of their lives were created by people who treated them as disposable ciphers. We have to engage with this hostile and dehumanising evidence in order to speak about the enslaved and the silenced because we have almost nothing else, but it's extremely problematic material.
In 1928, none of this matters to anyone. The extract from Long's text that is used to advertise and explain Williams's picture is a racist diatribe. It makes fun of a Black man presuming to dress as a gentleman, or behaving as a scholar, or trying to discuss geometry. It scoffs that 'African' and 'Negro' brains simply couldn't cope with abstract mathematical problems: attempting to understand such things would only drive them mad. When Long made these assertions, in 1774, they had been controversial: he was himself pushing back against growing sentiments about the equal humanity of other-skinned people. But by 1928, at the zenith of empire, scientific racism has carried the day in England. No one bats an eyelid. They look at this painting and see what Long wanted them to see: a ridiculous figure, a Black man pretending to be an intellectual.
The National Portrait Gallery says it is not interested in the picture. It is bought by the Victoria and Albert Museum, the national collection of decorative arts and design - because of its fine rendition of an 18th-century mahogany table and chair. It is hung in the furniture galleries, alongside woodwork from the period. The curator who acquires it, Harold Clifford Smith, is an upper-middle-class Englishman straight out of central casting: the son of a wine merchant, educated at public school and Oxford, devoted to his old college, a regular contributor to Country Life. During the Great War, he serves in the intelligence corps; in civilian life he owns a large house in Holland Park and an Old Rectory in Berkshire. The 18th-century canvases on his own walls are valuable canine portraits by George Stubbs. Clifford Smith dates the new acquisition to around 1735 and explains to the world that it is clearly a mockery of 'poor Williams', a 'curious satirical portrait' recording a failed 'experiment in Negro education'. But he's very excited about its excellent depiction of a table and chair.
For  almost a century, this interpretation of the picture has affected the way people see it. When it was rediscovered by modern scholars in the 1990s, many distinguished commentators presumed that it was a caricature. 'It was clearly an exercise in mockery,' Chinua Achebe wrote in 1998, 'intended to put him in his place.' At the start of the 21st century, two scholars produced pathbreaking new work on Francis Williams, finally expanding on Edward Long's problematic account. Neither of them could decide about the painting's meaning, however. Vincent Carretta suggested that it might well be a satire; John Gilmore, in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, simply ignored it. Though the V&A eventually moved the picture out of the furniture galleries, its modern curators, too, didn't know what to make of it. The museum's constantly changing public descriptions have always left open the possibility that it was a deliberate mockery.
Apart from the fact that it was previously owned by Long, this reading of the image rests on the imperfections in the way Williams's body is portrayed: the hands are crudely delineated; the legs look strangely thin and out of proportion. But the suspicion that this might be a caricature is also shaped, inescapably, by our collective awareness of centuries of racist visual polemic. Lay and expert viewers of varied backgrounds have instinctively worried that the portrayal of Williams might fit into the long tradition of Western image-making that denigrates Black bodies for white entertainment. In 2018, when the painting was included in a landmark Brazilian exhibition of Afro-Atlantic art across the centuries, it was warily presented as 'a Europeanised travesty ... perhaps [made] with satirical intentions'. Since the 1990s, though, some art historians have presumed that the painting is a realistic portrait, albeit of a distinctively colonial character and quality. Last year, the art historian David Bindman, who has studied the picture closely for thirty years, proposed that it is in fact a self-portrait, painted by Williams himself.
What is the intent of the image and what is created by its beholders? The problem of Francis Williams's portrait shows the degree to which personal identity depends on both. Three hundred years after Williams lived, it remains especially true for people of colour in the white world: the way you present yourself to others and the way you are perceived are two different things. But the more basic reason for the huge range of opinion about whether this painting is an honest portrait or a caricature is that we have no hard evidence about it at all.
The only certainty about the picture is that it shows Francis Williams. No one has ever been able to discover who painted it, when, where or why. Two years ago, at the instigation of David Bindman, Catherine Hall, Esther Chadwick and myself, the V&A subjected the canvas to a lengthy, state-of-the-art scientific examination. Frustratingly, its published report could not answer any of these questions.
And then, a few months ago, everything changed. On a hunch, I asked the V&A for the ultra-high-resolution scans that had been made of the painting's surface. Within a few hours of opening those on my computer I found something completely unexpected. And that in turn catapulted me into the most exciting series of intellectual discoveries I have ever made.
This was not a fluke. When I first started looking at the painting years ago, three things had jumped out at me that no one else seemed to have noticed. I had been puzzling over them ever since. The problem was that I didn't know what they meant. Even standing in front of the picture itself for hours didn't help. It's behind glass, it's not in great condition and it's hard now to decipher all its intricate details with the naked eye. All I had was an intuition - until I started looking at those high-resolution scans.
In  1771, nine years after the death of Francis Williams, a tiny snippet of information about him surfaced in the London press. It was published in the Gentleman's Magazine, one of the most widely read periodicals of the time, in the Caribbean as in England. On his remote plantation in the west of Jamaica, Thomas Thistlewood carefully copied into his diary the lines about Williams. In England, while composing his History, Edward Long must have read them too. Three years later, his chapter about Williams would make no mention of the facts that they had revealed - but one could go so far as to say that his own account was a rejoinder to them.
The Gentleman's Magazine piece was called 'Strictures on Mr Hume's Character of the Negroes'. In 1753, while Williams was still alive, David Hume had published a revised version of one of his celebrated essays, on 'National Characters'. In a lengthy new footnote, he asserted that 'negroes' were in every way 'naturally inferior' to 'whites'. He claimed that there never had been, and never would be, a single Black person distinguished in either arts or sciences. We know nothing about the composition of this tirade, except that Hume had been in touch with his friend Adam Smith about the updates he was planning. Perhaps it was Smith who pointed out the obvious counter-example of the famous Francis Williams. In any case, the final sentence of Hume's footnote trains its sights on Williams, dismissing him as a freak: 'In Jamaica indeed, they talk of one negro, as a man of parts and learning; but 'tis likely he is admir'd for very slender accomplishments, like a parrot, who speaks a few words plainly.'
Later scientific racists, including Long, invariably quoted Hume as a great authority. But others strongly disagreed. In 1771, for example, the piece in the Gentleman's Magazine was an extract from a new book by the philosopher and abolitionist James Beattie, criticising Hume and arguing for the equal intellectual capabilities of all races. Beattie himself didn't mention Williams, but at the end of the extract, the Gentleman's Magazine added a brief, anonymous comment that did. It was written by someone who'd known Williams when he had lived in London as a young man, and it highlighted his intellectual talents. It mentioned that Williams had been friends with several 'men of science'; that he'd attended meetings of the Royal Society; that he had been proposed for election to its fellowship; and that he had been 'rejected solely for a reason unworthy of that learned body, viz. on account of his complection'.
The Royal Society's rejection of Williams on racial grounds happened in the autumn of 1716. It was a scandal. It was still being talked about as a scandal in the 1720s. It was still remembered in the 1770s. It's a significant fact. But there's a more fundamental fact: Williams's abilities were such that he was considered worthy of election. And that meant he had serious support among senior members of the society.
The minutes of the meeting at which he was formally proposed seem to show that. It was attended by an unusual constellation of scientists, almost all of whom had studied or taught at Cambridge. Williams was proposed by Martin Folkes, a young polymath, just a few years older than Williams himself and particularly distinguished in mathematics and astronomy. Also present were Folkes's close collaborator Robert Smith, another youthful mathematical prodigy, who had just been appointed to Cambridge's Plumian Chair of Astronomy, and a third leading young Cambridge Newtonian, James Jurin. Both Jurin and Smith had been given special permission to attend this particular meeting, as they were not yet fellows.
Then there were three older men, already acclaimed as scientific giants. The first was William Whiston, Isaac Newton's successor as professor of mathematics and astronomy at Cambridge and one of the most important exponents of Newton's new theories of physics. Next, Edmond Halley, Newton's closest collaborator for many decades and the editor of his great, groundbreaking work, the Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica (1687). Halley was another immensely versatile scientist, whose most advanced work was on comets. And presiding over the meeting was the president of the Royal Society, Isaac Newton himself, who had recently published a second, expanded edition of the Principia.
In 1716, Francis Williams, who was then about 21 or 22 years old, knew all these people, could hold his own among them and was esteemed by many of them. That is proof of a very rarified level of scientific ability.
What  exactly might this have meant? In the early 18th century, the cutting edge of scientific inquiry was the study of physical objects and the way they behaved, both on Earth and in the skies. We call this physics and astrophysics; Newton and his contemporaries called it natural philosophy. For various reasons, natural philosophy was the hardest and most prestigious form of intellectual endeavour. For one thing, it was about figuring out how the universe worked: the biggest questions of all. For another, grasping the workings of the universe meant understanding God's laws and actions. For Newton, Whiston and other scientists, as for devout Christians more generally, the spiritual and theological implications of astronomy were profoundly important. And finally, natural philosophy was highly prestigious because the mathematics involved, especially in astronomical calculations, were very, very hard.
[image: ]Isaac Newton with his 'Principia' by the studio of Enoch Seeman (c.1726-30).




In 1687, Newton's Principia had put forward a revolutionary new hypothesis that eventually transformed science - a unified theory of motion, and of gravity, the invisible force that governed the universe. His book was written entirely in Latin, the international language of higher learning, and used complicated mathematical formulae that only the most advanced scientists could grasp. Probably only a few dozen people in the world could understand it all. (Even John Locke, one of its earliest reviewers, admitted he could not.) It wasn't until 1714 that a copy made it to North America; by 1726 there were only three. John Winthrop, the brilliant young professor of mathematics and natural philosophy at Harvard, didn't read the Principia until he was appointed to that chair in 1738. Half a century after its publication, only a handful of colonial mathematicians were sufficiently skilled to grapple with the book's fiendishly difficult new forms of calculus. As in England, though the text and its author were endlessly referred to, their principles became largely known only at second hand, through the work of Newtonian popularisers.
The climax of the Principia, Book 3, concerns the application of the new theory of gravity to the motions of planets and other astronomical objects. And the most advanced mathematical proofs that Newton proposed had to do with comets. These mysterious objects were at the heart of Newtonian physics: two of them were crucial to it. The first was the so-called 'great comet' of 1680. Newton had observed that when the comet passed behind the sun, its trajectory was bent by some invisible force. This observation led to his theory of gravity, as he celebrated in the Principia by including a large engraving of the comet's arc. That same comet also featured prominently in the grand monument that was erected to Newton in Westminster Abbey in 1731, a few years after his death.
In the first edition of the Principia, Newton hadn't been able to fully explain comets or to fit them properly into his theory of gravity. It was Halley who subsequently made a series of breakthroughs. Using centuries of observational data, he speculated that some comets might return every few decades or centuries, meaning that you could measure the effects on their orbits of the gravity of the planets they flew past. That would explain their changeable trajectories, as well as the variable timing of when they returned past Earth. In 1705, Halley predicted that, if he was right, a comet last seen in 1682 was likely to show up again around 1758. This became known as 'Halley's comet'.
Much remained unknown. Throughout the 18th century, computing cometary orbits and interpreting their role in the universe remained one of the hardest mathematical and scientific problems. Comets appeared randomly and were hard to glimpse from Earth; they travelled many millions of miles through space and their trajectories were unpredictable. Understanding them depended on a huge collective, international scientific effort. It could only be done by collating and analysing vast amounts of data from around the world. Slave forts on the African coast, the plantations of American and Caribbean colonists and naval convoys en route to the East Indies all funnelled useful observations back to the Royal Society and its Continental counterparts. European scientific endeavour, even of the most benign and abstract kind, was always heavily indebted to imperial force.
When Francis Williams met Newton, Halley and their colleagues in 1716, they were in the middle of this exhilarating scientific challenge. On the wall of the very room where they met that autumn was framed a grand, engraved illustration, recently composed by Whiston and John Senex, the London maker of maps and globes, showing all 21 known comets, with detailed notes about the attempt to establish their precise orbits. When Newton revised his Principia in 1713, and again in 1726, just before his death, he included new observational data about past comets - and predictions about the future return of some of them. He had proposed a brilliant hypothesis about the way gravity affected even the most seemingly random cosmic objects, and was thus the universe's guiding force. But it was just a theory. Only the return of Halley's comet would prove it.
Several fellows of the Royal Society who had been present when Williams was proposed for election later had portraits of themselves painted next to the Principia, to demonstrate their closeness to its author and his brilliant new scientific principles. Martin Folkes posed holding a large folio that probably represented the Principia, with Newton's bust towering over him for good measure. James Jurin is depicted reading it, Edmond Halley leaning on it. A celebrated late portrait, of which several versions were made, showed Newton seated in his study, surrounded by all the standard pictorial conventions symbolising his distinction as a man of learning - a bookcase full of weighty tomes, a table and a large chair, a celestial globe - and, open in front of him, the third and final edition of the Principia.
One  of my earliest discoveries about Francis Williams was that, already as a young man, he collected paintings. He was a connoisseur of art as well as a man of science. As a work of art, his own portrait is not hugely accomplished. But that's in keeping with the style and quality of most mid-18th-century oil paintings made in the Americas. What's much more interesting is its composition. First, it was very uncommon in this period for a scholar in his study to be portrayed standing, instead of sitting down. The full-length portrayal of the sitter signified status - it was a mark of prestige. The fact that in this case it was done on a fairly small canvas, whose size would normally have been used for a bust or a half-length, is part of what makes it look odd to our eyes. Second, and more important, I know of no other 18th-century portrait of a scholar that is quite so busy, crammed with intricate, interlocking elements. All those minutiae are clues to its meaning, and to the fact that it was created by a man of unusual ambition and self-possession. This is, without a doubt, Williams's self-representation. He composed it to convey a particular set of messages about himself.
When I first looked at this picture, several years ago, I took in all the details that others had already remarked on. The two fine globes, terrestrial and astronomical, very likely made by Senex; the quills and inkstand; the box of instruments for mathematical drawing and calculation; and the bookcase, in which many of the books have names inscribed on their spines. But three further things also jumped out at me, which seemed to have been overlooked. There was a particular detail about the book on the table. The view through the window appeared to me significant in a way that had gone entirely unnoticed. And then there were Williams's stockings. Men's stockinged legs were usually painted completely smooth, even though in reality their silk and cotton bindings were often loose and messy. But Williams's are curiously wrinkled, presumably painted as they appeared. I couldn't find another painted example like this. It struck me as a very unusual painterly detail. But it was all just a tantalising puzzle - until I opened the high-resolution scans.
The first thing I did was look closely at the titles and authors on the bookshelves. The letters on the spines are now badly faded and hard to decipher, but they were meant to be clearly legible: indeed, even in 1928, words were visible that have now completely vanished. Nine authors had been identified: Andrea Palladio, the Renaissance architect; Abraham Cowley, the 17th-century poet; Francis Bacon, Robert Boyle and Isaac Newton, the founders of modern science; John Locke, their philosophical counterpart; John Milton, represented by Paradise Lost; William Sherlock, the theologian; and Paul de Rapin, author of the bestselling History of England, published in the 1720s.
Peering at the scans, I was able to make out several more lines: originally, as many as twenty of the spines may have been inscribed. And then, one discovery abruptly transformed my understanding of the whole painting. I had zoomed in on an unidentified volume with a lavishly decorated binding. It's a big, fat book: that's one clue. Alongside it, largely hidden behind the curtain, is what looks like an identical volume: that may be another clue. The inscription on the spine is now hard to make out: the V&A's scientific team read it as 'COM ... ON/DIAR ...' But after several hours of fruitless puzzling over 18th-century authors and titles that might fit that reading, I suddenly noticed that there was, in fact, a tiny third line of text squeezed into the very bottom of the label. This at last unlocked the puzzle and allowed me to read the full title: IOHNSON/DICKTYON/ARY. It is Samuel Johnson's Dictionary. A huge, very expensive, very prestigious publication. It's fascinating to know that Williams owned this book - and is here associating himself intellectually with Samuel Johnson, the opponent of slavery and protector of his formerly enslaved Jamaican servant Francis Barber, as well as with Johnson's great modernising project for the English language. But most important was that Johnson's Dictionary was published in London on 15 April 1755. For Williams to have a copy on the shelf of his library in Jamaica means that this painting does not date from around 1735 or 1740, as has always been presumed. Instead, it must have been painted towards the end of Williams's life - between the middle of 1755, the earliest point that the Dictionary could have reached Jamaica, and the summer of 1762, when he died.
Once I had made this breakthrough, other things started to fall into place. First, the redating suggested who painted the picture. The only oil painter known to have been active in Jamaica during these years was an Anglo-American artist called William Williams, who was then in his early thirties. This Williams, the son of an ordinary mariner, had been born in Bristol in 1727. He'd always loved to draw. Sent to sea as a youth, he abandoned his crew in Virginia and spent a few years knocking around the West Indies and Central America, sometimes living among Indians, learning their language and trying his luck as a painter for the local colonists. Eventually, around 1747, he ended up in Philadelphia, where he worked for a theatre, painting sets and backdrops, and in a boatyard, painting ships, as well as doing sign-painting and lettering, teaching music, writing poetry and composing what is now regarded as the first American novel. Though he was entirely self-taught, he also made landscapes and portraits; he collected engravings; he used a camera obscura as a drawing aid; he studied the lives of the great artists and wanted to be one himself. He was the earliest teacher of the young Benjamin West, who later succeeded Joshua Reynolds as president of the Royal Academy and in the 1770s commemorated his old mentor by including his likeness in one of his monumental historical canvases.
William Williams kept a list of every painting he ever made. The original doesn't survive, but in the 19th century someone jotted down a summary of it. In the spring of 1760, Williams travelled from Philadelphia to Jamaica to offer his services as an artist. His list recorded that during his months in Jamaica, he painted 54 pictures. None of these has ever been found. I am confident that the portrait of Francis Williams is one of them.
There is in fact a scientific test that could prove this, because it has recently been discovered that William Williams prepared his canvases with a distinctive and very unusual triple layer of underpainting. I'm pressing the V&A to undertake this new test as soon as possible. Meanwhile, the reason for my confidence is stylistic. Williams's later paintings are increasingly grand and assured in their handling of human figures, though he never fully mastered bodily proportions: his people always remained a bit top-heavy. In a pair of full-length male portraits that he created in Philadelphia in 1766, the handling of the sitters' hands and bodies is more assured than in the Francis Williams portrait of six years earlier. But there are clear similarities of composition, and probably between 1750 and 1760 William Williams was still finding his way as a competent painter of the human form. This is suggested by the only two earlier portraits known to be by him. The first, made in 1755 but now lost, was a half-length of the most famous Amerindian in the English-speaking world, the Mohawk chief Theyanoguin (also known by his baptismal name, Hendrick), proudly dressed in European clothes. We know what this looked like because it was engraved soon afterwards. So was the second image, painted for Benjamin Franklin in Philadelphia, probably in 1758, just before Williams travelled to Jamaica. This canvas, of which two versions survive, was a small full-length portrait of the radical Quaker abolitionist Benjamin Lay. It's remarkable that William Williams's first three known paintings celebrated a powerful Native American, an outspoken abolitionist and - if I'm right - a Black Jamaican intellectual.+ It's also notable that his unpublished novel, The Journal of Penrose, excoriated slavery, extolled the equal humanity of 'negroes' and white people and included Indigenous, African, Black and mixed-race characters, such as the aged fugitive Quammino, who had fled his long and brutal West Indian enslavement. But when I first looked at his paintings I knew none of this. What immediately struck me instead about the Benjamin Lay and Francis Williams portraits was the great similarity in their handling of the sitters' legs and feet - and of their stockings. In both cases, these are portrayed in the same untutored but distinctive way: carefully delineated bindings, wound around a pair of spindly legs.
[image: ]Portrait of Benjamin Lay by William Williams (c.1758).




