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Pop, Crackle and Bang
  In my childhood, a generation before Malcolm Gaskill's, the difference between the weight attached to 31 October (barely noticed, if at all) and 5 November (eagerly anticipated weeks in advance)  was probably even greater than it was for him (LRB, 7 November). The gradual acquisition of a personal hoard of fireworks was an essential part of  preparation. Mine were all made by Standard Fireworks, a Huddersfield firm with a virtual monopoly of retail outlets in nearby Halifax, where I lived.
  But, although we would have known what 'Bonfire Night' meant, the term was not used in Halifax. The fifth of November was 'Plot Night': the numerous pyres built and keenly protected on waste ground  and unadopted streets were 'plots'; the combustible materials that went into them were 'plot'; and the process of accumulating these over the preceding weeks - whether through doorstep solicitation  or raids on rival pyres - was 'plotting'.
  Carried out in small groups under cover of dark without adult involvement, plotting was a child-controlled activity. And even though the fire on the night would probably be ignited by someone's dad  and the 'plot toffee' and potatoes for baking in the embers produced by the mums, Plot Night fifty or more years ago was an occasion when the gratification of children was paramount; they  effectively ran the show, and relished it all the more for that.


Andy Connell

				Appleby-in-Westmorland, Cumbria
			


Unmentionables
  It's a pity there was no space for men's underpants in Clare Bucknell's review of the Under/Wear show at the Rijksmuseum (LRB, 21 November).  It's true that they have always been an easier affair, with many men simply tying their undershirt between their legs, but there is still much to be said about the design and materials, the use of  buttons, flaps, laces and so on. Over the centuries, as women's underwear became ever more elaborate and punitive to support an expanding or subtracting silhouette, men's lower garments became  progressively simpler, and fitted more naturally and closely to the lower body. This had the effect of making breeches and then trousers socially charged garments, in more direct and revealing  contact with the rear and genitals. The 19th-century vocabulary for trousers - the OED lists 'inexpressibles', 'unmentionables', 'indescribables', 'ineffables', 'never-mention-'ems',  'unwhisperables' and 'unutterables' - captures this, though it was more likely used in fun than out of prudery.
  An example, to complement Bucknell's more sensual quotation from Hardy's The Well-Beloved, is Trollope's short story 'The Relics of General Chasse', in which two English tourists, the  narrator and the well-fed Reverend Horne, visit Antwerp and the private apartments recently inhabited by General Chasse (a real figure), who had valiantly but unsuccessfully held out against a  French siege of the city in 1832. Wandering into the bedroom, Horne sights an abandoned pair of the general's breeches - variously described as 'respectable leathern articles', a 'virile  habiliment', 'what's-the-names' and 'regimentals' - and determines to try them on. He takes off his own trousers and is in the middle of failing to wrestle his way into the general's when a group  of Englishwomen enter the room. He and the narrator are forced to hide themselves in a dressing room, where Horne, admitting defeat, casts aside the general's breeches. Meanwhile, the ladies,  mistaking Horne's trousers for sacred relics of the general, cut them up into sections and strips, intending to use the cloth (judged very fine) for a bag, a needlecase, a pincushion, a pen-wiper  and leggings for the winter months. All that's left behind is a 'melancholy skeleton of seams and buttons'.
  Horne is eventually smuggled back to the hotel under a cloak, and re-emerges the next day dressed as normal above the waist, but below in 'a pair of red plush', ending an inch from the knee, with  socks black silk to the calf and white cotton thereafter. The narrator, meeting the ladies a few days later, gleefully informs them of their mistake. The story ends without the word 'trousers'  having been used once.


Tom Crewe

				London NW1
			


All about the Outcome
  Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite writes that Jeremy Corbyn's response to the EHRC report on antisemitism in the Labour Party showed he 'still didn't get it' (LRB, 7 November). Perhaps it's Sutcliffe-Braithwaite who doesn't get it. It is entirely correct to say that the antisemitism problem in Labour was 'dramatically  overstated', as evidenced by the Forde Report, which she seems to consider a footnote.
  Sutcliffe-Braithwaite alleges that Corbyn 'gave his support to a blatantly antisemitic mural'. This 'support' consisted of nothing more than a reply to a Facebook post stating the mural was to be  removed: 'Why? You are in good company. Rockerfeller [sic] destroyed Diego Viera's [sic] mural because it includes a picture of Lenin.' Corbyn evidently presumed it was being  taken down for political reasons. Sutcliffe-Braithwaite insinuates that Corbyn was actively opposing the removal of a mural that he knew to be antisemitic.
  A smear of this sort puts a person in a double bind. If they apologise, it implies that the accusation had merit, but a dismissal means that they do not take the accusation of antisemitism  seriously. Their supporters are put in a similar position: ridiculed as blindly partisan if they reject the smear, forced to perpetuate it in order to appear judicious. Pundits who wish to avoid  the fray can limit themselves to criticising the victim's 'handling' of the smear.
  Antisemitism has been widely instrumentalised for political purposes in recent years. Bernie Sanders was accused of antisemitism, despite being Jewish. As the UN struggles to mitigate Israel's  genocide, an acute problem with its own antisemitism has been identified, and the secretary-general held responsible. Somehow, since the right-wing's recapture of the Labour Party, its antisemitism  problem has dematerialised. Sutcliffe-Braithwaite says that the Forde Report saw 'both sides' of the party as weaponising antisemitism, but I struggle to recall any occasion on which a Labour  right-winger suffered.
  The smear campaign against Labour peaked in 2018 when Corbyn was forced to apologise for appearing at an event in 2010 with Hajo Meyer, a Jewish survivor of Auschwitz, who had compared Israel to  Nazi Germany. On the BBC's Today programme, a Labour MP declared that it 'breaches any form of normal decency' to appear with Meyer. This sort of thing trivialises antisemitism and makes  people feel afraid to openly criticise Israel.


Conrad Teixeira

				Manchester
			


Origin of Imperfection
  Adam Thirlwell, writing about Yoko Tawada's novel Suggested in the Stars, remarks that Hiruko 'seems to be an avatar of the Japanese sun goddess, Amaterasu' (LRB, 21 November). It helps to know that Hiruko (usually interpreted as 'leech child') is actually the first imperfect product of the union of the creation  deities Izanagi and Izanami, seen as a horror and abandoned to the sea in a boat made of reeds. The origin of the imperfection is that the female initially suggested the union; if the male is  allowed to speak first, all is well. The name Hiruko therefore bespeaks rejection from the outset, but since footnotes are anathema in the world of translated novels, all this is missed.


Richard Bowring

				Cambridge
			


Something Must Be Done
Stephen Allen points to a malaise in British book manufacturing (Letters, 21 November). Books printed and bound in the UK have become damaged goods. Viewed from the side, one may see the edges of their pages forming waves. When a book is opened out and placed on a table, it will snap shut. No amount of good editing or brilliant design can hide these material defects. Allen is right to identify the crucial factor of paper grain direction: horizontal, rather than - as is proper - parallel with the spine. The other factor is the glue used to hold the pages: no longer thinly spread water-based glues, but now hot-melt adhesives applied in a thick layer. Hot-melt dries instantly and therefore saves money.
The reason for all this is economic rationalisation. Binding is now usually part of a total production process that starts with PDF files for pages being sent to the printer and ends a few days later with boxes of printed books leaving the same factory. The machines in a production line, once configured, cannot be changed. A binding process that produces books with the wrong direction of paper grain suggests that craft knowledge has lost out in the attempt to optimise machine disposition on the factory floor.
The rationalisation of British publishing - most older imprints are now owned by one of the 'big five' conglomerates - is paralleled by the rationalisation of the printing and binding companies. Venerable firms, such as Clays or William Clowes, are now also owned by cross-national conglomerates. The pressures on the employees of these larger entities inhibit any decision that isn't purely economic. The only way out is to get your books printed and bound elsewhere in the world by firms that still understand the working of paper and glue.