What difference  does it make to know that this picture dates from 1760, rather than two or three decades earlier? Quite a lot. It signifies that we are looking at Francis Williams after David Hume's vicious, racist attack on him in 1753. Williams would have been acutely aware of that intellectual assault: it could not have been more public. The portrait is a rejoinder to it. It demonstrates that its sitter is indeed a 'man of parts and learning' - someone of talent and accomplishment in many fields. It was painted just a few months after his poem to George Haldane, with its eloquent arguments about the nobility of Black people and Black minds, and during the period when Williams knew and interacted with Edward Long, a newly arrived young English planter come to seek his fortune in Jamaica.
What is more, the painting represents Francis Williams, himself a planter and slaveowner, at the time of Tacky's Revolt, the huge uprising of thousands of enslaved people that convulsed Jamaica in 1760. This image was painted while the island was under martial law, and its planters and their free Black Maroon allies were attempting to put down the largest slave rebellion the British Empire had ever seen. There is no trace of this in the painting. No other figures disturb the composition. Through the window everything is calm. But the knowledge of that bloody context reminds us of everything that is omitted from this view, as from any equivalent 18th-century painting - the 'dark side of the landscape', in John Barrell's evocative phrase.
Finally, this is Francis Williams towards the end of his life, in his late sixties. It has always been supposed that by this point he had fallen on hard times and been reduced to living in a rented house in Spanish Town, with only a few possessions. But the portrait disproves that: in 1760 he was rich, confident, unbowed and at the height of his intellectual powers. The redating of the painting completely changes our understanding of the arc of his life and career. On his return to Jamaica in the 1720s, Williams had inherited from his father a large, landed estate, Frog Hall. There is still a dwelling on the spot where Williams's house must have stood, and where this portrait was almost certainly painted. It's on a high ridge to the north-west of Spanish Town, with a vast, uninterrupted view of the sky and land beyond. From Frog Hall, you can see all the way to the sea. Spanish Town is plainly visible in the distance. The buildings through the window in the painting surely represent the capital as it then looked.
What  does the picture mean? It shows Francis Williams, the scholar of Jamaica, in his study. The objects around him, and the titles of the books on the shelves, testify to the huge, polymathic range of his interests and scholarship - English, Latin, history, medicine, architecture, poetry, theology, philosophy, geography, science, astronomy. If the painting was nothing more than a realistic portrait of an 18th-century Black scholar in his study, that would be extraordinary enough. It's the earliest such image in Western art, the first self-presentation of a Black person as an intellectual.
But in fact, it is much more than that. It is a very detailed message from Francis Williams, which its original viewers would have immediately recognised. It says not just: 'This is who I am!' It also says: 'Look! This is what happened, and this is what I did!' This painting commemorates an event, one with huge significance for Williams - and not just for him, but for everyone across the 18th-century Enlightenment world.
The key to understanding that is the book lying on the table in front of him. It is very carefully inscribed with three clues. First, it is labelled 'Newton's Philosophy'. Second, Williams's left hand is resting on a complicated diagram. Finally, the clue that first jumped out at me when I looked at the painting is that the book has a carefully inscribed page number. It is open at page 521. The painter has taken some artistic liberties in order to signify to viewers exactly what this text is. But the page number clinches it. The book is Newton's Principia - the third and final edition, the only Newtonian text that had a page 521.
[image: ]Detail of Francis Williams's portrait showing the open 'Principia'.




That page comes almost at the end of the book, in the culmination of the whole work. So does the diagram, which resembles a particular image at the start of that section (it's Newton's Proposition 41, Problems 21 and 22). Those passages concern the hardest mathematical and astronomical problem of all ('exceedingly difficult', the text warned), the highest proof of Newton's theory of gravity and its workings throughout the universe. They are about the way to compute the orbit of a returning, periodic comet - if, as Newton and Halley had theorised, such an event came to pass. There is one more visual clue in the painting. Prominently pointing down at the pages of the book is a tasselled golden cord, arranged in a very unusual knot. It resembles an illustration of the trajectories of comets around the sun.
The reason Francis Williams is drawing our attention to this section of the third edition of the Principia would, I suspect, have been evident to any scientifically literate 18th-century intellectual. It would, for example, have made perfect sense to the scholar Ezra Stiles, who was born in New England in 1727, was friends with Benjamin Franklin, John Winthrop and other important colonial thinkers, and who ended up as president of Yale University. In the 1740s, Stiles had been an undergraduate at Yale, where, as at Oxford, Cambridge and Harvard, astronomy was an important university subject. It involved calculating future astronomical events, including the trajectories of comets. Stiles wasn't very good at the hardest maths: he was never in Williams's league. But for the rest of his life, he and his friends remained in thrall to astronomy in general, and comets in particular; in 1751 he even wrote across the Atlantic to the elderly Whiston, soliciting his opinion about the likely return of Halley's comet. For Stiles, as for Newton, Halley and Whiston, and probably for Williams, comets weren't just scientifically interesting, but also theologically. What they were made of, and what exactly they did, was mysterious but momentous, part of God's providential plan for humanity. Many scientists believed, for example, that some comets must have caused the great flood and other extreme and unusual climactic events that were recorded in the Bible; and that other comets had eventually turned into planets.
[image: ]Portrait of Ezra Stiles by Samuel King (1771).




We know all this about Stiles and his views because of the imbalances of the archive. Because he was part of an enduring family dynasty, held public office, became the head of a university and didn't live on a hurricane-prone West Indian island - but above all because he was a powerful white man - many of Stiles's papers have survived, and we can reconstruct a huge amount about his life and outlook. The opposite is true of the surviving archive for Francis Williams, as for any non-white person living in the racialised European slave societies of this era.
In 1771, during his time as a clergyman ministering to white and Black Christians, Stiles sat for a portrait. In his diary he explained that it was the various symbolic details depicted around him, rather than his bodily appearance, that showed who he really was: 'These Emblems are more descriptive of my Mind, than the effigies of my Face.' He designed his own picture and told the painter what to draw. What is the first book on the shelves behind Stiles? It's Newton's Principia. And what is the curious emblem on the pillar next to him? It signifies, he tells us, 'the Newtonian system': that long elliptical shape is the trajectory of a comet.
Throughout the decades of Ezra Stiles's childhood and early adulthood, the 1730s and 1740s and 1750s, excitement about the return of Halley's comet built on both sides of the Atlantic, not just among scientists but among the wider public. Its eventual sighting, at the end of 1758 and in the first half of 1759, provoked intense celebration and frenzied activity among scientists across the globe. For the general public, though, the comet proved a rather disappointing sight, even when viewed through a telescope. The great Parisian astronomer Charles Messier described it as 'a very feeble light, evenly spread out around the ... nucleus'. Sometimes its tail was visible, sometimes not. Often it seems to have looked like a very small luminous cloud, or just a blurry shape in the sky. But we don't really know, because no pictures were painted or engraved recording its actual appearance. Instead, observers across the world recorded its passage in numerical calculations, by drawing lines on charts, and by describing it in words.
In all the Americas, only John Winthrop at Harvard seems to have been expert enough not only to observe Halley's comet systematically, but also to compute and fully understand the significance of its trajectory through the skies. Stiles filled page after page with observations, calculations and diagrams, but his grasp of the underlying principles was much less solid. Further south, over the Caribbean, the comet was clearly discernible for several weeks. As it approached Earth, it was often visible with the naked eye from the early evening onwards. In Barbados, the colonist Thomas Stevenson observed it and wrote to the Astronomer Royal in London arguing that Halley and Newton's theory was wrong. (It wasn't.) In the west of Jamaica, Thomas Thistlewood twice noted its passage in his diary, without much detail. Near Black River Bay on the south coast, the doctor and naturalist Patrick Browne more carefully recorded the comet's position in the sky over several days and sent his data to a newspaper in London, though without seeming to understand why its location was changing and what that signified. In fact, as both entities hurtled through space on their separate trajectories, Halley's comet had achieved its perigee, its closest approach to the Earth, during the hours between 25 and 27 April 1759. At dusk on that last day, low in the sky over Spanish Town, it had aligned with two important constellations that were discernible below it: the stars of Centaurus and of the Southern Cross.
By this time, Newton, Halley and Whiston were long dead. So was Martin Folkes, who had proposed Francis Williams for election to the Royal Society when they were both young men and had himself later become its president. Not many people were still alive who had known and discussed the cutting-edge mathematics of comets with those great luminaries, decades ago. Almost certainly no one outside Europe.
[image: ]Detail of Francis Williams's portrait showing the comet (circled in blue) above the stars of Centaurus and the Southern Cross (circled in red).




Except Francis Williams. Look again at the window behind him in his portrait. Through it, you can see palm trees, a river, thatched colonial buildings. The light coming through the window is bright - it is casting shadows on Williams's legs and furniture. This is the final clue that jumped out at me when I first looked at the picture, though it took me years to figure out its exact significance: it is not daytime. That bright light is not coming directly from the sun. The top of the sky is pitch black. There are tiny yellow points of starlight in the distant firmament. It is night-time. More precisely, it is dusk - an excellent time to observe Halley's comet during its passage over Jamaica, and its nearest approach to Earth, in late April 1759. In the middle of the sky is a curious arrangement of darkish painted asterisks in a roughly oval formation. It's supposed to stand out: in the earliest photographs of the painting, taken a century ago, it shows up even more clearly than it does now. It looks like a pattern of stars. That is how astronomers computed the trajectory of comets: by alignment with particular constellations. Page 521 of the Principia is about plotting the changing latitude and longitude of a returning, periodic comet by reference to the fixed stars around it. It is part of Problem 22, the Principia's ultimate, incredibly taxing observational and mathematical puzzle: how to correct the computation of a comet's parabolic trajectory for the motion of the Earth, allowing for the difference in plane between the planet's own orbit and that of the passing comet - a further refinement of the already 'exceedingly difficult' Problem 21. In this final case, Newton says, you must start by determining, 'by very accurate observations', the exact location of the comet at its perigee.
Immediately above that starry formation in the atmosphere is a small, furry white blob. You could easily miss it. For the past century, no one has noticed it. But more than 250 years ago, it was deliberately placed in that exact location. We can see that on the infrared scans of the picture. When William Williams made his first pencilled marks on this canvas, to plot the composition, he carefully ruled a series of lines to show where that white object in the sky should go - and to mark its relation to the constellations he was told to paint below. His sitter made sure of that, as he made sure of every other carefully placed detail in his portrait.
[image: ]Detail of the infrared scan of the painting showing ruled pencil lines.




The portrait of Francis Williams is the only painting ever made of Halley's comet in 1759, on its momentous first predicted return. This is the occasion that this object commemorates. It was an event with huge significance for Williams - and for every other intellectual across the Enlightenment world. It marked the triumph of Newtonian science, of a new, rational scientific and religious outlook. A triumph of British scientists. A triumph of scholars from Cambridge. To all those overlapping, Enlightened worlds, Williams's painting conveys a proud visual message:
I, Francis Williams, free Black gentleman and scholar, born in Jamaica and educated in Britain, witnessed the return of Halley's comet - and I calculated its exact trajectory, according to the rules of the third edition of Isaac Newton's Principia.

On the table, dipped in ink, are the mathematical instruments with which he has done this; behind him is the comet. It is a work of breathtaking intellectual poise and self-confidence.
Edward Long almost certainly knew the meaning of this picture. He was in Jamaica in 1759 and 1760. He would have seen Halley's comet, and known about the visit of the painter, William Williams, the following year. He interacted with Francis Williams at exactly this time. Long was a well-connected and powerful young man: a judge, an assembly man, a published author, the brother-in-law of the lieutenant-governor. But in 1760, Williams was older and possibly richer than Long. Better educated. Cleverer. Proud of himself. Perhaps he was condescending towards Long, who had never been to university or learned sophisticated mathematics. And so, after Williams's death, and his own return to England in 1768, Long suppressed the facts, hid the painting away, and helped instead to create the malicious fable that Africans and other Black people were intellectually backwards, especially when it came to science. That became a terribly powerful myth, the legacy of which we are still wrestling with. As far as I know, the Royal Society did not elect a Black fellow until 2023.
This picture proves the opposite. It shows a Black person, born to enslaved African parents, who already as a youth was mathematically talented enough to understand the most complicated, avant-garde science in the world. As a young man he engaged, as a fellow-scientist, with the brilliant creators of the new, Newtonian principles of the Enlightenment. At the end of his life, aged almost seventy, he celebrated that they had been proved right, and associated himself with that achievement - the greatest revolution in science before the 20th century. It's a miracle that this painting survives. Everything about it is extraordinary. But so was the man who commissioned, designed and bequeathed it to posterity.
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Lamentable Stick Figure
Oliver Cussen

3628 wordsThe Earth  aged millions of years over the course of the 18th century. In 1650 the Irish archbishop James Ussher had dated creation to around 6 p.m. on 22 October 4004 BCE. His estimate was based on a synthesis of sacred history and Persian, Greek and Roman myth, and so it satisfied both theologians and citizens of the Republic of Letters. A century later, neither the church nor classics held much sway over scientific debate. Marine fossils found in the stones of the pyramids could no longer be explained away as remnants of the Flood; they were monuments of geological time that extended far beyond the records of ancient civilisations. The French naturalist Georges-Louis Leclerc, comte de Buffon, thought that the Earth had been formed from the debris of a comet that had collided with the sun. He heated iron balls in the forge of his estate in Burgundy and, based on how quickly they cooled down, calculated that it had taken the Earth somewhere between 75,000 and three million years to reach its present, habitable temperature. At the Oyster Club in Edinburgh, James Hutton captivated the philosophers of the Scottish Enlightenment with his own account of how the 'unconformities' of granite and schist at Jedburgh and Siccar Point could have been produced only by the gradual, indefinite mutations of the Earth itself. In revolutionary Paris, Georges Cuvier found an explanation for why the strange bones unearthed in Ohio, Argentina and Siberia resembled no living creature: they belonged to mammoths, mastodons and megatheria that had gone extinct thousands of years before.
Humanity became a relatively marginal figure in this grander story of nature. Man 'flatters himself that he is eternal, and calls himself king of the universe', the philosopher Baron d'Holbach wrote in 1770, but in reality he is a latecomer, an 'ephemeral thing'. Fifty years ago, the historian of science Paolo Rossi argued that this kind of existential humility characterised the Enlightenment's reaction to the discovery of deep time. Mourning the 'death of Adam', European intellectuals embraced a 'less narcissistic' self-image. Man no longer descended from the gods but instead emerged from beasts. In The Invention of Prehistory, Stefanos Geroulanos makes the opposite argument. Recognition of a past without people yielded a centuries-long 'obsession' with trying to find the essence of humanity in its supposed origins. More often than not this has taken the form of Western intellectuals projecting their own biases onto the deep past, usually to justify the violence and hierarchies of a world from which they benefit. Eighteenth-century political economy told the story of the progressively efficient use of resources: man ascended from hunter to shepherd to farmer, before realising his true potential as the self-interested merchant of commercial society. Today's narratives flatter the aspiring coders and venture capitalists of Silicon Valley. For Yuval Noah Harari, the 'march of civilisation' has always been driven by the innovations of visionary technocratic elites.
Not all accounts of prehistory have been quite so triumphant. According to Geroulanos, Rousseau was the first to articulate modernity's fascination with the distant past. The idea of the state of nature had been invoked by Hobbes to explain the anarchy of civil war and by Locke to justify land grabs in the Carolinas. But Geroulanos argues that for Rousseau this wasn't so much a literary device as historical reality. Humanity had once existed blissfully in nature, 'without industry, without speech, without dwelling, without war, without relationships, with no need for his fellow men, and correspondingly with no desire to do them harm'. But innocence had been corrupted over time by property and progress. Rousseau's history of the species was in many respects his own autobiography writ large, the purity of childhood giving way to artifice and obligation. The earliest humans were no different from a young Jean-Jacques in Geneva. How's that for narcissism?
Rousseau and his contemporaries read the travel journals of French missionaries to the Americas in search of a humanity relatively untouched by civilisation. Indigenous populations like the 'Caribs of Venezuela' were the 'children of history'. They were 'savage' and untamed, not quite as advanced as the more familiar nomadic 'barbarians' of the Eurasian steppe, who had at least managed to domesticate animals, and far less so than Europeans. The modern obsession with prehistory has its origins, therefore, in the intellectual discourses spawned by colonialism in the 18th century, when Europeans consolidated, in the words of the historian J.G.A. Pocock, their 'conceptual dictatorship on the rest of the planet, judging all other peoples by their understanding of themselves'. Older categories of savage, barbarian and civilised gave way in the 19th century to the Stone, Bronze and Iron Ages of archaeology, while anthropologists classified cultures according to whether they believed in magic, religion or science. Economists later organised their theories of development around the more prosaic language of Third, Second and First Worlds.
Europeans adopted these temporal schemes to make sense of the colonial encounter, but also to absolve themselves of responsibility for its violence. Darwin wrote from Sydney in 1839 that 'there appears to be some more mysterious agency generally at work. Wherever the European has trod, death seems to pursue the aboriginal.' Fifty years later the French zoologist Armand de Quatrefages described Indigenous Tasmanians as 'fossil men', alive but doomed to extinction. Until they were wiped out, he suggested, they could be studied for clues about the origins and nature of humanity. Not every anthropologist looked so dispassionately on the spectacle of the 'disappearing native'. Lewis Henry Morgan combined writing ethnography of the Seneca and the Sioux with legal and political activism on their behalf but, as Geroulanos points out, even he seemed to accept that the extermination of Native Americans was inevitable: they were 'perishing', 'declining', 'dissolving', as if time were the agent of dispossession and genocide, not the United States army or the Ogden Land Company. Museums 'salvaged' artefacts from vanishing cultures and displayed them to sympathetic middle-class visitors, who were led to believe that 'Indians suffered because they were Palaeolithic men from a bygone age.' Sometimes 'Indians' themselves were part of the exhibitions. In the 1910s, Ishi (meaning 'man' in his native Yana language), one of the few Yahi people who had survived the California gold rush, was a main attraction at the Museum of Anthropology in San Francisco. He became a source of fascination for the local press - headlines referred to him as 'the wild man of California' and 'a genuine survivor of Stone Age barbarism' - before succumbing to tuberculosis in 1916. Museum officials dissected Ishi's body and sent his brain to the Smithsonian.
Actual fossils haven't provided much more reliable access to the past. In the early 20th century Neanderthals were thought to be ancestors of humans: they 'served as metonyms for colonial subjects, for Europeans of a past that had been overcome'. Today, the racial logic has been reversed. Some now view Neanderthals as a species of indigenous Europeans that was, in the words of the anthropologist Fred Smith, 'demographically and genetically swamped by the African biological race of homo sapiens' - an argument that fuels right-wing fears about migration and 'white replacement'. The familiar lesson that Geroulanos draws from this and countless other examples is that speculations on the origins of humanity and the deep past always reveal more about their authors than their objects. Occasionally he makes the stronger claim that discourses of prehistory don't just reflect but contribute to the violence and inequities of the modern world. 'We know that concepts do more than we want them to; sometimes they hurt and even kill.' The Third Reich's obsession with 'Indo-German' forebears - the Neolithic Aryan conquerors of Europe, or the tribes of Tacitus' Germania, proudly resisting a decadent Roman Empire - ensnared 'ordinary, boring un-Nazified Germans' in 'a web of ideas that gave metaphysical value to the killing'. And as Primo Levi testified, the concentration camps were designed to reduce Jews, Roma and homosexuals to beasts - to force them into a recognisably prehistoric, subhuman condition.
Geroulanos thinks that most theories of prehistory have been, if not dangerous, then 'absurd', 'ridiculous' and 'silly'. Why do they endure? Jung argued that the assault on religion by the Enlightenment and the French Revolution destroyed the symbolic structures of psychic and communal life - paternal king, virgin mother, Trinitarian God - and left secular moderns scrambling around in vain for new myths in which to invest 'the surplus of libido that had once been laid up in the cult of divine images'. Geroulanos, a historian of postwar French thought at NYU, forcefully rejects everything about Jung: the conservatism of his worldview and the antisemitism of his politics, but also the validity of his historical interpretation. The moderns did find a mythic substitute for crown and crucifix in the figure of 'humanity' and its abbreviation, 'man' - an invention, Foucault declared, of recent date. Theories of prehistory have been such a persistent feature of modernity, Geroulanos argues, because they have provided 'pretend foundations' to its organising concept, lending the abstract idea of man essence and telos. The task of his book is to show that the political projects these theories have enabled have always rested on guesswork and fantasy, not 'good, reliable science'. In that respect he is an unlikely heir to Voltaire, who mocked the geological theories of the Enlightenment as 'charlatanry unworthy of history'.
A more subtle argument competes with the book's myth-busting polemics. Geroulanos doesn't think all prehistory is bad or exclusionary; he objects only to theories that claim certainty and seek legitimacy from an essentially unknowable past. He is enthusiastic about 'proudly speculative' ideas that undermine the status quo, like those of the 1970s feminist anthropologists who dismantled the gendered assumptions and erotic fantasies that credited evolution to male aggression. In The Descent of Woman the Welsh writer Elaine Morgan popularised the 'aquatic ape' theory, which located the origins of social organisation not in the African savannah, with violent hunter-gatherers gaining control over inferior competition (as per the 'killer ape' theory of the mid-century anthropologist Raymond Dart), but in the shallow sea, where female hominids learned to seek protection from predators, secure ample food supplies, and nurture their young. Morgan's argument was controversial - other second-wave feminists criticised it for essentialising womanhood and reinscribing a gendered division of labour in childrearing - but Geroulanos applauds its attempt to find 'better origin myths' for an otherwise chauvinist discourse. Better still was Juliet Mitchell's critique of feminists who sought inspiration from some primitive matriarchy that might be restored if only the right historical account of its demise could be found. The point, as Mitchell saw it, was not to ask when patriarchy began, but to explain how it endures in the present.
Another source of inspiration is Georges Bataille and his reflections on the caves at Lascaux. In the early 20th century a series of entrepreneurial archaeologists, chief among them Leo Frobenius and Henri Breuil, had promoted the idea that prehistoric cave paintings, which often depicted large animals and hunting scenes, served as totems around which spiritual communities had formed. Breuil thought that the 'artists' of these images were not simply painting something the community desired - a dead predator, a successful hunt - but mediating with the world of spirits and animals through the act of representing them. The artist, in other words, was a shaman: a visionary capable of transcending the self and controlling humanity and nature alike.
Breuil's interpretation resounded with interwar Europeans who had no trouble attributing quasi-shamanic powers to modernist artists or charismatic party leaders. But it didn't suit the disenchantment and anxieties of the atomic age. In a series of essays written in the 1950s, Bataille read the paintings as an ecological drama about humanity's domination of and alienation from nature. One particular image at Lascaux caught his attention: a speared bison, its entrails spilling out, lies dead next to the stick figure of a human with an avian face and an erect phallus. For Bataille, the scene captured the eros and grief tied up in the moment humanity achieved control over its natural surroundings: man asserted himself as the king of animals, then hid behind an animal mask. Whereas the bison is rendered in beautiful detail, the man, as Geroulanos puts it, is 'nothing better than a stick figure trying hard to re-embrace the animal itself', as if he wanted to retreat into a world he had mastered.
Geroulanos says he prefers myths of prehistory that recognise themselves as partial accounts, self-consciously addressed to present concerns. The heroes of the book accept that they are trying to interpret evidence that is 'unwilling to be interpreted', that 'refuses meaning'. I'm not sure this is quite right. Cave paintings and fossils and ancient DNA might refuse truth, in the sense of revealing what actually happened, or of yielding 'good, reliable science'. But they contain a surfeit of meaning, as this book itself demonstrates. And it's not as though the thinkers and ideas Geroulanos is drawn to - Morgan on the aquatic ape, Bataille on animals and humans, Andre Leroi-Gourhan on the role of technology in evolution - are reluctant to draw grand conclusions about deep history. Perhaps their appeal lies simply in the fact that they provide no easy affirmations about human nature and progress, and no utopian solutions to contemporary problems. Rejecting Jung's theory of an unmoored collective unconscious that might be redeemed by National Socialism, Geroulanos is 'far more sympathetic' to Freud's argument that civilisation began with and continues to be structured by remorse over the killing of the primal father: 'Even though it too tasked prehistory with explaining everything, it offered no respite, no assurance of racial superiority, no comfort in one's heroism, only guilt and conflict and work without any encouraging resolution.' It offered, in other words, not a flattering image of man, but something more like a negative anthropology, or a solitary, lamentable stick figure, prostrate with an erection.
In  the 1930s, French philosophers began to examine the responsibility of humanism for the crisis of the First World War and the rise of totalitarianism. The chaos of the young 20th century couldn't be attributed solely to the 'death of God'; man also had to take some of the blame. Where some, like Jung, embraced the secular religions of state, nation or party, Bataille, Sartre and Levinas argued that modernity had failed because it was based on the flawed concept of the human, with innate qualities and rights. Scepticism about humanity matured into a fully-fledged anti-humanism in the wake of another catastrophic war. One year after the liberation of Paris, Sartre claimed that the 'cult of humanism' could only have ended in fascism; the task for postwar Europe was to reject the religious and metaphysical baggage of 'human nature' and to recognise that man was 'still to be determined'. But his peers refused to accept even this minimalist defence. Claude Levi-Strauss, in a sustained denunciation of Sartre at the end of La Pensee sauvage, insisted that the purpose of anthropology was 'not to constitute, but to dissolve man'. Not long afterwards, Foucault identified man as the invented object of 19th-century sciences - history, biology, economics - that were becoming obsolete. The death of man was imminent and promised to reveal new intellectual and political horizons.
This tradition of 20th-century anti-humanism was the subject of Geroulanos's first book, An Atheism That Is Not Humanist Emerges in French Thought (2010). His second, Transparency in Postwar France (2017), addressed a similar assortment of thinkers and themes. The human sciences since Rousseau had claimed that self and society were essentially legible, and that knowledge could easily be communicated across different cultures. Foucault's generation rejected these assumptions and replaced them with 'the image of a non-human and anti-humanist complexity' that rested on structuralist theories of power and information: language always exceeds the speaker's grasp; norms are not natural but constructed; both self and other will always remain, at some level, unknowable. The Invention of Prehistory is something of a departure: it deals with the past two centuries, not just postwar France, and is written for a general audience. But in other respects it might be thought of as the final instalment of an anti-humanist trilogy. Taking inspiration from the protagonists of his first two books, Geroulanos insists that our flawed ideas about prehistory both rely on and reproduce essentialist concepts of the human that prevent us from taking responsibility for the present, or from thinking about alternative futures.
Some of the more strident epistemological claims in The Invention of Prehistory might be explained by Geroulanos's fondness for anti-humanism. It's one thing to say that Europeans tried to impose a conceptual dictatorship on the planet; it's another to suggest that they succeeded, and in doing so precluded other ways of thinking about history and the human. Like the structuralist anthropologists of the postwar period, Geroulanos believes that we can neither fully understand nor escape our own codes of meaning. Whether they're an archaeologist, geneticist or pop historian, the investigator of the deep past is condemned to use concepts that have, as he writes in Transparency, 'a life of their own'. By this standard, even those who challenge grand narratives of civilisation head-on will remain trapped in the prison house of prehistory. James Scott, in Against the Grain, questioned 'the social will to sedentism' - the idea that Neolithic nomads couldn't wait to settle down, cultivate grain, obey laws and pay taxes - while David Graeber and David Wengrow, in The Dawn of Everything, recovered evidence that humanity has experimented with forms of collective life beyond the modern state or the primitive tribe. But for Geroulanos these authors all make the same mistake as Rousseau, conscripting early humans into a thoroughly modern debate: anarchism good, capitalist state bad. We should stop looking to people from the deep past for answers; we cannot know them and they are not 'worthy of our love'. Better to accept that we live inescapably in our historical present, as 'compound beings, webs of meaning, and cyborgs'.
There's a section in The Dawn of Everything where Graeber and Wengrow discuss the Baron de Lahontan's Dialogues with a Savage, one of the most influential travel narratives of the 18th century, in which a Huron named Adario brilliantly criticises Christian hypocrisy and French customs. Graeber and Wengrow take seriously the possibility that Adario was real, and that he did actually articulate to Lahontan 'an Indigenous critique of European civilisation' - that, in other words, the Enlightenment's attack on superstition, absolutism and inequality owed its origins to an 'American intellectual'. Most historians believe that Adario was invented by Lahontan to avoid censorship, and that Europeans like him were too ethnocentric and genocidal to be interested in what Indigenous people thought about the world, still less to translate their ideas faithfully. But Graeber and Wengrow characterise this line of thinking as another form of Western arrogance dressed up as critique: the historian assumes that someone like Adario lived in 'a completely different universe' long since destroyed by colonialism, and is thereby excused from learning anything about it.
You can sense in passages like this a frustration not only with standard interpretations of 18th-century travel literature, but also with the broader claim that the Other must always be a construct of the colonial imagination. The anthropologist Marshall Sahlins, Graeber's former adviser and collaborator, used to complain about scholarship which, while claiming to expose the destructive effects of capitalism, inadvertently made colonised peoples the passive objects of a hegemonic and homogenising Western culture. These kinds of arguments, Sahlins complained, complete in theory what imperialism began in practice - 'as though the West, having materially invaded the lives of others, would now intellectually deny them any cultural integrity'. Difference remains, however awkwardly it might be grasped. Why not try to find it in the deep past? Geroulanos's warnings about the mythical and ideological work prehistory has been made to do are well taken. But it would be a shame to wilfully restrict our historical imagination, to accept confinement in our 21st-century webs of meaning.
It might also be a mistake to abandon prehistory to racists and cranks. One of the most popular series on the History Channel in the US is Ancient Aliens, which takes its inspiration from Erich von Daniken's theory that extraterrestrials were responsible for the achievements of early human cultures. Geroulanos would get a lot out of Ancient Aliens. A typical episode will begin by questioning the ability of 'primitive man' to build such complex structures as Stonehenge, the pyramids or the Nazca Lines, which could have been the work only of 'otherworldly beings who descended from the sky', or 'space gods'. It will sometimes liken those achievements to the wonders of modern technology: the pyramids were power plants that distributed electricity through obelisks; the Nazca Lines are the remnants of 'a mining operation for advanced beings in the distant past'. The show is proof of modernity's ability to find itself reflected back wherever it looks, in the distant past or in outer space. But it also suggests that the abuses of prehistory can just as easily stem from a low estimation of humanity and an insensitivity to cultural difference. In an episode about the Moai of Easter Island, von Daniken, a frequent guest, refuses to accept that the people of eastern Polynesia would have made symbolic objects that bore no resemblance to themselves: 'The statues they created, they have long narrow noses, narrow lips ... They look like robots.' In any case, the monoliths are so heavy they must have been put there by a 'more profound power' than 'man's hard labour'.
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Poem
[          ]
Jorie Graham