Robin Kinross

				London NW5
			


Inventing Nothing
  Dave Morris writes that the concept of zero 'dates back ... to Indian mathematicians of the third century bce' (Letters, 7 November). The earliest extant manuscript containing the use of a zero symbol is, I believe, the Bakhshali manuscript, written  on birch bark and found in 1881 in a village near Peshawar in what is now Pakistan. For some portions, a carbon date of 224-383 ce is proposed, and for other portions a date as late as 885-993, though this dating has been criticised on methodological grounds. The manuscript is written in an  early form of Sharada script, used mainly in the north-west of the Indian subcontinent for writing Sanskrit and Kashmiri from the 7th century ce onwards, but apparently influenced by local dialects. It is entirely possible, however, that the mathematical concept of zero was invented or discovered  earlier than this, perhaps in the 5th century ce by the mathematician and astronomer Aryabhata (who was  familiar with the value of pi as 3.14 and the formula for a right-angled triangle), or even earlier. The concept of shunyam/sunyam - the Sanskrit for 'emptiness' or 'nothingness'  - dates back to the Vedas, a collection of sacred texts most likely composed between 1500 and 1200 bce.


David Seddon

				Taunton, Somerset
			


Medieval Exaggerations
  Hugh Pennington thinks Tom Shippey should have questioned what Pennington believes to be exaggerated mortality statistics in James Belich's The World the Plague Made - specifically the  claim that the Black Death killed half of Europe's population in the mid-14th century (Letters, 21 November). Pennington also dismisses the picture of death and  devastation described in chronicles and letters as ramblings of 'the medieval mind ... prone to exaggeration'.
  According to an earlier consensus, the Great Pestilence claimed between 20 and 30 per cent of Europe's population, but these figures were based on limited empirical evidence. Since the 1960s,  historians and demographers have examined a variety of local sources, including censuses, tax records and manorial registers. The Norwegian historian Ole Jorgen Benedictow synthesised these  disparate studies in The Black Death, 1346-53 (2004) and reached a startling conclusion: the plague killed approximately 60 per cent of Europe's inhabitants, about fifty million out of a  population of eighty million.


Jonathan Kennedy

				Queen Mary University of London
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The Murmur of Engines
Christopher Clark