426 wordsIf I bring this voice
If I came back
again when I
come back
again if again it is
possible required with
this voice still this voice so narrow its
passage still un
trustworthy, too deep the
request, too slippery the
laddering of -
what was the tongue -
cold - arrowing - may it not
be English - if they invite
me back - some morning
like this
after history
if they drag me
back some morning
like this one
the massacre still hot
in the field
the flashy glinting win again of
language over
shriek call whine click
over growl chit cough bray - sonar - short and long
frequency - still
hot no one around to cry
out to will I
know enough then to
sing instead - sing! - and the right
song the surprising one full of
forgiveness good-
natured among the many
shrieks radiant taking its cue from
some other breed if I
come back pulled back not in-
complete but in need
of further
instruction - this species
having gone as far
as it could, too far -
fleshed out, flushed out, if
by the specialists sent
again into this
battle, still as ill-
equipped no
doubt, on my own time, not even old enough
to qualify, nasty stuff this being, this
thread yanked down
again & thrust
into the cloth the stuff this in-
flicting repair, if
asked again to be
then how know
not to mis-
take again but to
sing, not knowing why,
and loud, unwarped, oblivious, I
am, I am not - and if there is
spectacle again - could there really be spectacle
again - oh - to
carry in the marrow of
the return the trace of touch of
origin of exodus of
finally moving as if direction
did not exist
through the once again
given,
driven, sold down into in-
carnation - there
is a gold to
blood if you look
at enough of it
spilt in
dawn sun
you shall feel it
start flowing
in you again it is warming it enters your head,
suddens you,
instances you, there must be
an easier way to say this,
night vision
right out to
your wings - tips splayed - air in - they're
giving you the
beak the claws the colour-free x-ray
eyes with which
to break in with which to
begin creating instantly from
above again hunger, terror, and then
drawing out for you the night-
shiny shaking
target from its hiding
place and it is
then the song is being put
into you
faster
than you
can come back alive
for it - it is already
in your mouth
it is
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Cultural Judo
Anthony Grafton

3874 wordsLate in the  1460s, Leon Battista Alberti wrote a book on ciphers. It was a dialogue between him and a longtime friend, Leonardo Dati, who had recently been made head of the papal secretariat. Like many of Alberti's writings, On Composing Ciphers was highly original: the first European text to propose a polyalphabetic cipher, which used coding wheels, and to explain the principles of cryptanalysis, which his cipher was designed to baffle. Near the start, Alberti set the scene. He and Dati had conversed, as two elderly literary gentlemen should, in a locus amoenus, the 'great papal gardens'. They hit on a subject that might have seemed incongruous with the flowerbeds, but which filled them with enthusiasm: 'the German inventor', Johannes Gutenberg, who had created a new way of impressing letters on paper. With his press, three men could produce two hundred copies of a single book in three months - far faster than the speediest professional scribe. From that they moved, through an elegant transition, to ciphers - also a system for moving messages from one form to another by proper choice and placement of letters.
Many observers would praise - and many critics would denounce - the speed with which the presses produced books. But Alberti, who took a special interest in new technologies, noted one feature of the machine in particular. 'With a single impression', he explained, the press 'fills a whole page of large format paper with writing'. He was describing the large, inky sheets that emerged from the press, each one containing two pages or more of text on each side (two for a folio). These were hung up to dry and then folded, gathered and bound - one of the more prominent ways in which printing differed from scribal book production. Perhaps Alberti visited a printing shop and saw the pressmen at work. Dati certainly did. As Martin Davies pointed out long ago, the Bibliotheque nationale de France owns a copy of Augustine's City of God, printed by Sweynheym and Pannartz in Subiaco in 1467. Dati bought it, as he recorded in the book, 'from the Germans themselves, living in Rome, who are accustomed not to writing but "printing" books of this sort without number'. It is hard not to imagine the two men inspecting Dati's purchase as they chatted in the papal garden.
Alberti, as Martin McLaughlin makes clear, was an intellectual of a new kind. An illegitimate member of a great Florentine family, he was born in 1404, and grew up in exile and without means. But he studied the humanities, just coming into fashion in Italy, at the innovative school of Gasparino Barzizza. Before he finished learning the law, he began his career as a writer, producing a Latin comedy that he put into circulation as if it were a previously unknown classical text. He also began to study mathematics, as a form of relaxation. Alberti would pursue the study of both the classics and technical subjects, often together, throughout his life.
He started out as a cleric in minor orders, working in the papal curia in Rome. Many other erudite, hungry clerics haunted Italian cities and courts, looking for patronage. Alberti, however, soon attracted attention as a dazzlingly original writer, in both Italian and Latin. His works, which ranged from a comic mock-encomium to the fly to dialogues and treatises on many subjects, broke new literary and intellectual ground. Soon his interests expanded to encompass the arts of painting, sculpture and architecture, all of which were developing rapidly. He not only described the works of contemporary artists but also produced some of his own. In the 1430s, artists at Ferrara began making medals that looked like outsize ancient coins, with portraits of the good and the great on their obverses. Alberti appeared on the medals of Matteo de' Pasti and also crafted his own self-portrait on a bronze plaquette. By mid-century he had become a prominent antiquarian and architect, who counselled and worked for Giovanni Rucellai, head of a great Florentine clan, as well as the rulers of Ferrara, Rimini and other cities. And he never stopped writing on new subjects and in new genres. Even after his death in 1472, his works engaged the most discriminating readers. Lorenzo de' Medici, while relaxing at the baths, had his secretary write to the printer who was producing the posthumous first edition of On the Art of Building. The secretary asked that each gathering of the book be sent to him as soon as it was complete so that he could go on reading them to Lorenzo without having to wait for publication.
In the 19th century, Alberti's autobiography caught the sharp eye of Jacob Burckhardt, with its vivid portrait of Alberti as an athlete, artist and courtier who could jump over the head of a man standing next to him and who made walking, riding and talking into arts in their own right. Generations of readers first encountered Alberti in Burckhardt's Civilisation of the Renaissance in Italy (1860). There he figured as a 'universal human being' typical of his time. Burckhardt did not describe Alberti's writings in much detail. Nonetheless, his treatises on the arts and on the Florentine family began to win the attention of scholars by the end of the 19th century. More recently, his great treatise on architecture, his literary satires and his dialogues on moral philosophy have appeared in good editions and translations. McLaughlin has set out to show what sort of writer Alberti was, and the results are impressive - more so, in the end, than Burckhardt's brilliant impressionism.
Not long after Alberti arrived in Florence, he composed a treatise, On Painting, in both Italian and Latin versions. For centuries controversy raged about which was the original, but Luca Boschetto and others have shown that the Italian came first. Though Alberti was new both to the city and to writing in Italian, he prefaced his book with a dedicatory letter to the great architect Filippo Brunelleschi, a compressed and eloquent text that exemplifies his practices and powers as a writer:
I used both to marvel and to regret that so many excellent and divine arts and sciences, which we know from their works and from historical accounts were possessed in great abundance by the talented men of antiquity, have now disappeared and are almost entirely lost. Painters, sculptors, architects, musicians, geometers, orators, augurs and similar distinguished and remarkable intellects are very rarely to be found these days, and are of little merit. Consequently I believed what I heard many say, that Nature, mistress of all things, had grown old and weary, and was no longer producing geniuses any more than giants on a vast and wonderful scale such as she did in what one might call her youthful and more glorious days. Since then, I have been brought back here - from the long exile in which we Albertis have grown old - into this our city, adorned above all others. I have come to understand that in many men, but especially in you, Filippo, and in our close friend Donato the sculptor and in others like Nencio, Luca and Masaccio, there is a genius for [accomplishing] every praiseworthy thing. For this they should not be slighted in favour of anyone famous in antiquity in these arts.

The letter touched on some traditional issues, especially when Alberti described his earlier belief that the world had grown old and creativity had become extinct. He and Petrarch, who was the most influential of the 14th-century humanists, may both have found the same classical precedents for this view, in Columella's book on agriculture or the younger Pliny's letters. But Alberti drew on a wider range of classical sources. Christine Smith has argued that Lucretius, whom Petrarch never read, helped inspire Alberti's dismay at the lack of giants in his world. In his odd-sounding reference to the disappearance of augurs, he alluded, as McLaughlin crisply demonstrates, to the works in which Cicero, an augur himself, had lamented the death of Hortensius and others who were both augurs and orators. This is only one of the Albertian puzzles that have baffled many others, me included, and which McLaughlin solves.
The letter, then, was a mosaic, resplendent with bright stones taken from elsewhere - a metaphor that Alberti himself used for his writing. But it was also a manifesto. Most humanists, like Alberti, believed that they could achieve competence in Latin only by imitating ancient models. But endless imitation could prove deeply depressing, as he made clear. As always, Alberti took account of his experience as well as his reading. The conditions of his early life, which he described with evocative brevity as 'the long exile in which we Albertis have grown old', had deepened his melancholy. But fresh experiences dispelled it. Alberti's encounter with the new visual arts in Florence transformed him, as he told it, revealing that due respect for ancient models need not provoke despair nor foil efforts at innovation. As McLaughlin writes, Alberti's 'sense of modern superiority is not simply a rhetorical topos appropriate to introductory letters or prologues'. He developed the point more than once in On Painting. In it he pointed out that the ancients had not grasped the principles of perspective - which Brunelleschi had devised, and Masaccio had applied, with an ingenuity that remains dazzling - and that he was not writing a history of painting, as the elder Pliny had, but 'making an art of painting afresh'. In one short letter Alberti set out much, though certainly not all, of the agenda for his life's work: the fashioning of an eclectic but disciplined classicism, tightly related to ancient models but never simply dependent on them, in both writing and the visual arts.
The core of this book is an extended inquiry, text by text, into the way Alberti fulfilled his plans, and the way they grew and changed over time. McLaughlin works from the texts, in a pleasingly precise, exacting way. As he interprets them he engages with the whole tradition of Albertian scholarship, from the classical articles that formed part of the revival of Italian humanistic scholarship after the Second World War to the tidal wave of critical editions, exhibition catalogues and monographs, many of them inspired by the fifth centenary of Alberti's birth, that has washed into libraries since 2000 (McLaughlin himself produced a fine bilingual edition of Alberti's biographical and autobiographical works last year, in the I Tatti Renaissance Library series). Gradually the reader comes to understand how Alberti pulled off his astonishing feat of cultural judo. He based even the most forward-looking of his books on a foundation of classical learning, which he never ceased to deepen and expand.
Alberti the writer, first and last, was Alberti the reader, whose attitude towards ancient (and later) texts was anything but passive. He grew up in an age of textual discoveries - the hunting and gathering decades of Italian humanism, when Poggio Bracciolini and others ransacked monastic libraries for texts they had read about but not yet seen. They 'rediscovered' Tacitus and Lucretius, the complete text of Cicero's On the Orator and Quintilian's The Education of the Orator, and many other soon-to-be canonical works. That is, they took them, by hook or by crook, from the monasteries that had preserved them for centuries, copied them or had them copied, and put them back into circulation, sometimes after hoarding them for a few decades, and more than once after losing the original.
Alberti did not hunt manuscripts himself, and not many books from his library have been identified. But he worked intensively to master every new Latin text as soon as he gained access to it, and he systematically exploited what he read. His hunger for usable sources never slackened. He was still mastering the Latin corpus when Greek texts became accessible, and the impact of the new world they opened up to him soon became clear, at least to informed readers who could decode his often oblique allusions. References to and translated passages from great Greek texts began to dot his works in Italian as well as Latin: a summary of the Odyssey, a long passage from Aeschylus' Prometheus Bound, tales from the histories of Herodotus and Thucydides. Sometimes he found Greek materials in secondary sources or read them in translation. By the end of his life, however, as he collected the masses of material that fill On the Art of Building, he was a true polymath. The most learned humanist of the later 15th century, Angelo Poliziano, wrote a preface for the posthumous first edition of this book. In it, he praised Alberti's immense mastery of 'recondite' subjects, deliberately choosing one of Alberti's favourite terms.
Alberti did more than turn ancient (and medieval) literature into a quarry for quotations and allusions. He studied texts intensively and used them ingeniously - cultural judo again - in ways their authors could never have dreamed of. No text mattered more to him than Cicero's Brutus, a history of Roman oratory in dialogue form. Alberti's copy of the work survives, with other Ciceronian texts from his library, in the Biblioteca Marciana in Venice. It's possible that he copied them and likely that he decorated their margins with the pointing hands and the summaries in elegant script that call attention to key passages. And it's certain that he took the messages of Cicero's book to heart. The Brutus taught him a vast amount about Roman rhetoric. It inspired him to claim that he had adopted an 'Attic' style, more casual and more inclined to brevity than Cicero's own (this claim, like many such, was exaggerated). It suggested to him that fine prose could be witty. Above all, it taught him to see that literature and the other arts had not been uniformly excellent, even in Greece or Rome. They had a history, as men shaped and reshaped them over time. 'There is not one of [the arts],' Cicero told his friends Brutus and Atticus, 'which was invented and perfected at the same time.'
The authority of the ancients proved essential to asserting the legitimacy of the modern. When Alberti introduced to his Italian writings new genres, such as the formal philosophical dialogue, or new features, such as verse translations from Roman poets, he was doing his best to perfect a still flexible language and literature. In 1441, he held a literary contest in Florence, the Certame coronario. The learned judges disagreed in their evaluation of the submitted poems and refused to award the silver crown to any of the contestants. Alberti wrote a formal protest, in which he argued, drawing on Cicero, that the judges had brought the wrong expectations to their task. They should have used standards appropriate to a literature still in the process of formation. Most people thought that the competition had failed. But this was only a blip in Alberti's long-running campaign for the vernacular, which inspired one of his most original works, the first formal grammar of Italian, and sparked the renewed cultivation of the vernacular a few decades later in Lorenzo's Florence, when several of the submitted poems found places in an influential anthology.
Many - perhaps most - of Alberti's most original works, from his four dialogues on the family to his treatments of the arts and architecture, reflected his desire, inspired in part by Cicero, to improve both Italian and Latin. His architectural works, such as the Malatesta Temple in Rimini, for which he used a triumphal arch as the facade and designed a classical dome, and the Sepulchre of Christ in San Pancrazio in Florence, for which he devised a new form of Roman inscriptional capitals, reveal a similar ability to assemble ancient components into new forms. In all cases, he had very practical reasons for making history: he sought to improve the literature of his time, but also to raise the status of the artists and architects whose complex arts he explored in his works. These were aimed less at the practitioners themselves than at the rulers and city patricians who hired them for large commissions - and, not less, at their learned advisers, who could explicate his impressive but demanding writing to their masters and mistresses.
Sometimes Alberti may have deliberately tweaked the noses of the ancients whom he admired so much. As Arielle Saiber and others have shown, scripts fascinated him at least as much as print. He examined ancient Roman inscriptions with great care and designed a number of new ones. One of these, on the facade of Santa Maria Novella in Florence, commemorates his patron Giovanni Rucellai. Though handsome, it is notorious for what seems to be a technical error. Alberti had Rucellai's Latin name, Johannes, carved with only one n. A mark above the letter indicated that a second one should be understood. Fifteenth-century scribes used this sort of suspension regularly, to shorten their labours, but Roman stonecutters had not. Yet Alberti may not simply have blundered. He used the same abbreviation for a double letter elsewhere: in the porphyry slab that marked the entryway to the church; in an inscription for his Holy Sepulchre in San Pancrazio; and in the commemorative inscription behind the original Trevi fountain, which he engineered for Pope Nicholas V. Alberti always liked practical solutions: did he prefer a functional and varied form of lettering to the uniformity of the classical models?
McLaughlin sharpens the point of his investigations by narrowing their base. He could have shed another kind of light on Alberti's experiments with Latin by comparing them with those of his close contemporary Lorenzo Valla, who in his Life of Ferdinand of Aragon also found himself compelled to use modern terms for such things as the compass, the clock and the cannon. He could have shed another kind of light on Alberti's experiments with Italian by comparing them with those of his friend and associate Dati. And he could have looked a little more closely at one of Alberti's tics, to which he calls attention more than once: his habit of asking the dedicatees of his books to go over them and correct any flaws or errors that they detect. Such passages may have been commonplace efforts to feign modesty, rather like the thanks to colleagues that fill modern prefaces. But a fair amount of evidence shows that this sort of collaborative correction was, if not a common, at least an established practice. The Florentine collector and curmudgeon Niccolo Niccoli believed that most modern writing belonged in the outhouse rather than in his library. But he advised his friend Poggio Bracciolini in detail on the first version of his dialogues On Avarice. Poggio complied with Niccoli's sharp criticisms and revised his work, complaining all the way, like a sensitive, but also sensible, graduate student with a sharp-eyed supervisor.
Did Alberti, a man of Luciferian pride, actually follow his friends' advice? One piece of evidence, published in the 18th century and long known but not often discussed, suggests that he sometimes did. In June 1443, Dati and a young poet, Tommaso Ceffi, wrote to Alberti that, as he had requested, they were going over the text of his dialogues On the Family. They explained that they had corrected a good many scribal slips. But they also noted two of what they described, as diplomatically as they could, as 'your errors, if we may speak between ourselves'. They found Alberti's Italian style rough and pompous, especially towards the beginning of his work - qualities that neither 'the Florentine language nor the critical judgment of uneducated men' could normally accept. But they let these failings pass, since his language soon became 'sweeter, and of the sort that fills the ears'.
His other error they found more serious. Again and again, Alberti cited a quotation or an example but failed to name his source. Instead he left a gap, 'as if you either don't know, or are inventing something yourself'. Cicero, by contrast, had devised a much more effective way of dealing with this problem: 'He cites the words in such a way that he seems not to omit the names out of carelessness or ignorance, but as if he does not want to reopen a point that is known to all, so that he may free his readers of this tedium.' They promised to fix this 'fault' if Alberti agreed. Alberti, as McLaughlin shows, often took special care when he introduced quotations. He regularly used the formula ut aiunt ('as they say') when quoting Cicero himself. I don't know whether Dati and Ceffi persuaded Alberti to mend his citational ways. But they certainly gained a detailed understanding of his authorial practices. Alberti himself, moreover, believed from early on that criticism should play a central role in all the arts. In On Painting he argued that painters should solicit and consider critiques from as many and as varied sources as possible. Scholars often describe Alberti the way he portrayed himself in his one surviving drawing, as a brilliant loner who crafted the style and content of his works on his own. Some of the time, however, he may well have understood his career in very different terms, as that of what Foucault called a 'writer function', whose texts were perfected, if not executed, in close collaboration with trusted counsellors.
Many riddles remain. What religion, if any, did Alberti believe in? He often clothed Christian terms and structures with classical terms and facades. Yet in his discussion of the basilica in On the Art of Building, he evoked with apparent approval the spare rituals of early Christianity, when 'it was the custom for good men to come together and share a common meal. They did not do this to fill their bodies at a feast, but to become humbler through their communication.' He praised the 'eloquent sermons' of the bishops of the fourth and fifth centuries, when even a basilica would have 'a single altar, where they would meet to celebrate no more than one sacrifice a day'. And he sharply criticised the bishops of his own day, who 'to preserve their dignity, allow the people to see them scarcely once in the year of festivals, yet so stuff everything with altars'. His preference for early Christianity does not seem feigned.
Was Alberti the defender of popular liberty that some have found in his epistle on the 1453 conspiracy of Stefano Porcari against Pope Nicholas V? Or was he the disillusioned courtier who explained, in his treatise on agriculture, how to build the right sort of castle for a tyrant - as well as that for a legitimate prince - and wrote his treatise on ciphers because ambassadors and those they reported to had to protect their communications against 'the common perfidy of men'? Cicero taught Alberti that the arts take time to develop. The same holds for scholarship in general, and on Alberti in particular. Historians, literary scholars and classicists will be climbing Mount Leon Battista for quite a while, and the summit is not in sight. This learned, lucid book takes us a long way up the slope.
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At the Rijksmuseum
Panniers and Petticoats
Clare Bucknell

2088 wordsNovelists  like to snoop inside their characters' underwear drawers. In Sylvia Townsend Warner's Lolly Willowes (1926), Laura, the heroine, finds her sister-in-law Caroline difficult to read, except in one telling aspect:
Once only did she speak her spiritual mind to Laura. Laura was nursing her when she had influenza; Caroline wished to put on a clean nightdress, and Laura, opening the third drawer of the large mahogany wardrobe, had commented upon the beautiful orderliness with which Caroline's body linen was arranged therein. 'We have our example,' said Caroline. 'The graveclothes were folded in the tomb.'

This would be enough to make anyone uneasy. Caroline's 'large shadowy drawer', like Christ's empty tomb, is a place of 'revelation': in her pure white 'nightgowns and chemises', 'folded exactly upon each other', Laura gets a sudden, alarming glimpse of her sister-in-law's 'private thoughts'. It makes her 'shudder a little'. The question of the 'body linen' is a practical one - Caroline is unwell with a fever, she wants a fresh nightdress - but it comes laden with spiritual meaning. Things not ordinarily spoken of in polite company turn out to have a surprising connection to the higher mysteries.
Underwear has useful, basic functions. It protects bodies from being chafed or scarred by rough outer clothing: knights in armour wore baggy shorts under their chainmail as early as the 12th century. It also protects clothing from the body, covering the genitalia and disguising 'signs of arousal, incontinence and menstruation', as Nina Edwards writes in The Virtues of Underwear (Reaktion, PS20). Because of its proximity to intimate areas, sites of shame or transgression, it comes with heavy cultural baggage. In Chaucer's 'The Pardoner's Tale', the sight of the Pardoner's trousers is enough to make the Host suspicious of his holy motives: 'Thou woldest make me kisse thyn olde breech,/And swere it were a relyk of a seint,/Though it were with thy fundement depeint!'
In Under/Wear, an exhibition at the Rijksmuseum of Dutch garments dating from the 1640s to the 1940s (until 23 March 2025), functionality competes with the claims of sexuality, morality and fashion. Pairs of late 19th and early 20th-century women's drawers, fabricated in fine, near transparent white linen, feature ruffled bottoms, lacework edging, ribbon embellishments and in one case initials embroidered in pale blue. For practical reasons, they are crotchless, constructed of two separate baggy trouser legs held together by a thin waistband tied with a string. At the back, they swing open. As late as the 1910s, the heavy layers of structured and unstructured petticoats that women wore made drawers that you had to remove unfeasible. The 'free-trader' style, as it was known in Victorian Britain, allowed wearers to relieve themselves without having to wrestle with their skirts.
[image: ]Linen corset (1740-60).




For a long time, women didn't bother with underwear. During the 17th and early 18th centuries, it was considered unfeminine and transgressive to wear breeches or any other 'bifurcated' garments, which were the domain of men. (An exception seems to have been made for riding: an inventory of the clothing that Princess Anne, George II's daughter, brought with her on a visit to Ham House in the 1730s lists six pairs of drawers along with her riding habit.) Instead, long cotton or linen chemises served as the primary underwear. Quilted petticoats and brocade skirts kept the lower half of the body warm - the thick, embroidered 18th-century underskirts in the Rijksmuseum look built to survive a Dutch winter - and the heavy fabric meant that skirts did not billow up. Menstruating women used rags held in place by knots or hooks, or bled freely. Underwear only became a problem at the end of the 18th century. Among the fashionable upper classes, the neoclassical taste for draped, Grecian dresses in pale-coloured, light fabrics (little more than elaborate nightgowns) made warm drawers underneath a necessity. The first women's 'pantaloons' - versions of the breeches that Regency men wore - were nude-coloured and reached to below the knee, sometimes to the ankle; from the 1820s, they were increasingly replaced by more 'feminine' drawers in white cotton or linen. By the end of the 19th century, only the poorest women went without them.
Corseting has a much longer history. One of the objects excavated at Knossos by Arthur Evans's team was a Minoan snake goddess figurine (c.1600 BC) sporting a thick, corset-like belt around her tiny waist. An illumination in the Winchester Psalter (c.1121-61) shows Christ being tempted by the Devil in rather sexy contemporary women's clothing: his scaly flesh is hidden beneath a skirt and long-sleeved bodice, laced up suggestively at the front. Satan's 'waist is most charmingly slender, and its shape admirably preserved by tight lacing from the waist upwards,' one Victorian dress historian commented. During the early modern period, a chest-flattening corset, known as a 'pair of bodies', was popular among elite women (Elizabeth I's funeral effigy in 1603 wore bodies in fustian and leather); in the 18th century, stiff, whalebone-based stays were introduced, designed to shrink the waist and elevate the bosom. The Rijksmuseum has a rigid-looking example in scarlet embroidered linen (c.1740-60), a conical structure with built-in shoulder straps and a waist circumference that looks smaller than twenty inches.
[image: ]Linen pannier (1740-60).




By the mid-17th century, even small children were laced. In Velazquez's Las Meninas (1656), the five-year-old Infanta Margaret Theresa, daughter of Philip IV of Spain, has a precociously manipulated figure, her little torso moulded into a triangle above the ballooning shape of her tiered skirt. Promoters of female dress reform ('healthful underdressing') in the 19th century stressed the disastrous effects of tight corseting on young bodies. In 1882 the Boston dressmaker Olivia Flynt described the typical parental attitude:
We express regret that they have placed corsets upon their daughters, and they reply: 'Dear me, the child is larger than I was when I married, and really larger than I am now; I cannot have her grow so large, and thought you would give her something to shape her up.' When we refuse, and ask them why they do not give her some deadly poison each day that may not prove more destructive, they, of course, think us demented.

One dreadful mother, Flynt wrote, insisted that her daughter's waist 'must not measure over eighteen inches' for her coming-out party and used French corsets to shrink her. The consequences were dire. 'One year from the night she entered society' she 'was married and went abroad; in less than another year her corpse was returned to her mother. She could not survive motherhood.' The artist Gwen Raverat, a teenager during the 1890s, recalled secretly removing her whalebone stays ('real instruments of torture'), then being discovered 'in my soft-shelled condition' and 'forcibly recorseted'. Her sister, Margaret, put into them for the first time at thirteen, 'ran round and round the nursery screaming with rage'. Their Aunt Etty, one of Charles Darwin's daughters, feared for their internal organs. 'She used to tell us a dreadful moral tale about a lady who laced herself so hard that she cut her liver right in half.'
Structural transformations of the figure weren't limited to the upper half of the body. In the early 18th century there was a vogue for gigantic skirts, which had to be supported by rectangular hooped petticoats known as 'panniers' (after the French for 'basket', since they looked like floating baskets around the waist). Panniers could extend the width of a skirt to a couple of feet at each side; they made climbing stairs, getting through doorways and sitting in armchairs difficult (you had to sit with your skirts bunched up almost to your ears, 'like a swan with her head between her lifted wings', as the Gentleman's Magazine put it in 1750). The Rijksmuseum has two examples from the period - one a wide, oblong frame with a small opening for the waist, upholstered in blue and white stripes; the other, in a cheery gingham print, constructed of two semi-circular frames resembling hampers, held together by ties and designed to sit on the hips. In 18th-century Britain, commentators seized on the fashion as evidence of society's moral decline. 'Of late, within these Two Twelve-months, or thereabout, [the pannier] has spread itself to so enormous a Circumference, that there is no enduring it any longer,' declared 'A.W.', author of a pamphlet entitled The Enormous Abomination of the Hoop-Petticoat (1745). Panniers made women objectionable in all social scenarios, A.W. explained:
1st, As merely Hoop'd.
2dly, As Hoop'd, and coming into a Room.
3dly, As Hoop'd, and actually in a Room.
4thly, As Hoop'd, and in a Coach, or Chair.
5thly, As Hoop'd, and in any publick Assembly, particularly at Church.

The last was the worst. How were men supposed to go to church in the innocent desire to 'serve GOD', if they found themselves 'excluded from the Pews by these Heathenish Hoops'? 'We can neither kneel, sit, nor stand, with any tolerable Convenience, for a parcel of worthless Flirts.'
[image: ]Corset with suspenders (1905).




Giant silhouettes returned a century later and provoked similar outrage. In 1856 the first cage crinolines were manufactured in France, hooped steel frames with wide circumferences that were strong enough to support voluminous, bell-shaped skirts. Much was made of the dangers that the largest and most cumbersome presented. Florence Nightingale, who loathed them, claimed that in 1863 and 1864 alone, 277 women had burned to death as a result of their crinolines catching fire. A contemporary Dutch cartoon strip, Het Nut eener Crinoline ('The usefulness of a crinoline'), conjures up a series of absurd countryside scrapes involving a fashionably crinolined woman and various bemused animals: a charging goat gets tangled up in the crinoline frame, tearing it from under her skirts; a stork spies it from above and carries it off to make a nest. In the 1870s, bustles (or 'dress-improvers') arrived on the scene, steel frames that jutted out exaggeratedly at the back to create posterior-focused silhouettes. A tubular bustle in the Rijksmuseum (c.1880-84), constructed of half-hoops sewn into striped cotton, was designed to make the wearer's skirt flow over it like a waterfall; another example features a black padded cushion to create volume, Kardashian-style. Some bustles were feats of engineering. The collapsible 'New Phantom' design (1887-88), patented by the London clothiers Stapley and Smith, folded neatly like an accordion when the wearer sat down.
By the end of the century, underwear had become so layered and complex that getting dressed was like an elaborate striptease in reverse. A plate in Eadweard Muybridge's Animal Locomotion series, 'A clothed woman puts on clothing over her undergarments' (1887), captures sequential moments in the process - beginning with the drawers and the camisole, then the stays, the petticoat, the business of holding one garment in place while wrestling with another. Raverat recalled watching a friend in the 1890s as she put on no fewer than nine items of underwear, in the following strict order of operations:
1. Thick, long-legged, long-sleeved woollen combinations.
2. Over them, white cotton combinations, with plenty of buttons and frills.
3. Very serious, bony, grey stays, with suspenders.
4. Black woollen stockings.
5. White cotton drawers, with buttons and frills.
6. White cotton 'petticoat-bodice', with embroidery, buttons and frills.
7. Rather short, white flannel petticoat.
8. Long alpaca petticoat, with a flounce round the bottom.
9. Pink flannel blouse.

Exposed to view, the mechanics of the procedure could be erotic. In The Well-Beloved (1892), one of Thomas Hardy's last novels, Jocelyn, a young sculptor, takes shelter at an inn during a storm, accompanied by a 'handsome, commanding' female stranger. Both of them are 'wet to the skin'. While she retires upstairs to undress, he sits by the fire, letting the sleepy maid go to bed and taking over the task of drying his companion's damp garments. He does it methodically, piece by piece, as if replaying, in reverse, the sensuous process of her undressing:
[image: ]Crotchless drawers (1905-15).




Jocelyn opened proceedings, overhauling the robes and extending them one by one. As the steam went up he fell into a reverie. He again became conscious of the change which had been initiated during the walk. The Well-Beloved was moving house - had gone over to the wearer of this attire.