5762 wordsFor  more than fifty years, Perry Anderson has been the most erudite and compelling voice on the British Marxist left. His writing has always been marked by prodigious reading across the widest possible front, a commitment to clarity and analytical rigour, and fidelity to a materialist reading of history. The style is cool and forensic, its austere surfaces set off by a sprinkling of recherche locutions (mouvance, primum movens, suppressio veri, suggestio falsi, coup de main, plumpes Denken, kataplexis, animus pugnandi, lapsus calami, ante diem, to cite just a few from this book). Two great works of historical synthesis, Passages from Antiquity to Feudalism and Lineages of the Absolutist State, both published in 1974, earned Anderson wide renown for the brilliance and complexity of their conceptual architecture, though the empirical soundness of their arguments was challenged by some historical specialists. The epochal disappointments of the 1980s, when it became clear that the political hopes of the radical left were not going to be realised any time soon, had a muting effect. The mordancy of the early decades made way for the realism of the mature Anderson style, marked by long and probing critical essays focused on individual issues and thinkers.
 There was a mid-19th-century moment when critics emerged as arbiters of the present, applying a science of discernment whose purposes were no less (and sometimes were more) ambitious than those of the works they examined. Anderson is a critic in this mould. His attention falls not just on works, but also on the persons who fashion them. This is not because he is in the business of augmenting or destroying reputations, but because he sees writing as a way of being active in the world. He can say, with Sainte-Beuve, who pioneered this exalted form of critique: 'I do not look upon literature as a thing apart, or, at least, detachable, from the rest of the man and his nature; I can savour a work, but it is difficult for me to judge it separately from the man himself. For me, literary inquiry leads quite naturally into moral inquiry.'
 Anderson brings a peculiar gift to the work of criticism: he can step into a book and inspect it closely, even sympathetically, scrutinising its structures, immersing himself in its style and atmosphere; then he can step out of it again and size it up coldly from a distance. It's surprising how rare this is. Historians rarely attempt it. We tend either to dismiss one another's books altogether or to fillet them for material and move on. Anderson, by contrast, lets the books and arguments of his subjects relax and breathe a little, until they begin to betray their inner contradictions and blind spots - then the vivisection can begin. The result is an unsettling oscillation between connoisseurial appreciation and brusque takedown. Nobody is exempt from this severity, not even the superstars of his own intellectual tradition. In his Considerations on Western Marxism (1976), Anderson rebuked Gyorgy Lukacs for his 'cumbersome and abstruse diction', Walter Benjamin for his 'gnomic brevity and indirection', Galvano Della Volpe for his 'impenetrable syntax and circular self-reference', Jean-Paul Sartre for his 'hermetic and unrelenting maze of neologisms' and Louis Althusser for his 'sibylline rhetoric of elusion'. The good cop, bad cop alternation is not a trick or a tactic, it manifests a fundamental tension between Anderson's humane interest in a great variety of things, persons and ideas, and the commitment to clarity, analytical discrimination and theoretical rigour that drives him as a writer.
 In Disputing Disaster, Anderson examines a debate without parallel in Western historiography: the multigenerational contention over the causes of the First World War. This began before the war itself, as the statesmen chiefly involved in starting it forged arguments exonerating themselves and inculpating their adversaries, arguments that would later resonate in the works of historians. The formerly belligerent states weighed in with enormous volumes of official documents designed to put their own policies in the best light (an exception was the Russian collection, edited by Bolshevik scholars, Mezhdunarodnye otnosheniia v epokhu imperializma, which aimed to impugn tsarist imperialism).
 The debate unfolded under formidable political and emotional pressures, not just because the question of culpability was so central to the postwar order, but also because the matter became intertwined with national, political and academic identities. By 1991, an overview of the current literature estimated that it ran to more than 25,000 books and articles; the number today will be much higher. The variety of arguments on display is bewildering. Some accounts have focused on the culpability of one bad-apple state (Germany has been most popular, but none of the Great Powers has escaped the ascription of chief responsibility); others have shared the blame around or have looked for faults in the 'system'. Even within the schools that emerged from the skirmishing there are endless nuances. All of this was possible because the convoluted aetiology of this war and its oceanic documentary legacy made certainty elusive. There was always enough complexity to keep the argument going. And around the debates of the historians, which have tended to turn on questions of culpability, extends a landscape of international relations commentary, in which categories such as deterrence, detente and inadvertence, or universalisable mechanisms such as balancing, bargaining and bandwagoning, occupy centre stage.