Within hours of encountering the mysterious Miss Bencomb, Jocelyn has found a new focus for his romantic idolatry. The steaming, unbodied clothes reveal her: as 'the wearer of this attire', she can be known and worshipped. The change comes rapidly: 'In the course of ten minutes he adored her.' He proposes the next morning.
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I eat it up
Joanne O'Leary

7457 wordsThe  world was rigged against Delmore Schwartz. His mother, Rose, was to blame. After all, it was she who decided on his first name - the 'crucial crime', and an expression, he felt, of her 'brazen gaucheness', her botched attempt to assimilate into American society. 'I never heard anybody call him "Schwartz",' Dwight Macdonald recalled. He was simply, bathetically, Delmore. Schwartz once conceded to John Berryman that 'Delmorean' would be the word used should his 'verse prove attractive to posterity'. Posterity has not proved kind, something Ben Mazer's edition of Schwartz's Collected Poems sets out to redress. But this sprawling volume is no corrective to the conclusion that Schwartz was a busted flush. John Ashbery (a great admirer of the early poems) was right: 'The bulk of his work is ... probably unpublishable.' Any account of mid-century American letters, however, has to reckon with Schwartz's influence at the time. After the publication of his first book, In Dreams Begin Responsibilities, in 1938, Allen Tate proclaimed his style 'the only genuine innovation we've had since Pound and Eliot'. Old Possum himself sent words of admiration: 'I want to see more poetry from you.'
Schwartz was born in Brooklyn in 1913, the son of Romanian Jewish immigrants. His father, Harry, made a fortune in real estate. Schwartz remembered him dressed in a Palm Beach suit, a Cuban cigar in his mouth: 'a tall powerful-looking handsome man who looked at others as if he owned the world'. In his epic poem, Genesis, Harry is 'the great cut-glass chandelier in whose light all objects shone or were dark'. He was a philanderer, which Rose hoped to cure by the simple expedient of making him a father. But her husband had mixed feelings about children and Rose required an operation before she could conceive. She waited until Harry left on a business trip, sold a French war bond given to her by an uncle and went under the knife. Soon she was pregnant.
When Schwartz learned that his birth was the result of a deception it strengthened the feeling he had struggled with all his life: that perhaps he should not have existed at all. In Genesis, he reflects that his 'thisness tiptoes on Might-Not-Have-Been!' and writes: 'All my life/I felt my self's lack of necessity.' His best short story, 'In Dreams Begin Responsibilities', is set in a movie theatre where the narrator watches on, helpless, as his father proposes to his mother on screen. 'Don't do it,' the boy pleads. 'It's not too late to change your minds, both of you. Nothing good will come of it, only remorse, hatred, scandals and two children whose characters are monstrous.'
By all accounts, Rose was difficult to live with (Schwartz's childhood friends called her Lady Macbeth). Harry often abandoned the family home for periods and in 1923 packed up for good, moving to Chicago. Afterwards, worried that Delmore was becoming a 'violin' of his mother's 'sick emotions', he offered to buy his son from Rose for $75,000. (She said no.) One of the terms of their separation was that Schwartz and his younger brother, Kenneth, would spend every summer in the Midwest. In June, Harry would arrive in his chauffeur-driven Lincoln to collect his sons. 'May you come home in your coffin,' Rose called after them. Harry showered the boys with gifts; they dined in the best restaurants and watched baseball at Wrigley Field, where he had a private box. In 1929, Schwartz's father gave him a Chrysler Imperial. The chauffeur was given the job of teaching him to drive; during their first lesson, Schwartz hit a truck. He liked to boast that his father was a millionaire, but Harry was hit badly by the Wall Street Crash and died not long afterwards (he had a heart condition). Schwartz might yet have inherited a few thousand dollars from the estate had Harry's executor not swindled the family by continuing to speculate with Harry's money after his death. In 1946, Schwartz was still writing to the Chicago Title and Trust Company determined to get back what was rightfully his.
Schwartz was a strange and precocious boy - the sort whose best intentions were always comically misplaced. He once offered to bring an unmarried teacher a record he had seen at home: 'Wedding Bells (Will You Ever Ring for Me?)'. He hated living with Rose. She didn't approve of his reading at night, claiming it accounted for their high electricity bills. And she couldn't comprehend his taste for Shakespeare ('old-fashioned'). When Schwartz appeared one day carrying Hart Crane's The Bridge, she was appalled that such a small book cost three dollars. Even summer camp offered no respite: Rose came along to help out and humiliated her son by following him around.
In 1931, Schwartz went to the University of Wisconsin. In his excellent biography Delmore Schwartz: The Life of an American Poet (1977), James Atlas describes the eleven-part code of conduct Schwartz drew up for himself and distributed among his fellow students. They were to read a chapter from Aristotle's Logic every day, as well as half an hour of Spinoza; to 'use words as translations of reality, not as cheap band music'; to listen to Bach and avoid 'catgut music'; and 'to be pure of ... laziness ... pomposity ... uncleanliness, bizarre dress, consideration of money, jealousy, hero-worship - and thusward'. He once objected to an exam question on Stephen Vincent Benet ('I could not permit my mind to be profaned by such intellectual whorishness') and wrote an essay on Paul Valery instead. 'To know you is a calamity,' one of his classmates told him.
Schwartz would sequester himself in his room, keen to 'impress the boys with his habit of solitude and concentration of study'. His letters to Julian Sawyer, his only close friend from New York, are outrageous. It's not just his habit of correcting Sawyer's grammar or his vague contempt for his friend's homosexuality, but his egotistical descriptions of his place in the social pecking order at Wisconsin: 'I pose the questions, am the authority, and the kind of influence (through speech, I mean) ... I am a very important person.' The purpose of their correspondence, he told Sawyer, 'should be to keep burning the "home fires" of the relationship ... I do not wish you to write any unconscious or conscious attempts at literature.' Even fruit could not escape his portentousness. He liked apples on account of their 'snow-white meat and ruddy cover', but it was 'a metaphysical appetite, for I do not care for their taste'.
Schwartz sometimes worried that his intellectualism was willed rather than authentic. In his autobiographical notes, he described 'trying as before to force feeling and seeing' and pushing himself to appreciate Conrad. Here is Atlas:
Delmore described these acts of self-imposed consciousness as 'megalo' (from the Greek word meaning 'large' or 'abnormal'), by which he meant that his primary motive in striving to induce them was to win power and attention through the exercise of intellect. He would purchase a volume of Nietzsche 'for megalo purposes', or have a 'megalo conflict' with a classmate about the merits of H.L. Mencken.

There is a similar affectation in his work. In the long narrative poem 'Coriolanus and His Mother', the speaker watches the play with the ghosts of Aristotle, Beethoven, Marx and Freud. '"Nature is no machine," says Aristotle,/"But like a whore she spreads herself, and man/Can do there what he wishes, all extremes."' It's terrible stuff. 'The curtain falls. The orchestra begins,/Bomb! Bomb! Bomb! Beethoven sobs.'
In 1933, Schwartz transferred to New York University, enrolling as a philosophy major (his mother refused to pay for his second year at Wisconsin). There he came under the spell of Sidney Hook, who was making waves with his lectures on Marxism. The attraction, for Schwartz, wasn't ideological. ('Political insight does not coincide with literary genius,' he pronounced.) As he saw it, Marx stood for the historical factors that shaped human destiny ('History has no ruth//For the individual,' he wrote), while Freud symbolised the unconscious drives that configure character. It was the collision of these forces that Schwartz explored in his work. Historical and psychological pressures, he claimed, could be seen as 'the "divinities" of our day, acting on our free will as fatefully as ever did the gods of the ancient world'.
Schwartz's intellectual precocity was part of his appeal to those involved with Partisan Review. After its relaunch in 1937, the magazine's co-editor Philip Rahv (Schwartz referred to him as a 'manic-impressive') was keen to promote the 'Europeanisation of American Literature'. Macdonald, who had been brought on as an editor, recalled that they were sent 'In Dreams Begin Responsibilities' just as they were putting together the first issue. They had 'the sense to recognise it as a masterpiece'. The story became the lead, ahead of contributions by Edmund Wilson, Lionel Trilling and Picasso. The magazine maintained a connection to its radical origins by advocating high modernist art and literature, whose perceived independence from economic necessity and mass culture appealed to cultural anti-capitalists. In his essay 'The New York Intellectuals', Irving Howe wrote that the group also had a common attraction to 'the idea of the Jew (not always distinguished from the idea of Delmore Schwartz)' who represented 'urban malaise, second-generation complaint, Talmudic dazzle [and] woeful alienation'.
Schwartz's poem 'The Ballad of the Children of the Czar' appeared in Partisan Review in January 1938. It opens with an image of a garden in St Petersburg, where the tsar's children are tossing a ball back and forth: 'It fell among the flowerbeds./Or fled to the north gate.//A daylight moon hung up/In the Western sky, bald white.' The trajectory of the lost toy is symbolic of the march of history, moving 'eastward among the stars/Toward February and October'. The revolution and the children's executions loom: 'The past is inevitable'.
The ground on which the ball bounces
Is another bouncing ball.
The wheeling, whirling world
Makes no will glad.
Spinning in its spotlight darkness,
It is too big for their hands.

The poem dovetails the fate of the children with one of Schwartz's early memories. 'Six thousand miles apart,/In Brooklyn, in 1916,// Aged two, irrational', he suffers his own trifling loss: a baked potato falling from his high-chair, a 'buttered world' slipping out of his grasp.
On the strength of his Partisan Review work, Schwartz found himself being introduced as 'the new Hart Crane'. In February 1938 he wrote to James Laughlin, his editor at New Directions, with a characteristic blend of hubris and diffidence:
All these fine reviews and all the rest of the things that I've been getting the last few months are accumulating to the point where I am going to be terrified. It can't last, I can't be being praised for the right reasons by so many people, it is much too soon, and it is taking my mind away from working. I hope that it does not make you expect me to progress in a straight line ... The latest salutation, by the way, is from Wallace Stevens who sent the Partisan Review a letter ... saying that my review of The Man with the Blue Guitar was the 'most invigorating review' that he had ever had.

At other times, his arrogance wasn't tempered by self-consciousness. He wrote to Pound pointing out a number of mistakes in the Cantos, misquotations from the Inferno and The Tempest ('Suppose you Read some of these writers before telling grandpa he aint been fotografted in his dress suit,' Pound replied). Meanwhile, an article by Trilling was deemed 'very good ... except that I wish he would not make the most obvious remarks in the tone of one who has just discovered a cure for cancer'. In The Truants, his memoir of working at Partisan Review, William Barrett remembered Schwartz dismissing Hannah Arendt as a 'Weimar Republic flapper'.
In Dreams Begin Responsibilities was published in December 1938, shortly after Schwartz's 25th birthday. As well as the title story and 'Coriolanus and His Mother', it contained 'Poems of Experiment and Imitation' (an assortment of lyrics divided into 'The Repetitive Heart' and 'Twenty-four Poems') and a plodding verse play called 'Dr Bergen's Belief'. Charlie Chaplin refused to provide a blurb, as did Yeats. Praise flowed in nevertheless. Stevens applauded Schwartz's philosophical gifts and Rahv declared him 'by far the ablest of the younger American poets'. 'Some of them are foaming at the mouth,' Schwartz remarked of his admirers. 'And I love it, I eat it up.'
Schwartz  had long held a torch for Gertrude Buckman, a 'kind of Dutch beauty' he met at NYU. In 1938, she finally agreed to marry him. On hearing the news, his mother, furious at being abandoned by her eldest son, threatened to kill herself. (When Kenneth married a few years later, Rose declared: 'He would have been better off in Buchenwald.') On 14 June, just as the wedding was about to begin, Rose suffered a mysterious episode of paralysis and insisted on being carried up the stairs of the synagogue. Gertrude's parents, distraught at their daughter's choice of husband, wept through the ceremony.
It was not a union one could feel hopeful about. On their honeymoon in Vermont, Schwartz called up Barrett and invited him to join them. 'My Lord called and I came,' Gertrude said sardonically. There were problems in the bedroom. Gertrude wasn't keen on sex and Schwartz himself said that he was 'squeamish' about it. A classmate from Wisconsin remembered standing next to him at a urinal after a tennis match and hearing Schwartz exclaim: 'When you take a piss on a cold day after holding it in, it's better than the best orgasm.' But he did visit prostitutes and continued to do so after he was married. 'Dinner (twice) with Mexican whores', he wrote in his journal. Perhaps the brothel trips were an attempt to put paid to the squeamishness. I wonder how he got on.
'Prothalamion' was written in anticipation of his wedding. It begins on a note of foreboding: 'Now I must betray myself./The feast of bondage and unity is near.' There can hardly be a bleaker stanza in the canon of love poems than this one:
For fifty-six or for a thousand years,
I will live with you and be your friend,
And what your body and what your spirit bears
I will like my own body cure and tend.
But you are heavy and my body's weight
Is great and heavy: when I carry you
I lift upon my back time like a fate
Near as my heart, dark when I marry you.

The embrace of the other person is haunted by the isolation it's supposed to dispel. Cross rhyme ('years'/'bears', 'weight'/'fate') locks us into a fatalistic echo, as the beloved, brought close, becomes an almost unbearable burden. The clunky repetition of 'body' weighs down the lines, just as Schwartz imagined Gertrude would encumber him.
Schwartz once told Rahv that he 'would rather write than make love' and characterised his desire for Gertrude as a 'thirst after righteousness'. He struggled to reconcile physical and emotional intimacy; one tended to preclude the other. His deepest longing was for some unattainable separation of body and mind, and perhaps this is why, as Anthony Hecht pointed out, 'there are probably more abstract nouns and adjectives' in Schwartz's work than in 'any other modern writer'.
'The Heavy Bear Who Goes with Me' is a comic meditation on the burden of physicality and 'the scrimmage of appetite' that impedes the life of the mind:
The heavy bear who goes with me,
A manifold honey to smear his face,
Clumsy and lumbering here and there,
The central ton of every place,
The hungry beating brutish one
In love with candy, anger, and sleep,
Crazy factotum, dishevelling all,
Climbs the building, kicks the football,
Boxes his brother in the hate-ridden city.

The poem's epigraph, 'the withness of the body', is taken from Alfred North Whitehead's Process and Reality, which theorises the role of the body in the process of perception. For Schwartz, 'withness' was a curse. Touching a lover 'grossly', the bear reduces intimacy to a fumbling grasp, stripping away any courtly illusion, while the speaker searches in vain for 'a word' that might 'bare my heart and make me clear'. The 'quivering meat' of the body wins out.
Despite the critical acclaim, In Dreams Begin Responsibilities didn't sell and Schwartz found himself in need of money. He and Gertrude rowed about children: she was, he claimed, resistant to becoming a mother because she was an only child and would be jealous of any offspring. Schwartz, meanwhile, admitted to wanting a child primarily as 'an expansion of [his] ego'. They moved from New York to Cambridge in February 1940, in the hope that a job at Harvard might transpire. At first it didn't, then it did. Even better, Schwartz was only required to teach one class a week, leaving him free to devote most of his time to his 'giant work', Genesis.
In a reminiscence of their friendship published in 1974, Barrett claimed that discovering 'Freud was a disaster for Delmore.' His 'self-absorption', Barrett went on, 'was such that his mind was already excessively riveted in his own "family romance" of childhood'. Schwartz was convinced that a 'diagnosis' of his childhood would provide the basis for an autobiographical verse drama that would 'obsess the nation' and 'last as long as the pyramids'. For twelve years, he laboured over the design of Genesis, eventually settling on 'two methods which can paint the living world': Hershey Green, his adolescent avatar, who suffers the humiliation of being named after a chocolate bar, would narrate his family history in what Schwartz called 'biblical prose', while a chorus of unnamed ghosts would respond to each episode in blank verse.
Laughlin was apprehensive about the project, but when he voiced his reservations Schwartz became bullish, lobbying to bring forward publication, asking for a bigger advance and complaining that even 'the Philistines of the Guggenheim committee' saw the value of the work (they had awarded him a grant). In fact, Schwartz vacillated over his book's merits. He told Robert Hivnor that he was 'in the middle of what will probably be the longest and worst poem in American literature' and wrote to R.P. Blackmur that he was 'publishing a blunder 261 pages long'. But to Berryman he confessed: 'Every time I read or see the long poem ... my hair stands on end at my own daring.' He fretted that the book was 'an ambitious fiasco', 'peculiar and full of private obsessions', then declared: 'I read some more of Genesis, and fear that it is so good that no one will believe that I, mere I, am author, but rather a team of inspired poets.'
Like Tristram Shandy, Hershey Green takes a while to get to his own birth. First, he gives us the history of his ancestors in Eastern Europe, his grandfather Noah's desertion from the army during the Russo-Turkish War, his parents' emigration to America and so on. It's tedious going, not because the subject matter is boring but because Schwartz wanted Genesis to have a 'morbid pedestrianism ... The diction of this deliberate flatness - and the heavy accent and the slowness - is an effort to declare the miraculous character of daily life and ordinary speech.'
When Hershey finally turns to his own life, the Freudianism leaps into overdrive. Kindergarten is a 'Congress of thirty Ids, like a convention/Of a small radical party in some respects.' Here is a typically excruciating recollection:
His aunt came home from her business with a pretty young lady friend who stooped and kissed the cunning child,
So that when she went to the bathroom during the evening, he went to the hallway and saw her shadow on the glazed window door,
And the untaught Id banged and banged on the door, demanded admission, wished to see the woman naked ...
Until grandmother drew him away, saying, Shame on you! Shame on you!

A ghost responds: 'O penetrate this surface deeper now:/See how the Super-Ego grows in him/ ... Against the grain, against the animal/Harshly and slowly and with much surprise.' Nobody needs to hear about Hershey's circumcision ('the tiny foreskin was to be cut with the knife which reached across/five thousand years from Palestine'), or that he reclined on a young girl's belly behind the garage ('seeking he knew not what, remaining/unsatisfied, the fifth-year libido far in advance of consciousness'). Nabokov's warning seems apt: 'Let the credulous and the vulgar continue to believe that all mental woes can be cured by a daily application of old Greek myths to their private parts.' The poem ends with a childhood memory that plagued Schwartz. His mother, with her eldest son in tow, confronts his father at a restaurant, shouting 'to the diners on the mezzanine floor that her husband had left her and her children to dine with a whore!'
This in-ness lives as mother holds your hand,
As father looks at you, and looks away,
Anguish and shame, anger and guilt enact
The in-ness of your being-in-the-world -

For Schwartz, 'childhood was ended here!'
Genesis was a flop. Auden, who read it in manuscript, advised Schwartz against publication. 'It isn't that I think psychoanalysis or metaphysical speculation are without value,' he wrote, 'but they become destructive when they presuppose nothing but themselves.' Macdonald was one of the book's most virulent critics, calling it 'unreadable, flaccid, monotonous, the whole effect pompous and verbose'. (By the end of Genesis's two hundred pages, Hershey has only got to the age of seven, and Schwartz envisioned two further volumes.)
The book had at least one admirer, though. In a letter to Laughlin, Berryman called it 'a work with which, in penetration, range, intelligence, no other American poem of any period can comfortably be compared'. To Schwartz himself, Berryman said: 'You are the greatest writer on sex in modern times.' ('It's the strength of non-participation,' Schwartz replied.) Eileen Simpson, Berryman's first wife, recalled her husband preparing to visit Schwartz at Harvard: 'I'm off to Cambridge to show my new poem to God.' One way of thinking about Schwartz's work is as a gateway to the confessional poets who came after him: he provided the template for a turn inwards at a moment when Eliot's principles of 'impersonality' were still the benchmark for high seriousness. 'I've never met anyone who has somehow as much seeped into me,' Robert Lowell said. And he helped in practical ways, too. Schwartz was pivotal in getting Berryman published (though he maintained that his friend was an 'ontological contradiction' since Berryman was 'stupid' but wrote great poems).
Schwartz was distraught at the reception of his magnum opus. 'So far as being noticed in the wide world goes,' he complained to Macdonald, 'it has been like a big boulder dropped in mid-ocean.' Simpson wrote that Schwartz lived through the post-Genesis years like a 'clochard', 'heavy and grey like his overcoat'. By the beginning of 1943, his relationship with Gertrude was at breaking point. Schwartz described her as a 'sick old maid', 'domineering, inconsiderate' and an 'actress of childhood who plays the child with no false note'. His cheating didn't help. 'As to this new generation,' Schwartz wrote to Laughlin, 'they appear to regard sex as a form of violent exercise a little less serious than tennis.' Berryman remembered being at their house one evening when Gertrude showed her husband a piece she was writing for Partisan Review: 'He pointed out the number of words beginning with "ex-" and remarked, "Freud could make something of that."' 'You don't need Freud. You can make enough out of it yourself,' Gertrude shot back. They separated in March.
To divorce in New York State at that time required proof of adultery. Despite his many indiscretions, Schwartz was unable to supply it. He and Gertrude rented a hotel room and set about fabricating a liaison between Schwartz and another woman. They invited some married friends to come by, with the idea that they would arrive to find Delmore in bed and an unknown woman slipping into the bathroom. But they couldn't find anybody to play the other woman, so Gertrude herself took on the role. 'This was one time when he wasn't with another woman,' she told Barrett.
Later, Schwartz admitted that the 'lava flow of [his] towering vanity' had made Gertrude's life unliveable. He was dubious about poets' marriages in general. Shortly before their break-up, he had tossed off a poem beginning: 'All poets' wives have rotten lives,/Their husbands look at them like knives.' After Gertrude left, however, he hung her photograph in his study and wept when the movers came to take away her piano. 'I lie on the sofa like a horse with a broken leg, waiting to be shot,' he wrote. He devoted himself to his cats, first Riverrun, named for the first word in Finnegans Wake, who ran away, much to his disgust ('Where is that overrated ingrate Riverrun?'). Then came Oranges, whom he fed French sardines and liked to cosy up with. 'I sleep with my cat, Oranges Schwartz, a girl, very affectionate, so affable indeed that for a time I thought she was a dumbbell,' he wrote to Blackmur. 'My relation to her is maternal and this shows that I've always wanted to be a mother.' He was much preoccupied by the question of Oranges's 'virginity' and in a letter to Jean Stafford, then married to Lowell, described the problem at length:
When I returned from lunch and lightened by three martinis, four tomcats had cornered my little girl, but she had chosen the biggest and fattest tomcat of all and I felt as Oedipus' father might have felt when his son punched him at the crossroads when I saw the look in the stout tomcat's face. He had been having difficulties of his own because of the other boys who were trying to horn in ... I decided to desert and return and then a world war started and Oranges was the innocent bystander just about to lose not only her innocence but also her eyes.

Schwartz was desperate to return to New York. 'I doubt that I will be groping about this abyss for more than two years,' he told Berryman in April 1946, 'since as you know I want to die in Brooklyn which is abysmal too, but a less foreign abyss.' The following year, without a word to Harvard, he left. He began dating Aileen Ward, an English graduate he thought 'very beautiful', though 'there was in her manner something official, social and of polite emptiness.' It didn't last. One evening he took her to see Antony and Cleopatra and, after drinking a pint of gin, made a scene in the theatre, howling with laughter at inopportune moments, shouting loudly that one of the actors looked like FDR and comparing the play to the Yalta Conference.
In 1948, Schwartz published The World Is a Wedding, a collection of short stories. He had discovered the phrase in the Talmud not long after his separation from Gertrude, and it crops up repeatedly in his journals, including in a piece of doggerel from October 1945, rejigged to fit his mood: 'The world is a divorce/the beginning of betrayal and adultery/anger and separation.' Eventually he decided that the phrase was a neat description of the complicated relationships of the New York intellectuals, united in their political and aesthetic affinities, but a dysfunctional family given to quarrelling and melodrama. Schwartz's characters recite long passages from Axel's Castle - Edmund Wilson's study of symbolist literature - and try to outdo one another with witty citations ('It is as Dr Johnson said, the Irish are a fair people; they do not speak well of anyone'). A man called Leon Bergson changes his surname because he is 'unable to endure the rivalry between his own ambition and [Henri] Bergson's fame'. Another character describes himself as 'ninety-nine and one-half per cent Marxist ... [he] reserved one-half of one per cent for God, for if one did not reserve anything for God, then the state became the deity.'
R.W. Flint, writing in Commentary, claimed that the stories of The World Is a Wedding offered 'the definitive portrait of the Jewish middle class in New York during the Depression'. For Howe, the book captured 'the quality of New York life in the 1930s and 1940s with a fine comic intensity - not, of course, the whole of New York life but that interesting point where intellectual children of immigrant Jews are finding their way into the larger world while casting uneasy, rueful glances over their backs'.
Time's review declared Schwartz 'among the dozen or so most accomplished young US writers', likening him to Chekhov and Stendhal. He refused to pose for a photograph to accompany the piece, so the magazine had to reprint the picture Vogue had taken of him twelve years before, 'handsome as I have never been'. The Vogue photo was a touchy subject. Schwartz had long felt it established expectations that were dashed when people encountered him in real life; but he couldn't bring himself to pose for a new picture, 'which would destroy the delusions created and sustained by the old one'. He convinced himself that, based on the publicity from Time, The World Is a Wedding would sell thirty thousand copies. This was a pipe dream. The writer George Schloss ran into him in a bar on MacDougal Street one day, crying uncontrollably about the book's commercial failure. He made ends meet by giving poetry lessons to an aspiring filmmaker and millionaire called Hy Sobiloff: 'It's like being paid by a fat woman to tell her that she is not fat and getting others to write letters to her affirming that other women are fatter than she is,' Schwartz complained.
He married Elizabeth Pollet, an aspiring novelist, in 1949. She was shy, which appealed to Schwartz. He said that her blonde hair and blue eyes reminded him of an 'airline stewardess'. They had first met five years earlier and had had a brief affair that was scuppered by Schwartz's commitment issues. They should have left it at that. 'I got married the second time,' Schwartz later said, 'in the way that, when a murder is committed, crackpots turn up at the police station to confess the crime.'
The poems he wrote during these years - mostly sonnets - were dreadful. 'I'd bleed to say his lovely work improved,' Berryman laments in one of the Dream Songs, 'but it is not so.' Here is Lowell:
Your dream had humour, then its genius thickened,
you grew thick and helpless, your lines were variants,
unlike and alike, Delmore, - your name, Schwartz,
one vowel bedevilled by seven consonants

In 1950, New Directions published Vaudeville for a Princess and Other Poems, a collection which suffers from pretentiousness, vague abstraction and slapstick. The following year, Hugh Kenner published a lacerating review in Poetry. 'The unbelievable badness of these poems,' he began, 'is irrelevant to any criteria of technique.' It's difficult to argue against Kenner's charge of 'maudlin self-abnegation' when you read something like this: 'Myself I dedicated long ago -/Or prostituted, shall I say? - to poetry.' These lines are spoken by a poet-cum-emperor who holds that writers have a far more difficult job than politicians:
They can say anything, they have no shame,
Kiss babies and blow promises to all,
Awed or indifferent, bemused or ill at ease
We who are poets play the game which is
A deadly earnest searching of all hearts
As if we struggled with a puzzle's parts.

During  the 1950s, Schwartz's professional commitments left little time for writing: he was the poetry editor for Partisan Review, employed by Laughlin to read manuscripts for New Directions and served as 'confidential literary consultant' to Perspectives, a magazine funded by the Ford Foundation. He worried that these publications had got him at a 'bargain rate'. He and Elizabeth were living in a farmhouse in New Jersey and once a week Schwartz drove into New York and rushed from office to office performing his editorial tasks. He didn't enjoy spending time in the Partisan Review office because Rose was in the habit of dropping by in search of the son who had deserted her. And he hated going to the Pierre Hotel, where Perspectives was based: 'The elevator boys seem to think that I am an agent of the Mafia, bringing opium to the real patrons.'
He was dependent by this stage on alcohol and sleeping pills but also amphetamines. His journals record the obscene amounts of Dexedrine he was taking - sometimes up to twenty pills a day - and the 'manic surge' he 'felt mounting' after each dose. He was convinced that the pills helped him work, opening up 'blocked patterns of nervous response' and allowing for 'intuitive following of the pattern'. But his notebooks are littered with silly lines and he seems to have spent much of the time copying out the work of other writers: 'Beer hangover & shakiness. Nine pp. all day, copying Ulysses with Dexedrine'; 'Eight Dexedrine with a lift for an hour, during which I copied pages of Rilke. Then the bleakness and emptiness came back.' Elizabeth complained about his drug habit; he complained of her 'motiveless malignancy'. At one party, convinced she was flirting with Ralph Ellison, Schwartz 'stormed off, literally dragging her along, handbag, shoes, cigarettes, hairpins flying'.
In 1957, he was awarded a Fulbright fellowship to teach at the Free University of Berlin. On the day they were to set sail for Germany, Schwartz woke to find a note from Elizabeth saying she wouldn't be accompanying him: Hilton Kramer (an editor at Arts magazine) had asked her to write for him and she was staying in New York. She added that she would not see her husband again unless he admitted himself to hospital. Schwartz flew into a paranoid rage, convinced that she and Kramer were having an affair. He wired the Fulbright to cancel his fellowship and checked into the Chelsea Hotel, while Elizabeth hid out at a friend's apartment.
Coincidentally, Kramer was also staying at the Chelsea. When Schwartz realised this, he turned up at Kramer's room and started banging on the door. Kramer opened it a fraction and saw that Schwartz was carrying a gun. The police were called, at which point Schwartz became violent, was placed in handcuffs and packed off to Bellevue, where he was diagnosed with 'acute brain syndrome' and 'psychomotor retardation' caused by his abuse of amphetamines and alcohol. From Bellevue, he continued his vendetta against Kramer, hiring a dodgy private detective to find proof of his affair with Elizabeth.
This was the first in a series of hospitalisations during the final decade of Schwartz's life. In between he moved from one hotel to another, leaving manuscript pages scattered all over Manhattan. When he wasn't reading aloud from his battered copy of Finnegans Wake at the White Horse Tavern, he focused his energies on getting a law firm to help him bring a case against Kramer. Eventually he found one that would do so and the suit dragged on for years. (Schwartz was demanding $150,000 in compensation from Kramer for his 'illicit relationship' with Elizabeth.) Alfred Kazin remembered visiting him in a 'damp, dark and constricted' hotel room: 'It was the kind of room that could have been chosen only by someone with an extraordinary knowledge of all the murderously bad rooms put aside and carefully preserved by the heartless state for poets to die in.'
In December 1958, two days before his 45th birthday, Schwartz received a letter from his mother:
Dear Delmore: By chance I came across the Commentary magazine I hope these letter will reach you. I read the poems in June issue, also the story in November issue. The story is very good on the 8th is your birthday I don't remember how old you are. Tell every-one-here you advised me against entering a home It's not to believe how I exists here. If I fell into a well and looking up to get out no one comes to take me out ... I am in no position to write clearer and therefor not satisfied with my letter ... No harm if you write to me. God health and where are you. Love, Mother

Rose was the last person he wanted to see. As his paranoia escalated, he also became suspicious of his old friends. Saul Bellow (whom Schwartz once referred to as his 'blood brother' and who had raised money to help fund his hospital stays) wrote to Laughlin complaining that Schwartz had telephoned him in the middle of the night 'using techniques the GPU might have envied, threatening to sue me for slander'. He suspected William Phillips, Rahv's co-editor at Partisan Review, of trying to poison him. Schwartz had never enjoyed parties - 'a traffic jam of the lost waiting for the ferry across the Styx' - but he was present at the notorious occasion in 1960 when Norman Mailer stabbed his wife. His name appeared on a guest list published in the newspapers, and Schwartz considered the possibility that the whole thing 'may have been - probably was - a set-up', part of an attempt by Mailer to humiliate him. Barrett's final meeting with Schwartz was in a restaurant in the Village. He seemed perfectly ordinary to begin with, but as they shared a brandy there 'burst forth a Delmore I'd never seen or heard, not even in his most agitated moments ... yells, grunts, groans' and then a 'wrathful and incoherent bellow'. Barrett recalled that after Schwartz left 'our waiter came running over: "I guess you'll want another brandy after that."'
'That I am a writer but an unsuccessful one, is something to which I cannot get accustomed or resigned, although I have tried very hard,' Schwartz wrote. 'The torment of disappointed hope becomes a brutality to oneself, if one is unable to surrender one's hope.' But Atlas's biography shows the reverence he still commanded in literary circles. Editors at Poetry and the New Yorker continued to solicit his work, rescuing what they could from his chaotic manuscripts (not everything was salvageable; a review he wrote for Commentary included a line about 'the retarded conscience of Arthur Miller, the ballplayer for whom Marilyn Monroe consented to be circumcised'). In 1959, Doubleday published Summer Knowledge: New and Selected Poems, 1938-58, which won the Bollingen Prize on the strength of the early work (only three poems from Vaudeville were included). Schwartz was invited to JFK's inauguration in 1961, though he received the letter four months late as a result of his hotel-hopping.
Most remarkable of all is the way he managed to wangle institutional roles. In spring 1961, he was invited to teach a semester at UCLA. He often slept in the park and arrived at lectures in a grass-stained suit. He began an affair with a 17-year-old student called Victoria Bay: at his behest, she followed him back to New York, at which point he dumped her. But she stayed in the city and they had an on-off relationship over the next two years. Schwartz sometimes introduced her as his fiancee and boasted that 'making love to her was like Grant taking Richmond.' At other times, he suspected her of being a 'stooge' of his various enemies.
Schwartz's  final book, the ironically titled Successful Love and Other Stories, appeared in 1961. It contained some whimsical portraits of the Eisenhower era, depictions of suburban life and the sexual education of teenage girls. Rahv lamented that it was written in 'child's English', while Howe remarked on the oddness of Schwartz's 'quizzical wonderment at the powers of the American innocent' at a time when his own life was so dark. One night in October that year, he broke every window in his rented apartment. The police arrived to find him standing naked in the middle of the room holding a lamp. 'The only violent thing I've done was to give beef kidney to my cat,' he protested. He was packed off to Bellevue again.
After his release, Schwartz went to Syracuse to take up a professorship organised by the art historian Meyer Schapiro. On arrival, he trashed his hotel room and was beaten up by the police while waiting for Donald Dike, a colleague from the English department, to bail him out. Shortly afterwards he travelled to Washington for a poetry festival; again he smashed up his hotel room, again he was arrested. Victoria was too young to sign the papers for his release and contacted Berryman, who was also at the festival, for help. At the station, as Berryman completed the forms, Schwartz bolted out the door and jumped into a taxi. 'Berryman, you've taken every woman I ever had!' he shouted as it drove away.
In January 1963, Victoria left him. Schwartz made plans to travel to England - he was sure that T.S. Eliot and Siegfried Sassoon had some vital information about a million dollars that was owed to him - and Dike had him sectioned. At Twin Elms Hospital, a sanatorium near the Syracuse campus, he made little progress. 'Suppose psychosis clarifies things?' he asked. He liked to hold forth to his doctors about Freud. 'I won't have anything to do with them, psychiatrists, psychoanalysts,' he said. 'They ruin you. Not Freud but the others, the epigones, they iron you out and there's nothing left but to fold.'
He was released in June. Aside from teaching, Schwartz spent his time obsessively rereading and annotating his published works. 'Don't be like me, Hershey,' he wrote on the final page of Genesis, 'forgive & live.' But there were some things he couldn't let slide. He now believed that Elizabeth's affair had not been with Kramer after all. Here's a journal entry from 1964:
It is now seven years to the day since my wife, Elizabeth Pollet, left me suddenly at the Hotel St George in Brooklyn. The man for whom she left me - after many preparations over a period of two years designed to conceal the real motives of her actions was Nelson Rockefeller. His great wealth, his status as a married man, and his political ambitions were all very much involved in her effort to conceal the real reasons for her actions.

His last relationship was with an undergraduate called Elizabeth Annas, who became so exhausted from the demands of living with him that she ended up on a psychiatric ward herself. Schwartz visited her there and accused her of spying for Rockefeller. When she was well again, she tried to patch things up by leaving a Christmas tree outside his door. No dice. He believed it was rigged with explosives.
Schwartz left Syracuse abruptly in January 1966. Back in New York, he tried to remain anonymous, frequenting Cavanaugh's Irish pub in Chelsea, where he was less likely to run into old acquaintances. That summer he checked into the Columbia Hotel on West 46th Street. On 11 July, one of the guests rang the front desk at 3 a.m. to complain that 'Mr Schwartz ... is throwing things again.' After promising to calm down, he decided to take out the rubbish and had a heart attack coming out of the lift. An ambulance was called, but he was dead before it reached the hospital. His body lay unclaimed in the morgue for two days.
In Bellow's roman a clef Humboldt's Gift, Charlie Citrine (the Bellow character) provides a gloss on the demise of his friend Von Humboldt Fleisher (Schwartz). Humboldt, he says, 'lived out the theme of Success. Naturally he died a Failure':
What else can result from the capitalisation of such nouns? Myself, I've always held the number of sacred words down. In my opinion Humboldt had too long a list of them - Poetry, Beauty, Love, Waste Land, Alienation, Politics, History, the Unconscious. And, of course, Manic and Depressive, always capitalised.

What would Schwartz have thought about Bellow's account of his descent winning the Pulitzer Prize in 1975? Humboldt answers this in the novel: 'a dummy newspaper publicity award given by crooks and illiterates', he tells Charlie. 'The Pulitzer is for the birds.'




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n22/joanne-o-leary/i-eat-it-up
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The Unpoetic Calorie
Erin Maglaque

3011 wordsWhat  is it about the body that resists plain description? When we discuss our bodies, we evoke other things: the body as machine, possibly malfunctioning; the body as computer, infinitely programmable. The body as input-output system, or stardust. The electrical wires of the nerves, the mainframe of the brain. We start young: my train-obsessed three-year-old thinks of his digestive tract as a track, as if it were a series of signalling booths and stations. Why not? Is this metaphor any less apt than memory as data storage, or the immune system as besieged city? Something compels us to map flesh to image. The history of the body is partly a history of metaphor, of poetry.
As in poetry, no metaphor is ever really superseded by another. One way of writing the history of the body would be to work backwards through the likenesses: before the body as computer there was the body as chemical system, and before that there was the body as machine and the body as fluids, but this neatens a chronologically messy story. All these images survive in our ways of thinking about the body, even as our own language tends increasingly towards the technological. But the deep history of the body is still buried in our conversation. No one who uses the phrase 'good-humoured' is now referring to a harmonious state of inner juices, though that is the sedimented meaning.
The brain as computer: is this the best we can do? The computer is so obvious; we spend so much of our days touching it, melding our minds with it. The premodern imagination was more ambitious. From ancient Greece to the Enlightenment, men and women looked into the fire or up at the sky to discover what their flesh was like. Four elements made up the visible world, each with its own qualities: earth (cold and dry), fire (warm and dry), water (cold and moist), air (warm and moist). The four seasons had distinct associations: spring, for instance, was warm and moist, with its gentle breezes. The body was composed of four humours, fluids that nourished organs and replaced spent flesh; each was connected with one of the four elements. The humours were like something beyond themselves: like winter, like delved earth, like the rotation of the stars in the heavens.
What kind of person were you? Clues to your particular composition of humours were abundant. Did you tend to have pleasant dreams, of dancing or laughing or embracing beautiful women? Did you have red hair, or at least pink cheeks? Did you look on the bright side? Then you were probably sanguinary, dominated by hot and fortifying blood. If you had dark hair and a temper and slept fitfully, dreaming of shining objects, fires or arguments, you were likely to be choleric, yellow bile flooding your body. Philosophers and scholars, whose minds 'must of Necessity be disjoyn'd from the Senses', were governed by melancholy, cold and dry black bile; they might also suffer from depression and anxiety, and were advised to forego venison (deer are shy, and would make you more withdrawn). If you were a little sluggish, dull, pale and reserved, if you dreamed of icy rivers and snow, you were phlegmatic - or perhaps just a woman, running cold and moist.
Humoural theory was very old, first theorised in the Hippocratic corpus of 430-330 BCE, later codified and developed by Galen, and it was astonishingly durable, only seriously challenged by the experimental natural philosophers of the late 17th century. It was also capacious and mutable. You might be predominately choleric, but prone to a touch of melancholy now and then; or sluggish and phlegmatic, but only after lunch. Diet mattered because the humours were thought to be 'concocted' from the food you consumed. Premodern medicine was preoccupied with the relation between the 'natural' state of the body - your temperament, anatomy, the shape of your organs - and the 'non-naturals,' the variables under your own control. Along with food, the non-naturals included environment, rest and movement, sleep and waking, excretions and the passions. This medical culture was called dietetics. Premodern physicians could determine your humoural balance by studying the way your blood clotted or by examining a flask of your urine. But in its vernacular guise, dietetics wasn't all that mysterious. The humoural system put your insides on the outside, made character and passions knowable from skin, face, hair, manner of speech.
Most important, dietetics allowed - required - you to know yourself. Where to live, how to sleep, what kind of exercise to take, when to have sex, how to control your emotions, what to eat and drink: all were determined by your fluid temperament. Dietetic knowledge was a matter of self-diagnosis, informed by your own appetites and routines. The governing rationale was analogy, a kind of thinking that made everyone both physician and poet. A popular manual declared that 'Every sort of Food hath its operation in the Body, and on the Spirits by way of Simile.' Early modern medical texts listed the properties of foods so that you could plan your meal to suit your complexion. Peaches were cold and moist, dried beans cold and dry, garlic very hot and very dry. Depending on your state of health and habits, you might want to match your food to your temperament, or you might wish to correct it by eating opposites.
This ancient mode of thinking about the body attracts me. It is so much more beautiful than our cold psychological categories, and so unfamiliar in its insistence that we are not separable from the world. 'We our selves have had ourselves upon our trenchers,' as one 17th-century medical advice book put it: a strange, almost cannibalistic idea, that we find ourselves on our own dinner tables. And so our bodies could be remade. The 16th-century French physician Ambroise Pare wrote that 'If Custom (as they say) be another nature, the Physician must have great care of it ... For this sometimes by little and little, and insensibly, changes our natural temperament, and in stead thereof gives us a borrowed temper.'
Concordances were everywhere. When a cow was slaughtered its brutish nature became concentrated in its spattered blood and in the mist of its last breaths. Hence butchers were known to be fierce and cruel, their bodies penetrated by the inhuman qualities of the beast whose blood and breath clung to their skin. A plant with a leaf or a seed pod in the shape of the human stomach should be administered to someone with stomach-ache. This was the doctrine of signatures, the idea that God signed nature so that we would know what to do with it. Quod sapit nutrit: what tastes good is good for you. Such was the 'infinitely wise Contrivance of Nature', according to one 18th-century physician. And what was good for the body was good for the soul, for 'there is great concord betwixt the bodies qualities, and the soules affections.' We incorporate matter, and it reincarnates us.
Steven Shapin's  Eating and Being is a history of dietetics, and of the ideas about eating that succeeded it, all the way up to the unpoetic calorie. Shapin is an eminent historian of science whose work has taught us much about the social worlds in which scientific knowledge was created, and he argues here that thinking about food is also a way of thinking about some of the most fundamental categories of human physiology, personality and morality. Dinner is never just dinner. The history of science has often valorised moments of revolutionary change - discoveries, inventions - but dietetics presents a challenge to the paradigm of the paradigm shift. It is a medical culture characterised more by longevity and conservatism than originality. Shapin traces the slow and uneven transformations in the ways people imagined their bodies to work, how food made flesh; in his telling, this isn't a story of radical change but of 'layered pasts, a surface through which supposedly past sentiments intermittently intrude, one in which some elements of the past were never completely submerged'.
The first serious critiques of the humoural system were mounted by natural philosophers in the 17th and 18th centuries. These men saw the body not as an economy of fluids but as a machine: Robert Boyle advised that the physician should 'look on his Patients Body, as an Engine, that is out of Order'; Nicholas Robinson, that the human body was a machine with a system of 'Springs, Wheels and Pullies' that needed to be balanced. The physician George Cheyne combined the old humoural system and the new mechanical one to charming effect: the body was 'Branching and Winding Canals, fill'd with Liquors of different Natures', the digestive tract 'as it were, a Common Sewer'. The proper business of medicine was not to manage the concoction of fluids, but to keep the machine of the body working: the springs springy, the canals flowing, the sewers draining, the engine of the heart pumping.
The natural philosophers severed the link between sensory experience and knowledge that underlay the humoural system. Take a peach. Its sweetness, coldness and moistness were no longer intrinsic qualities of the fruit, as in the humoural system. In Cartesian philosophy, a peach's sweetness came from micromechanical particles, invisible to the eye; they were small, possibly triangular, and moved rapidly, tickling the tongue and giving the sensory impression of sweetness. The analogies between body and world broke down. Micromechanical particles were the province of experts, because the qualities of flesh and food were now a matter of the intellect: of philosophy, perhaps, rather than poetry. As Locke had it, 'There is nothing like our Ideas [of our bodies], existing in the Bodies themselves.'
At least, that was the theory. Sniffling in bed with a cold, even micromechanical philosophers gave up on particles for something cosier; when Pascal was unwell, Descartes suggested soup. The fashionable new physicians of 18th-century London, Edinburgh and Paris mostly encouraged ways of living and eating that would have been familiar to their grandmothers (and mine, for that matter): moderation in all things; eat lots of vegetables; know your own body and its customs; don't think too hard, especially after supper. As late as the 1830s, medical manuals were referring to the 'four principal constitutions': the four humours, under new names. But by then the scientific discipline of chemistry had come to dominate the study of food and the body. Food didn't have qualities anymore, not even micromechanical ones, but chemical components: elements and compounds. This was the language of the laboratory rather than the kitchen. The ideals of balance and moderation survived the humoural system but were reconfigured. Your ailing body might now be diagnosed as too acidic, and you might be advised to eat alkaline foods.
Some of this was common sense. Fish, 'being highly alkalescent, wants to be qualified by Salt and Vinegar', John Arbuthnot pronounced, but anybody could see this was fish and chips spun as science. In other ways, things were becoming much more complicated. In the 1830s and 1840s, chemists began to tabulate the elements in food. Nitrogen, phosphorus, sulphur and iron were not things you could taste or touch or see. Similes and analogies, philosophy and mechanics, were submerged under the new and highly technical vocabulary of nutrition science. In The Physiology of Taste (1825), Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin - 'that great ghost born in Belley who ate like a fat parson,' in M.F.K. Fisher's description - wrote about gastronomy as a science. His famous aphorism, 'tell me what you eat: I will tell you what you are,' wasn't referring to humoural fluids or micromechanical particles, but chemical compounds.
Soup survived these transformations. The chemist Justus von Liebig, who had theorised the nutritional power of protein to remake spent muscle, became obsessed with extracting the most nutritious elements of beef and turning them into broth. He was on the hunt for osmazome, a mysterious compound that made meat savoury, nutritious and, well, meaty. He came up with a recipe, worked with a railway engineer to industrialise the production of beef extract, and founded Liebig's Extract of Meat Company, which eventually became a massively profitable multinational after trademarking the Oxo cube. Mrs Beeton called Liebig the 'highest authority on all matters concerned with the chemistry of food', but Eliza Acton, in her popular Modern Cookery, for Private Families (first published in 1845), didn't cut out the housewife altogether. 'The stock-pot of the French artisan supplies his principal nourishment; and it is thus managed by his wife, who, without the slightest knowledge of chemistry, conducts the process in a truly scientific manner.'
At the end of the 19th century, Wilbur Olin Atwater applied laws of thermodynamics to the human body. He found that he could use the calorie - a unit of energy - to translate food into numbers. Nutrition science became concerned with measuring how much fuel different bodies needed for different kinds of work, in order to maximise the productivity of the labouring classes. With his fancy new respiration calorimeter, Atwater calculated the caloric expenditure of men cycling and thinking, and of women knitting and doing the washing up. A seamstress in London needed 1820 calories a day. A cabinetmaker in Leipzig, 2757. A 'Well-fed Blacksmith' in England, nearly 5000. Nutrition scientists applied their minds to the scourge of 'irrational cooking': housewives overcooking the meat, wasting money on steak when they could be buying beans, supplying their husbands with liquor but not protein. 'Of course, the good wife and mother does not understand about protein and potential energy and the connection between the nutritive value of food and the price she pays for it,' Atwater wrote, 'and doubtless she never will.' Despite Atwater's pessimism about the housewife's intellect, she was at the frontier of nutritional knowledge. The US Department of Agriculture sent women pamphlets on practical cooking and information about macronutrients; agricultural colleges implemented short courses in domestic science for women.
By the mid-20th century, the language of nutrition science - of calories, protein, metabolism - was, in Shapin's assessment, 'incompletely but substantially' part of the way most people thought about nourishing their bodies. It was certainly the dominant way of imagining the body during my childhood. We studied the USDA food pyramid at school; in our dining room cupboard at home there was a little book of calorie counts, next to the little book that told you how to get various stains out of tablecloths. But as Shapin points out, nutrition science did not systematically supersede what came before. My grandmother gave us chicken soup when we were ill, not for its macronutrients but for hazier reasons probably not all that different from Descartes's when he tended to Pascal. Shapin is scrupulously non-partisan about this long history. He doesn't see the development of modern nutrition science as a story of unalloyed progress; nor does he suggest that the premodern past contains plenty of folksy wisdom we ought to recover. He argues instead that we should appreciate 'continuity through change', the stratified images and theories of the body that still inform our thinking and haunt our language.
Shapin does claim that with the decline of dietetics, the concept of 'what was good for you' was severed from 'what was good'. In premodern Europe, he writes, 'how to eat was a substantial answer to questions about how to be.' Eating too much, for example, was a sure route to other states of dissolution: 'Gluttony is the forechamber of lust,' one 17th-century writer observed, 'and lust is the inner roome of gluttony.' The medical was frequently moral, the moral medical. With nutrition science, Shapin says, 'the consumption of food is an instrumental act - having to do with maintaining health and function - and moral management is a matter wholly different from feeding the body.' What you eat can be an exercise of choice and willpower, however, and might express the kind of person you are: one who cares about climate change, or animal rights, or supporting local businesses. There is still a morality to food.
Few physicians would now counsel their patients about the connections between diet and sexuality, or diet and virtue. 'If you want to know what is moral,' Shapin writes, you might go to 'your priest, imam, rabbi or professional ethicist'. But I grew up believing that eating and virtue were much the same thing. I read celebrity magazines like scripture - they were my adolescent moral compass - and I think I could still tell you the daily calorie intake of most early 2000s popstars. The nutritional information on the back of the box has never been a neutral and scientific guide to health, or not only that. It tells a more inchoate story of hunger and shame and can set off an inner alarm: you shouldn't eat this, because Britney Spears ate just a grilled skinless chicken breast for lunch in 2001 (180 calories). If being thin is its own moral reward, then eating becomes a problem of moral management; the body a proof of character, a manifestation of that greatest of female virtues.
Still, not even Atwater's calorie could kill off the physical pleasure of eating. Through the decades of austere nutrition advice there was Julia Child, swirling her pan of butter. The historian Alan Bray once argued that the premodern past was distinctive for its blurring of satisfactions, the insistence that it all feels good: sex, eating, getting drunk, dressing up, dancing, fighting, going to bed. The metaphors might stack one on top of another but underneath them is the simple delight of licking your lips and tasting butter, or wine, or smoke. That the sensory pleasures of eating can survive all that history seems almost a miracle. But Brillat-Savarin had already put this much better, in the Physiology of Taste: 'The pleasures of the table belong to all times and all ages, to every country and every day; they go hand in hand with all our other pleasures, outlast them, and remain to console us for their loss.'
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At the Movies
'Anora'
Michael Wood