 This is a cultural and intellectual phenomenon of considerable interest, yet synthetic historical accounts of it have been surprisingly few, and most of those that do exist are exercises in adjudication by historians aiming to vindicate a specific view of culpability. Against this background, Anderson's book is unusual. His interrogation of six authors who have contributed to the debate on the origins of the war is not primarily intended to chart its mutations over time. Nor is it focused exclusively on books or articles pertinent to that debate; Anderson reads these against other texts by the same authors - it is the body of work that is under scrutiny. There is no summative chapter distilling the 'correct' view, no contrastive adjudication of the kind ubiquitous in the literature, and no qualitative ranking. Anderson is as interested in the way arguments are constructed as in what they postulate. And, like Sainte-Beuve, he moves easily from literary into moral inquiry, from questions of quality to questions of character and stance. At no point does he single out one of his historians and announce 'This is the winner' (though he has his preferences). All are evaluated and, while most are commended on specific merits, all are found wanting, some more so than others.
 Anderson's sextet is an odd crew. The eldest, who would now be 153 years old, is the Italian newspaper editor and politician Luigi Albertini. Next, at 131 and 116 respectively, are the French and German historians Pierre Renouvin and Fritz Fischer. The American historian of international relations Paul W. Schroeder would be 97 and his British colleague Keith Wilson 80. The youngest, at 64, and the only one still alive, is me. Anderson states in the introduction that he selected his sextet for two qualities: 'originality' and 'impact'. This is less acclamatory than it sounds because it quickly becomes clear that impact is for Anderson no index of quality, and originality no guarantee of trustworthiness. The book is a study of the way historians handle complex material, the mutations and inconsistencies in their thinking, the underpinning that leads them to focus their attention on some things and remain blind to others, and the pressures, both political and emotional, that warp their arguments. Of his own take on the problem at the heart of this book, Anderson offers only partial glimpses, though these are revealing enough. On this journey through the work of six historians, the reader feels underfoot the sonorous reverberations of his hermeneutic, like the murmur of engines beneath the deck of a ship.
Ivividly recall  a conference in 2014 at which the French historian Antoine Prost spoke impromptu about the memory of the First World War in France: 'It is like a scar,' he said, lightly touching his left wrist, 'that can still cause pain.' This was true in a literal sense of Pierre Renouvin. Called up when war broke out in 1914, the 21-year-old Renouvin was sent to the front, where he lost first his right thumb and then his left arm, mutilations that would cause him pain throughout his life. Renouvin had begun his studies as a historian of the French Revolution, but his career changed direction after he was selected by the minister of education to run the documentation section of the newly established Library and Museum of the War in Vincennes. By 1922, he was teaching on the subject at the Sorbonne.
 Today, Renouvin is best known as the author of two magisterial studies, Les Origines immediates de la guerre of 1925 and La Crise europeenne et la Grande Guerre of 1934. The first focused on the weeks of the July Crisis between 28 June and 4 August 1914, the second on the years from 1904 to 1918. Writing at a time when the bitterness stirred by the conflict was still fresh, Renouvin fashioned work of monumental scope, empirical depth and serene tone. It was time, he wrote in the opening pages of Les Origines immediates de la guerre, to set aside the political passions of the war years and apply the techniques of a cool and exacting scholarship. The narrative that followed was beautifully written and lucidly structured around the many decision-makers and theatres of action. Reviewing the book, Aubrey Leo Kennedy, who had been a correspondent for the Times in Paris and the Balkans before the war, observed that 'no one can write except from his own point of view, but with this qualification, M. Renouvin is as impartial as a man can be.'
 And yet, Anderson observes, Renouvin's books were shaped - how could they not be? - by the emotion and politics of his time and milieu. French innocence of any share of responsibility for the outbreak of war was axiomatic. This, Renouvin pointed out in an article of 1931, was the unanimous conviction of 'the majority of Frenchmen ... To us it seems unnecessary to prove a commitment to peace that is part of ourselves.' His accumulation of appointments and preferments made Renouvin something of an official historian, entrusted with defending the French government view. As secretary and later president of the commission charged with publishing the Documents diplomatiques francais, he was among the foremost warriors in what the German historian Bernhard Schwertfeger called in 1929 'the world war of the documents'.
 Renouvin was close to Raymond Poincare, president of France between 1913 and 1920 and prime minister intermittently during the 1920s. After the cessation of hostilities, Poincare's record in office came under hostile scrutiny from French historians, most of them men of the left. They argued that his belligerence had helped to bring the war about and that he had falsified and concealed his own role in the crises of the prewar period. Anderson suggests that Renouvin became complicit in the effort to whitewash the former president's record. Les Origines immediates de la guerre was strikingly taciturn on the subject of Poincare's controversial visit to St Petersburg in the week before the outbreak of war, and La Crise europeenne et la Grande Guerre airbrushed Poincare's name almost entirely from the narrative. Renouvin's handling of Austrian policy on the Balkan peninsula in the prewar years was tendentious and one-sided; there was no mention of the expanded remit of the Franco-Russian Alliance in 1912, negotiated by Poincare when he was foreign minister; German provocations were itemised in detail, whereas those of the Entente powers were not. As Anderson observes, there was a tension between evidence and inference: Renouvin's narrative suggested a war of complex inception involving interlocking decisions in different locations, yet the conclusion assigned 'undivided responsibility' to the Central Powers.
 The tension was even more pronounced in the work of Luigi Albertini, sometime editorial secretary, director, managing editor and two-fifths owner of Corriere della Sera, which he built into the most influential newspaper in prewar Italy. In 1911, he was a cheerleader for the unprovoked Italian assault on Ottoman Libya, an escapade that helped to trigger the Balkan Wars of 1912 and 1913. Once the world war was underway, Albertini and his paper goaded the Italian government into entering the conflict on the side of the Entente. Throughout the bloodbath that ensued, he was promoter-in-chief of Italy's incompetent and brutal supreme commander, Marshal Luigi Cadorna. In the turbulence following the end of the war, Albertini backed Mussolini and campaigned for the 'absorption' of the fascists into the Italian constitutional order. Only after the abduction and murder of the socialist deputy Giacomo Matteotti in 1924 by Mussolini's henchmen did he part ways with the fascists and exit from public life, though hardly under heroic circumstances. At Mussolini's behest, the other part-owners of Corriere della Sera paid handsomely for Albertini's share of the paper. He retired to an enormous estate outside Rome, where he lived in luxury and spent his days travelling and writing history until his death in 1941.
Le Origini della Guerra del 1914, published in three volumes in Milan in 1942 and 1943, remains the key point of departure for serious research. To a greater extent than Renouvin, Albertini offered a genuinely multipolar analysis of the aetiology of the Great War. The perspective was distinctively Italian (and highly original) in its close attention to developments on the Balkan peninsula, where Italian and Austrian geopolitical ambitions had long been in conflict. Albertini benefited here from the collaboration of Luciano Magrini, one of the most gifted journalists of his era, who managed to track down and interview many of the Serbian and Austrian participants in the crisis of 1914. In Albertini's account, there is plenty of blame to go around: the official justifications offered by all the belligerent governments for their respective entries into the war are denounced as tissues of lies and manipulations; the Serbian connection to the Sarajevo assassinations receives extensive critical scrutiny, as does the 'fatal' Russian decision to mobilise for war on 30 July, well before Germany. Albertini also reproached France for urging Russia into the conflict. And yet he assigned blame for the outbreak of war squarely to the Central Powers and above all to Germany, whose support for Austria had been decisive. It was in Berlin, Albertini insisted, without actually making the case, that 'all the acts and all the roles in the tragedy were settled in advance.' Anderson notes the subtle modulations in the book's tone: the missteps of the Entente powers are narrated 'more in sorrow than anger', those of Germany and Austria 'more in anger than sorrow'.
In  a critique of Renouvin's La Crise europeenne, the historian Jules Isaac noted that the placid surface of 'objective' historical prose could be deceptive. Might it not be better, he wrote
 that a work of history not seem too objective, since it never is ... I begin to worry when a historical exposition, by its even, bare, 'scientific' tone, gives the reader the illusion of certainty: I ask myself where the author is hiding, for that he certainly has to do, and by looking carefully one always finds him, as in those picture-riddles where a sheep's fleece, insidiously drawn, contains the silhouette of a shepherd. 