1292 wordsIn  a recent interview Sean Baker said he likes to resist purely 'grey and drab' moments in life or movies. 'Even when I'm going through hard times, I still see colour.' This is literally true of the palette of his films and especially of the scenes at Brighton Beach and Coney Island in his new movie, Anora, which won the Palme d'Or at Cannes this year. It is perhaps even more true metaphorically. Grim, difficult lives look like one long party, at least for a while and onscreen, a matter of booze and pot and shrieking laughter. The claim also helps us to understand another of Baker's remarks. The first hour of the film, he says, belongs to the genre of romantic comedy. This makes interesting sense if we are ready to reconsider the meanings of romance and comedy.
Ani (Mikey Madison) is a lap dancer at a club in Manhattan. Just in case we don't know what her job entails, we get an extended portrait of her work as the opening credits roll. A row of men lie back in armchairs while a series of naked women, including Ani, clamber over them. The men seem more baffled than satisfied, and it can hardly be an accident that they look like a movie audience whose vision is somehow impeded.
Sometimes the dancers engage in other activities, taking their clients to closed rooms upstairs, and it is in this context, lap and after, that Ani meets Ivan, played by Mark Eydelshteyn. Her boss thinks she's the right connection for this new client because he is Russian and she speaks the language. She pretends to apologise for her poor grasp of it, and he speaks a hectic mixture of Russian and English. Both actors are very convincing here. They project a chaotic charm that is fragile but infectious. It's not clear that the characters fall in love, but they certainly find each other endlessly entertaining, and soon he is buying time with her outside the club.
He introduces her to his father's vast modern mansion in Brooklyn, where they giggle and have energetic sex. She sleeps now and again and he plays video games. When asked who or what his father is, Ivan says he's a big drug dealer. Then he laughs and tries another joke. He is a big gun dealer. This time Ani doesn't even start to believe him, and Ivan invites her to Google what she needs to know. Before either of them has time to think about what is going on - the question 'what is happening?' is a refrain that appears again and again in the movie, loaded with increasing desperation and never answered - they take off for Las Vegas and are married. Ivan has proposed with sudden seriousness. Ani has her doubts but says yes. A bit later Ivan offers a practical reason for his plea - if he marries an American citizen he will get a green card, and not have to go back to Russia and the rule of his parents. What's romantic here is a shared feeling of attachment, whatever its basis, and what's comic is the absence of any sense of what is to come.
The second part of the film - an hour and twenty minutes or so - is not romantic. It is comic, but the comedy is full of trouble and the trouble gets worse. In an Orthodox church somewhere in New York, a man called Toros (Karren Karagulian) is taking part in a baptism ceremony, wearing a robe and acting as a godfather. The fact that he is holding the baby makes it difficult for him to answer his insistent mobile phone. He can't ignore it, though. He passes the baby on to someone else, takes off his robe and leaves the ceremony, murmuring excuses. He is Ivan's godfather too, and more important, he is Ivan's father's chief fixer in America, and he has just learned of Ivan's marriage. This can't happen, even though it has, and Toros sends two assistants, Garnick and Igor (Vache Tovmasyan and Yura Borisov), to the mansion to initiate the undoing of this terrible event. Ivan tries to keep them out, fails and runs off himself - a good portion of the rest of the film involves a picaresque search for him in the neighbourhood's shops and restaurants and clubs.
Ivan's departure leaves Ani alone with Garnick and Igor. The slapstick is fierce here and goes on for a long time. ('You can feel ... the very genre foundations shifting beneath the characters' feet,' as Justin Chang put it in the New Yorker.) Igor struggles to tie up Ani's hands and keep her still, but she manages to break Garnick's nose by kicking out at him. Things are a little calmer when Toros arrives, but Ani keeps swearing at everyone with furious, heroic persistence and displays a touching faith in the sturdiness of legal marriage. She also imagines that if Ivan was still there he would stand with her against the invaders.
In what may be the film's funniest scene, Ivan, finally found, is dragged to a New York courtroom where a judge is to annul the marriage. Ivan doesn't understand anything because he is too drunk, Toros won't stop talking, and the judge kicks them all out. In any case, a Las Vegas marriage, it seems, can be annulled only in Las Vegas.
Meanwhile, Ivan's parents arrive from Russia and the intriguing comedy of the helplessness of tough guys gives way to a picture of what power looks like when it means business. Ani makes a brave attempt to address Ivan's mother (Darya Ekamasova) as if this was the beginning of a beautiful relationship. It says a lot about the atmosphere the film has created by now that this gesture towards normality should seem so insanely abnormal. The mother ignores Ani, and a little later, when Ani insists on her legal rights and says she will not go to Las Vegas, the mother makes clear what the stakes are and how dangerous it is, not only for Ani but for her own mother and friends, to provoke the wrath of the very rich. Ani gets on the plane.
Ivan's father (Aleksei Serebryakov) takes no part in these non-negotiations, but he does laugh a lot at the whole show. The laughter seems entirely appropriate, a sort of loyalty to comedy when one sees it, and also monstrous, a cruel confirmation of the rights of whoever Google says he is.
Ivan, now sober, is not going to question the annulment or defend Ani's rights. He will do as he is told and do it in Russia. Toros arranges some compensation for her, which she accepts but doesn't really think about, and she flies back to New York to spend a last night in the mansion, watched over by Igor. Throughout the film he has played the nice guy among the bad guys. I'm not sure Baker believes this role exists outside of the movies, but it certainly matches his repeatedly offered idea, present in his earlier films and in his conversations, that work we are supposed to disapprove of, like lap dancing or organised crime, is still work and deserves some sort of respect. Ani ought to be on Baker's side in this debate, but her sense of herself at the end of the story, before Igor drops her off at her old home in Brighton Beach, is entirely bleak, devoid of colour, as if her life will notionally continue but is really over. What has happened? Where has she been?
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Manic Beansprouts
Adam Thirlwell

3266 wordsIn the era  of the cosmopolitan languages of power, like Arabic or Latin, it might have seemed obvious that someone would choose to write in a second language. It only became something to be thought about, to be argued over and interpreted, in the era when vernaculars became nationalist instruments, and a writer was bound to their first language not just pragmatically but politically. But still: was Adelbert von Chamisso anguished by his move from French to German after the French Revolution? It seems unlikely. Even Conrad appears to have experienced his shift from Polish to English as a simple accident of biography. It was only in the European 20th century that an increase in political and ethical exile - Nabokov fleeing the Bolsheviks, Beckett fleeing Irish conservatism, Kundera fleeing the Soviets - led to a switch of language becoming symbolic as a rebuke to both authoritarian politics and an equally authoritarian theory of literature that was limited by the myth of the mother tongue.
It's not as though the 21st century has lacked murderous violence, and the movement of writers forced into emigration hasn't slowed or stalled. But what's also emerging, without this hard biographical fact of political pressure, is another kind of multilingual possibility, an attempt to invent a form of writing that's still haunted by transitions between languages and the refusal of originals - a dream of pure mobility. In English this is visible in some recent fiction by Kazuo Ishiguro and J.M. Coetzee, but one of its most extreme manifestations is the work of Yoko Tawada, a Japanese writer who lives in Germany, and whose work is split between Japanese and German. Her first book, a poetry collection, was published in a dual German and Japanese edition in 1987. Since then she has published novels, novellas and essays in both languages, a series of works that have made language and translation the subjects of their investigations.
For a long time I'd heard of Tawada as a kind of mythical hero who could write with equal assurance in two languages. And it was almost enough for me that she existed as a rumour, a totem of linguistic chutzpah. This year, however, I've been reading her more and more. Three works have recently appeared in English: her early Japanese novella The Bridegroom Was a Dog (1993); her German novella Spontaneous Acts (2020); and her Japanese novel Suggested in the Stars, also from 2020, the second book in a trilogy. I had assumed that there might be big differences in the way the novels worked, as if a language would be far more powerful than a style. But there's much less disturbance than I'd expected. Instead of operating as some ontological divide, the two languages offer different opportunities for Tawada's style to exploit.
A precondition of Tawada's writing is that reality and language exist in extravagantly fluid relation. At the start of The Bridegroom Was a Dog, Miss Mitsuko Kitamura, who runs the Kitamura School for children, tells her pupils a story about a princess and a dog:
Once upon a time there was a little princess who was still too young to wipe herself after she went to the lavatory, and the woman assigned to look after her was too lazy to do it for her, so she used to call the princess's favourite black dog and say, 'If you lick her bottom clean, one day she'll be your bride,' and in time the princess herself began looking forward to that day.

The ending to the tale is obscured by the children's conflicting memories - of the dog kidnapping the princess and marrying her, or of both the princess and the dog being exiled to a desert island by her appalled parents. But everyone remembers 'the part about the black dog obeying the lazy woman and licking the princess's bottom clean'.
What happens next is that the story of the princess and the dog merges with the story of Miss Kitamura. A man who says his name is Taro appears before her and announces that he's here to stay. With equally insouciant authority he slips off her shorts, gets on top of her, then flips her over and starts licking her arsehole like the dog in the fable:
The sheer size of his tongue, the amount of saliva dripping from it, and the heavy panting were all literally extraordinary; and besides, even in this sweltering heat, the huge hands that gripped Mitsuko's thighs neither trembled nor grew the least bit moist no matter how long they held her that way, and when at last he gently pulled her up into a sitting position, the dark eyes that gazed into hers were tranquil, without so much as a droplet of sweat on the forehead or nose, and since his hair was as neat as ever, she reached out without thinking and touched it, only to find it as coarse as the bristles of a scrubbing brush, the skin beneath as smooth and strong as cowhide, and while she sat there as though in a trance, stroking his head, the man quietly, seriously, returned her gaze, until on a sudden impulse, leaving Mitsuko still naked from the waist down, he ran into the kitchen and started stir-frying some beansprouts.

It's the texture of this chimera - the coarse hair and the smooth skin - that's so startling. If a story were to acquire its own reality and enter your life, you begin to think, then of course it would busy itself stir-frying beansprouts.
In its comic sensual impossibility, this fantasia makes you realise that Tawada has absorbed not just a Japanese tradition of magical narration, but a German-Jewish tradition of transformation. Taro is some relation of Gregor Samsa (Tawada has translated Metamorphosis into Japanese), or even of this helpless person sketched briefly in one of Kafka's notebooks: 'He felt it at his temple, as the wall feels the point of the nail that is about to be driven into it. Hence he did not feel it.' Somewhere in that blithely logical word 'hence' a person has transformed from a human to a wall, or from one half of a simile to the other.
An even larger presence in Tawada's imagination, however, may be Paul Celan. She once planned on writing an academic essay on him; instead, he became the absent subject of Spontaneous Acts (published in the US as Paul Celan and the Trans-Tibetan Angel). The novella is so waywardly digressive that it's hard to describe it as having anything so definite as a subject. A research assistant called Patrik is wondering whether to go to a conference in Paris to deliver a paper on Celan. His hesitation is due in part to his having been asked to state his nationality: 'He wrote to the organisers that he didn't wish to participate in this conference given the emphasis being placed on national origins.' Occupying the space between this initial rejection and Patrik's eventual decision to fly to Paris is a series of conversations with a man who suddenly appears at his table in a cafe. His name is Leo-Eric Fu and he looks, to Patrik, 'very Trans-Tibetan'.
You might think that a novelist who works in more than one language would want language itself to become conceptual, to allow for its smoother transposition across borders. But Tawada is fascinated by the materiality of individual words and enjoys their specificity. It's there in that term 'trans-Tibetan', which Celan coined in one of his poems and which here seems to stand for a kind of mischling promiscuity, just as other words from Celan's poetry are braided into the sentences (even if in the original German title the angel is chinesische, or Chinese). To Patrik, 'the word kissing, for example, tastes like dill pickle salad.' His 'stomach is full of words he finds he cannot digest. This morning for breakfast he ate the word bread.' He also likes to count the letters in words, or to find repetitions of letters - all of which, in translation, must be either recreated or abandoned: 'Shirt and pants have five letters each, as does the brain he wore as a hat. Hat, hair and hand all begin with h.'
Celan claimed that he didn't believe in bilingualism in poetry, and that after the Holocaust he had no way of escaping the problem of being a Jew whose first and therefore only language was German. But Patrik, who won't be restricted by nationality, won't accept Celan's self-characterisation either. 'Celan was writing in the middle of the world of multilingualism. In my opinion, he didn't just translate, he sang in his translations. He sang in Romanian, Russian, French, Hebrew and English until he had no voice left.' In this universe invented by Tawada, Celan becomes gentler and less anguished, an experiment in ventriloquism. His idea of the poem and the 'meridian' ('I find something - like language - immaterial yet earthly, terrestrial, something circular, returning upon itself by way of both poles,' he said in a speech in 1960, 'I find ... a meridian') is here aligned with the twelve meridians of Chinese acupuncture, which can themselves be aligned with the twelve organs of the Kabbalah. In the same way, an emphasis on the specifics of a language isn't meant as a refusal of transposition or translation. In this world, ideas of the original, like those of the national, become so blurred as to be irrelevant - and a person's foreign accent can prove, as Tawada has observed, that 'every deviation should be seen as a chance for poetry.'
In essays and interviews Tawada often meditates on why she writes in two languages. One of the explanations she gives is that to inhabit two languages affords you freedom from both, but especially from your first. 'If you know another language, then the distance between yourself and your mother tongue can be sensed. You aren't so much under the power of language. It's a form of freedom, and that's when you can become bold.' Her latest and most extended experiment in formal bravura is her Scattered All over the Earth trilogy, two parts of which have so far been published in English: Scattered All over the Earth, first published in Japanese in 2018, and Suggested in the Stars. Its central character is Hiruko, whose country - an unnamed 'archipelago somewhere between China and Polynesia' - seems to have sunk into the sea while she was studying in Scandinavia. She's unable to contact her family. And so she sets out on a journey through Europe to find someone who might speak her first language, a Japanese that is never named as Japanese.
In this quest Hiruko is accompanied by an eccentric and expanding band of companions. Her best friend is a linguistics student called Knut, who sees her on Danish TV describing her desperate situation and decides to join her. Their first stop is the German city of Trier, where they meet an Indian student called Akash, who is in the process of transitioning, and Nora, a German woman. Nora tells them about her friend Tenzo, who is possibly from the same country as Hiruko, and who is currently taking part in a cookery competition in Oslo. In Oslo they discover that Tenzo's real name is Nanook, and that he is in fact from Greenland. He mentions a man called Susanoo, working as a sushi chef in Arles, who he thinks may speak the same language as Hiruko. But Susanoo, when they find him, doesn't speak any language at all: he is absolutely silent. Seeing Hiruko's disappointment at this failed connection, Knut suggests bringing Susanoo to Copenhagen to meet a friend of his, a doctor who specialises in speech loss.
The first novel ends there. Suggested in the Stars follows these characters on their journey to Copenhagen and in their efforts at the hospital to encourage Susanoo to speak. It culminates in their decision not just to find other speakers of Hiruko's language, but to travel by boat to the Pacific Ocean to see if they can find her vanished country. It's an old-school picaresque, with each chapter narrated by a different character. The suspense should be in this search for a speaker of Hiruko's language, but that quest keeps dissolving into indirection or hitting an exhausted dead end. Its movements aren't so much directed by the characters as by language. A phrase can create a reality:
'I wonder why we've stopped. Maybe a herd of cows is crossing the tracks. But we're not in India, are we?' Akash joked as he poured me another cup of chai. Just then we heard some thorny static, as if someone was rubbing the mic with a cactus, and then a voice that announced: 'A herd of cows is now crossing the track, so we cannot move. Please wait a little while longer.'