Nowhere does the quest for the hidden author lead along more convoluted paths than in the case of Fritz Fischer. In a suite of studies published between 1961 and 1979, Fischer argued first that Germany had uniquely aggressive war aims in 1914, and later that the country's political leadership had deliberately engineered the outbreak of war, and even planned it in advance, initiating a countdown in 1912 that expired in the summer of 1914.
 It would be difficult to overstate the impact of Fischer's books. Since 1945, a consensus had been settling among European historians - led by Renouvin, among others - that blame for the outbreak of war should be shared out among the chief belligerent powers. Fischer triggered a paradigm shift. He and his collaborators and assistants dug more widely and deeply than any previous researchers into the German archival record to construct a portrait of an elite in the grip of paranoia and aggression. Particularly resonant, in the context of the cultural revolution underway on West German university campuses in the 1960s and 1970s, was his increasingly shrill insistence on the continuities between the Wilhelmine empire and the Third Reich. The Fischer thesis became intertwined with the arguments of a younger generation of German historians for whom the disasters of modern German history were rooted in the lopsided political and economic development of its society since the mid-19th century. The burst of critical energy released by these reorientations in turn converged with the quest for a fuller reckoning with the Nazi past. In the process, adherence to the Fischer thesis became a marker of probity and moral rectitude. 'The Fischer controversy of the 1960s was always more than just an academic dispute about scraps of paper in the archives,' the Anglo-German historian John Rohl wrote in 2015. 'It marked the point at which civil society in the Federal Republic admirably turned its back on a difficult past to embrace Western values and share its destiny with that of its neighbours. The transformation was profound and lasting, making Germany a model democracy and its people the most peace-loving in Europe.'
 Fischer's ascent to the status of moral icon appears strange, even grotesque, if we set it against the background of his early life. As a teenager he joined the militantly antisemitic Bund Oberland, receiving paramilitary training in his native Franconia. He took part in the Deutscher Tag of September 1923, a rally in Nuremberg organised by the Nazis and other far-right groups, two months before the Munich putsch. In 1926, he joined the militant student association Uttenruthia Verband, which offered a mix of antisemitism, weapons training, homage to Hitler and propaganda work. He signed up with the paramilitary SA in November 1933 and the Nazi Party on 1 May 1937, as soon as the ban on the admission of new members was lifted.
 Fischer had first studied theology, not history. He was drawn to the teachings of the German Christians, a network of groups within German Protestantism aligned with the principles of Nazism. German Christian theologians argued for the application of racial principles to religious life, the severing of the New Testament from the Old and the acknowledgment of Christ's Aryan racial heritage. But by 1936, Fischer's interests were shifting, as Anderson puts it, 'from articles of faith to questions of power', and he applied to switch from theology to history. Frustrated by academic bureaucracy and finding it hard to make ends meet on his postdoctoral stipend, he turned in 1939 to the Institute for the History of the New Germany, set up by the Hitler regime and run by the vehement antisemite Walter Frank. Fischer proposed a research project on 'external enemies' of the Reich in adjacent neutral countries, to be coupled with a study of 'inner enemies' in the form of the parochial-quietist and cosmopolitan-universalist strands of German Protestantism. He was rewarded with a monthly stipend that continued until he was called up for military service in the anti-aircraft arm of the Luftwaffe. His appointment in 1942 to a post teaching history at the University of Hamburg was a political preferment made possible mainly by support from the Nazis who ran Frank's institute. In a letter he wrote to Frank's deputy, Erich Botzenhart, while he was serving on an anti-aircraft battery in Berlin in 1941, Fischer wrote that he was proud to be lecturing his unit on themes of crucial importance such as 'Jewish penetration into German culture and politics in the last two hundred years, Jewish blood in the English upper class and the role of Jewry in the economy and society of the USA'.