Just as in The Bridegroom Was a Dog, the texture of this reality is conditioned by accidents of words. If a German woman considers transforming into the moon, she is blocked by the dictates of her language: 'But "moon" is a masculine noun in German, so that's out. What about a gust of wind, strong enough to flip the car over? No, "wind" is masculine, too.' Or a person can be terrified by misapprehending the workings of synecdoche: '"Brussels is on the verge of collapse," someone behind me said ... I felt as if a hand had reached in and grabbed my heart. What if our only possible destination had been destroyed? From fragments of the following conversation ... I realised that "Brussels" meant the EU.'
The possibility of desire seems to be blocked or cancelled: everyone is strangely evasive, either about their feelings for some other character or their sense of their own past. Instead, the novel rotates through a series of allusions or motifs. There's the vanished Roman Empire, figured in the locations of Trier, Arles and Koblenz, a reminder of a previous moment in history when a language disappeared. Then, more obliquely, there is Lars von Trier and his Danish TV series The Kingdom, which takes place in the same hospital where Susanoo is now being examined for aphasia. Tawada borrows distorted versions of some of its characters: Dr Velmer is a version of Dr Helmer in the show, with his hatred of voodoo and his masonic allegiances.
But the status of these allusions is uncertain, as if Tawada admires the whimsical not just in the connections between events but also in her references. If I had to hazard a reason for the presence of von Trier's series in these novels, it might be its interest in ghosts and mystic correspondences, its insistence on other worlds. The Kingdom would therefore offer a Northern European analogue to these characters, who are perhaps more strongly shadowed by counterpoints from Japanese mythology. At various points Hiruko seems to be an avatar of the Japanese sun goddess, Amaterasu, who has two brothers: Tsukuyomi, the moon god, and Susanoo, god of the sea and stars. Hiruko says that she has no siblings, but towards the end of the novel she seems to tell the story of Amaterasu as though it is her own: 'Though I'd said them myself, these words upset me. For this was not my own story. It wasn't me who was abandoned, nor was I the one with two younger brothers. I was telling someone else's story. I'd never had a brother. So why did this story slip out so easily?' The governing logic of the trilogy, however, may turn out to be not just mythological but astral, since a story emerges in the final pages about the star Altair (known in Japanese as Hikoboshi), who is looking for Vega (or Orihime, 'a woman, a weaver') but separated from her by the Milky Way.
Suggested in the Stars is a novel about voicelessness, but it takes place in a universe saturated in language. It offers the possibility that what appears meaningless - like the movements of stars, or the pre-verbal sounds made by infants - is in fact just a form of language whose meaning we don't know. And however much it's based on the search for Hiruko's lost language, it also tries to assert forms of connection and community that go beyond the tribal or the national. When Susanoo finally talks, he rejects the idea that he might want to go back to his so-called country: 'But did you ever once ask me if I wanted to go back to that homeland, if I missed it, or wanted to get in touch with people there, to talk to them again? No, you assumed I must, because it's only natural, so you all barged in - I call that nationalism.' This seems to hurt Hiruko, because later she begins to doubt the enterprise entirely: '"My home country?" she asked quietly. "What country? Is there any meaning in looking for it, or not?"' She says something similar in the earlier novel: 'When I found out we didn't share a mother tongue, I wasn't disappointed in the least. In fact, the whole idea of a mother tongue no longer seemed to matter; this meeting between two unique speaking beings was far more important.'
As I read  these novels about language and loss of language, the myth of Tawada hovered in the background. One rumour I'd heard was that she writes simultaneous manuscripts of some books, in both German and Japanese. Another was that she prefers the English translations of her Japanese work to be made from the German version, since that already represents a switch into a Western language. I don't know Tawada's process, but the precise nature of the original felt less and less important - as though any tremors or frissons that might occur through the movement into English would only be local, not major. The imposing fact was the consistency of Tawada's method. And yet I began to feel that these novels of voices were written in an implacable monotone.
A charge levelled against global or world literature is that it somehow represents an analogue to the transnational movement of capital. Perhaps the idea of a literature that might somehow inhabit a space between languages or outside language remains suspect because it isn't easy to think with or produce. Another objection, less political and more aesthetic, might be to the kind of abstraction that Tawada's novels sometimes drift into, a surface that can feel overly clean. Certainly there were times, as I read the first two novels in the trilogy, when I worried that the effort to produce fiction that refused the idea of the national was reducing the work's density. I missed from her earlier fiction, say, Taro's giant tongue and bristles and manic love of beansprouts. But maybe this is to see a connection - between linguistic multiplication and abstraction - where none exists. As soon as writing tries to be literature, after all, it's already in an invented language. And so a work's value may be in the (translatable) images it manages to leave behind: not just a dish of beansprouts, but bombs falling like whales or, in the final sentences of Suggested in the Stars, a procession of passing feet on a pavement, observed from a semi-basement window.
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Diary
Fred Sparks's Bequest
David Margolick

3033 wordsAs peripatetic  as he was, Fred Sparks, who was then a foreign correspondent for the Chicago Daily News, didn't cover the Arab-Israeli War in 1948. He was too busy reporting on the civil war in Greece. But on repeated trips over the next decade to what reporters and cartographers still called the Levant, one thing Sparks always came back to was the plight of the Palestinian refugees. He never devoted entire stories to them, maybe because he sensed that in the euphoria over the creation and survival of the new Jewish state, there was no appetite for such stories, that his editors and readers wouldn't have wanted them. But references to the refugees popped up regularly in his dispatches, always with sympathy (for them) and rage and disgust for those (Israelis, Americans, the UN) he blamed for their predicament.
It was still early in the history of Israel, when stories about making deserts bloom and 'a land without a people for a people without a land' dominated, before the Holocaust that was often cited to justify Israel's existence was even called that, before Palestinians were called Palestinians (they were always the 'Arabs' to Sparks), before those Palestinians called their mass exodus, or expulsion, or both, from their homes the 'Nakba', or catastrophe. But Sparks kept bringing them up, with the credibility that the fresh and contemporaneous, rather than the smug and revisionist, can confer.
'An Arab can't help hating Israel because he can't stop seeing the 800,000 refugees who lost their Palestine homes during the conflict,' he wrote in July 1953. 'Israel won't let them return, fearing a fifth column, and dirt-poor Arab nations can't spare land or jobs. The US feeds 70 per cent their 1500 calories daily - barely enough to keep an active man slightly alive.' 'Drive around Jordan, Lebanon, Syria or Egypt,' he went on, 'and you'll pass their filthy tent cities, where the dead are buried in shallow graves without the final dignity of coffin or canvas wrapping.' He described the refugees as people 'who have vegetated on UN crumbs for five years, ignored by a world concerned elsewhere', and wrote of 'babies [who] sleep tight on their bellies to ease hunger pains'.
Sparks had lots of readers. While he was never retained by the more prestigious outlets of the day - the New York Times and Herald Tribune, the Chicago Tribune, the Baltimore Sun, the St Louis Post-Dispatch - wire services bragged when they bagged him, and dispatched his dispatches to dozens of papers. He was opinionated - outspoken - in a way that a world traveller writing for largely provincial Americans could be. He even won a Pulitzer. But by the time he died in 1981, he had largely disappeared, only to spring back to notice thanks to one last, posthumous declaration: his will. In it, he bequeathed a tenth of his estate - some $30,000, roughly $100,000 today - to the PLO.
The bequest was the third of thirteen listed in his will of 7 May 1975, after another, larger one to the Catholic Missions Society of America, Maryknoll Fathers. There was no ringing oratory: he simply directed the money to go to the Palestine Liberation Organisation, 101 Park Avenue in New York, or if they had relocated, to the PLO in Beirut. This was in keeping with the modesty of the three-page document, which also ordered his executor to have his remains cremated, with no funeral service of any kind.
Leaving money to what was widely seen as a terrorist organisation was weird enough, but Sparks was also a Jew, from a prominent New York Jewish family. People argued about whether his gift was an act of self-hatred or a wise guy's last laugh. Judging from the reaction at the time, it didn't occur to anyone that it was a matter of principle. And that included me. Sparks's will, filed in New York County Surrogate's Court, became a cause celebre. The judge handling the case - an Italian-American elected on a stridently pro-Zionist platform (one wouldn't have expected Middle Eastern politics to enter the discussion, but, hey, this was New York City) - moved to block it, and two prominent Jewish groups stepped in to back her up, while the New York Civil Liberties Union took her on.
It was a great story, and I, then a young law writer for the New York Times, jumped on it. The case raised an important legal question: whether a person was free to leave his or her money to anyone he or she desired. But more intriguing was a cultural and even a psychological question: what kind of Jew would make so freakish and perverted a bequest, funding people intent on destroying the Jewish state? Such a person, I assumed, needed to have his head examined. So examine it I - and many others - did.
Sparks was born Fred Siegelstein in New York in 1915. His father, Bennett Siegelstein, who had grown up (alongside Eddie Cantor and David Sarnoff) on Manhattan's Lower East Side, was a prominent lawyer, as well as the founder and former chairman of the Menorah Home and Hospital for the Aged in Brooklyn. He had championed Romanian Jews, held seders, and sent the poor Jewish children of the Lower East Side to summer camp. When Fred's sister got married, the much esteemed founder of Reconstructionist Judaism, Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan, performed the ceremony.
Fred entered journalism early, as a gofer for the legendary Arthur Brisbane of the Hearst papers. By his late twenties, when he was at Parade magazine, he'd become 'Sparks'. Apart from no longer sounding Jewish, the name was almost onomatopoeic, perfectly suited to his charged personality. By 1946 he'd left Parade - where throughout the Second World War his column had featured a 'Hitler Rumour of the Week' - for the Chicago Daily News, which sent him overseas. He became an old-fashioned roving reporter, a one-man foreign desk for papers unable to afford correspondents of their own, parachuting into hot spots (and cold ones: he accompanied Admiral Byrd to Antarctica in 1947, somehow typing his dispatches wearing gloves) and talking ex cathedra on whatever he saw wherever he saw it, whether it was the Berlin airlift, the campaign to free Marshal Petain or the fighting in French Indochina. He was O. Henry's proverbial 'citizen of the world', never in one place for long: for fifteen straight years, he claimed, he circumnavigated the globe; in one of those years, by his count, he slept in 97 different hotels. And his wasn't soft duty: he left Greece only a couple of days before the bullet-ridden body of his pal George Polk, he of the other eponymous journalism award, was found in Salonika Bay.
'Mile for mile, cablegram for cablegram, there probably isn't a foreign correspondent in the business who covers a wider beat, and covers it harder,' Newsweek wrote of Sparks in August 1953, shortly after he'd moved to NEA, the Scripps Howard wire service. When he learned of his Pulitzer - in 1951, for articles describing the Stalinisation of East Germany - he was covering a Chinese artillery barrage in Korea.
Sparks didn't write in the Olympian tones of Dorothy Thompson, Walter Lippmann or C.L. Sulzberger. He was a man of the people who could bond with street-sellers in Cairo and GIs in Pyongyang. He was unabashedly partisan, fluent in the Cold War patois of 'Commies' and 'Reds' and 'us' and 'them'. He remained a bit of a cut-up, pleading once in an open letter to Mao Zedong to please let him into Red China, if only in order to justify the expenses he'd racked up getting there. Not everyone liked his thick-skinned, world-weary style: for one reader of the New York Post, no battle (this one was in the Greek civil war) could properly be called 'nifty'. Not all his stories were of high-stakes war and diplomacy; in 1950, he tracked down Lucky Luciano, the exiled co-founder of the National Crime Syndicate, and interviewed him at a Neapolitan hotel.
But in the way more staid reporters enjoy (and envy) rascals, Sparks's more august colleagues liked him. 'A delightful and kindly companion of the road' was the way Murray Kempton, an inveterate connoisseur of rogues, described him. Sparks left his family behind - he missed his father's funeral - and, for all his surface conviviality, he shunned close ties of any kind, never marrying and working largely by himself, learning how to take his own pictures to avoid having to spend time with photographers. 'Sort of an introverted extrovert,' said Stan Swinton of the Associated Press, who covered the Korean War with him.
Sparks once confessed to a Jewish colleague that he hated hiding his Jewish origins, 'but he could not stand being mistaken by his Gentile friends for a strident Jew who could "think of nothing but Israel".' During that trip to the Middle East in July 1953, he toured North Africa, Egypt and Jordan, speaking, as he put it, 'to Sheiks, fellahs and bubble pipe salesmen' along the way. It doesn't seem, at least from the written record, that he talked to any Israelis. Israel had taken in hundreds of thousands of refugees from Hitler's Europe, but he paid them no mind. Ditto the even larger numbers of Jews from Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen and other Arab countries who fled to Israel following the 1948 war, though he did blame Zionism for their flight and plight.
He largely accepted what a Moroccan rabbi had told him in June 1948, in the wake of the anti-Jewish riots that took place there after Truman's recognition of Israel. Zionism, the rabbi said, was the work of Jews from Poland, a place where assimilation was impossible - something that had never been true of Morocco: 'It was only when Zionist agitators began their worldwide campaign to establish a Jewish state in an ancient Arab land area that the first signs of trouble with our Arab brothers became visible.'
Whenever he was in the area, Sparks was drawn back to the Arabs in their camps. Invariably, what they talked to him about was 'home', where they vowed one day to return. There was the man peddling what Sparks called 'flat Arab breadcakes shaped like victrola records' (pitta, too, had yet to be named, at least for American readers) in East Jerusalem. 'I can see my old home from here,' the man told him, looking west to the Israeli half of the city. 'I live only to fight for it again.' In a shabby tent camp near the Old City, he encountered two other men - 'with red fezzes, sluggish from a meagre diet' - who had posted a sign in shaky Arabic: 'Remember the UN - it helped steal your home.' 'A young man from United Nations relief shows me through the refugee town, a cluster of soiled white huts on an arid hill,' he wrote from Jordan in 1957. 'Barefoot women balancing biblical water jugs on their heads line up before the only well. Men listlessly converse in a coffee house of naked walls.' 'They fled what is now Israel nine years ago,' his guide tells him. 'Nine years of rotting on meagre rations. What do they live for? Another war that might send them home.'
When Sparks did acknowledge the state of Israel, it was to denounce it as a pampered American protectorate. 'Israel has kept itself well heeled with the latest model military machines, even though it depends on endless US handouts for a slim living,' he wrote in 1953. His anti-communism only heightened his animus. Speaking to the anti-Zionist American Council for Judaism in April 1957, he warned that US favouritism threatened to drive Arab countries otherwise unsympathetic to the Soviets 'in a kind of insane fury to Moscow'.
In the same speech, Sparks praised moderates on both sides who urged compromise: Arabs who realised that the Jews couldn't all be thrown into the sea, Jews who pushed for humane treatment of Palestinian refugees and territorial compromise, thereby allaying Arab fears the Jews would gobble up still more of their land. 'There must be a feeling that Israel is not going to expand all over the map of the world like bubble gum expanding over the map of a 12-year-old,' he said. One way or another, the two peoples had to learn to coexist. For all his estrangement from Jews and Jewish groups, it's noteworthy that Sparks affiliated himself with the council, which, while marginalised by 1957, represented a hearty and formerly respectable strand of American Jewish thought. But while its opposition to a Jewish state was based largely on concerns for American Jews - the fear that by giving fuel to canards about Jewish dual loyalty, support for a Jewish state would threaten their still fragile acceptance into the American mainstream - Sparks's concerns were different. His thoughts, always, were with the refugees.
Sparks's career eventually faltered - as print journalism matured, swashbuckling fell into disfavour - and from omniscient pronouncements about geopolitics he regressed to gossip about the 'golden' Rockefeller women and the 'wild, wild' Kennedy boys. He wrote an entire book about Jacqueline Kennedy's marriage to Aristotle Onassis, The $20,000,000 Honeymoon (1970), which the Times dismissed as a 'piece of garbage'. He died, aged 65, of cancer in February 1981, six years after he'd made his will. Though he left a brother and sister, his obituary - a fourteen-liner - said no one survived him, and that seemed right.
Apart from the Maryknoll Fathers, who got 15 per cent of his estate, there were bequests to the New York Public Library, the Overseas Press Club and Somerset Maugham's nephew (5 per cent apiece). Kempton, for one, hadn't known he'd died until the will reached the chambers of Surrogate Marie Lambert of Manhattan, where testamentary matters were heard, then hit the papers. Though pretty broad-minded, even Kempton assumed from the PLO bequest that Sparks had lost his mind. 'Growing old without wife or child must have been lonely enough to do a certain disservice to his judgment,' he speculated. Still, he insisted, a man had a right to be foolish.
Judge Lambert was itching for a fight. And she knew her constituency. Campaigning for the post a few years earlier, in radio spots on the news-and-classical-music stations favoured by elderly Jewish listeners, she had pledged not to deposit court funds with banks participating in the Arab boycott of Israel - or as she put it, financial institutions 'whose greed aligns them with ARAB murderers'. Not on her watch would 'the HITLERS of this generation' get their hands on 'the monies of widows, widowers and orphans'.
So she froze Sparks's bequest, pending hearings into the nature and purpose of the PLO. 'I talked to the State Department, but was promptly told, "It's your baby. Do with it what you want,"' she later explained. (In the meantime, she doubled down on her security.) The American Jewish Congress and the Anti-Defamation League filed friend-of-the-court briefs opposing Sparks's wishes. Then, in May 1982, Lambert held a hearing. The PLO's permanent observer at the UN, Zehdi Terzi, was summoned: 'In the country I come from, Palestine, the wills of Jews, Christians and Muslims are sacrosanct in their entirety,' he said. But Lambert grew frustrated dealing with underlings. 'Is Mr Arafat within the United States?' she asked at one point. 'Cheap grandstanding,' the Times called the proceedings; to Ken Auletta, then of the Daily News, they were 'a cross between a Marx Brothers movie and a Joseph McCarthy inquiry'.
The case brought Sparks in death a level of attention from the prestige press he had never enjoyed while alive. Reporting for the Washington Post, Joyce Wadler got conflicting appraisals of the man. 'The PLO, as he saw it and told me several times, were the only ones who were educating the children,' recalled Moana Tregaskis, the widow of the war correspondent Richard Tregaskis, and another beneficiary (5 per cent) of the will. Sparks, she said, 'was a man with a very good heart'. On the other side was someone like John Groth, an artist who'd known Sparks at Parade: 'He was probably the most antisemitic guy I ever met in my life. He was Jewish, but he despised all Jews. He was always making cracks about the Jews; worried when a guy came to be hired with a name like North, South, West if they were Jewish guys who had changed their names.'
As for me, rather than trying to learn more about Sparks - say, by examining what he'd written about the Middle East at the time, harder work in the days before digitisation - I tracked down his sister, the woman over whose wedding Mordecai Kaplan had presided, and then, using that classic ploy of reporters either lacking a point of view or looking for someone else to express it, I gave her the last word on her brother. 'We all grew up in a very fine middle-class Jewish family,' she told me. 'The only thing I can think of is that my brother was beset with self-hatred.'
The case eventually migrated to the Federal Court in New York, and was settled before it was decided. Under the agreement (said to have been approved by Arafat himself), Sparks's money wound up with the International Red Cross, to be used for medical care, food and housing for Palestinian civilians. Having little truck with politicians of any stripe, Sparks would surely have approved. So would anyone who has ever been to Gaza.
Whatever prompted Sparks's rejection of his Jewish past, it wasn't complete. His will, like his dispatches, honoured the tenets of the faith - the beliefs in charity, justice and equality, sympathy for outcasts and strangers, the principle of tikkun olam, or healing the world. It was a reminder that the Palestinians had been treated unjustly, and that amends must be made, sooner rather than later. Thanks to an Israeli government far more extreme than even he could have imagined, many Jews in the diaspora now feel the way Sparks once did, and are raising the same questions. Fifty years after he made his last will, Fred Sparks seems less like a crank than a seer.
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