 Fischer appears to have removed the texts of these lectures, along with much else, from the Nachlass he bequeathed to the German Federal Archives in Koblenz. After the war, he lied extravagantly about his past, removing all Nazi and volkisch associations from the picture. He couldn't deny his membership of the party, which was a matter of public record, but claimed he had been driven to join by economic need. There were, Anderson concedes, other gravely compromised historians, such as Theodor Schieder and Werner Conze, who remained silent about their roles in the formulation of wartime Nazi plans for the occupied East. But Fischer was a public figure in a way that they were not, celebrated internationally as an emblem of integrity and civic courage. His career thus came to embody what Anderson calls 'a performative self-contradiction' marked by interlocking reflexes of exposure and concealment. These personal traits need not, of course, cast doubt on the integrity of Fischer's work as a historian. But Anderson observes that his works, though diligent and painstaking, reveal 'the same propensity to omission and exaggeration, a loose joint of mind or character'. Always an energetic self-promoter, Fischer acquired an evangelical confidence in the truth of his claims. 'There does not exist a single document in the world,' he declared in 1965, 'that could weaken the central truth that in July 1914 a will for war existed solely and exclusively ['einzig und allein'] on the German side.'
Of  all the works produced by the sextet, Fischer's had the deepest impact, both on public memory and on the historiographical landscape, because they meshed in a way that those of the others did not with broader processes of cultural change. And it was in turn thanks to Fischer, Anderson believes, that complex multi-nation studies of the kind written by Renouvin, Albertini, Sidney Bradshaw Fay, Bernadotte Schmitt and others made way for the single-country studies (France and the Origins of the First World War, Russia and the Origins and so on) that dominated from the 1970s onwards. Why waste time on the complex prewar interactions of the powers if the issue of responsibility had already been resolved? It remained merely to show how the other states had been drawn into the snares of a German war.
 Neither Keith Wilson nor Paul W. Schroeder published a major monograph on the origins of the First World War, but both wrote articles and book chapters that pushed hard at parts of the post-Fischer war-guilt consensus. Wilson's Policy of the Entente (1985) was a collection of partly overlapping essays whose cumulative thrust was against the received view that prewar British foreign policy was driven by the need to counter the threat posed by German aggression. Wilson proposed that the men around the then foreign secretary, Edward Grey, were focused chiefly on the security of the British Empire (and especially northern India), which was seen as vulnerable to Russian predation. The British Entente with France (1904) and the Anglo-Russian Convention (1907) were not designed as a counter-balance to German power, but intended, first, to loosen the link between France and Russia and then, when this failed, to tether St Petersburg to a settlement that would minimise the risk of Russian aggression on the British imperial periphery. Britain faced a choice: it could appease Germany and oppose Russia, or it could oppose Germany and appease Russia. Concerned above all with the integrity of the empire, Grey and the coterie of liberal imperialists around him chose to do the latter. From this it followed that Britain went to war in 1914 less to defend France against German aggression than to maintain the entente with Russia. In other articles, Wilson challenged the image of Grey as the golden boy of liberal memory, depicting him as a geopolitically aggressive and manipulative figure prepared to deceive colleagues and the British public alike about the true direction of his policy.
 Schroeder is best known for The Transformation of European Politics (1994), a magisterial account of international relations before and after the Congress of Vienna in 1814-15, but he also wrote brilliant shorter reflections on aspects of the origins debate. In 'Embedded Counterfactuals and World War One as an Unavoidable War', Schroeder critiqued the consensus view that Germany and Austria caused their own isolation through their egregious international behaviour. On the contrary, he argued, the Germans - however irritating their parvenu posturing might on occasion have been to their rivals - were playing by the same rules as everyone else. It was the system that was at fault, not the players. In another essay, the wonderfully titled 'Stealing Horses to Great Applause', Schroeder focused on shifts in the system's logic, arguing that in the last decades before the war, the powers gradually abandoned the principle that Europe was a continental ecology in which every state had a role to play. One consequence of this was the growing conviction among the Entente powers that Austria-Hungary was an anachronistic entity whose interests did not command international respect and whose extinction could be contemplated with equanimity. This was a potentially dangerous mutation, because it removed Vienna's incentives for trusting the system and amplified the risk of impetuous solo initiatives.
 Neither Wilson nor Schroeder escapes criticism, but Anderson warms especially to these two members of his sextet. For this there are several reasons. First, he admires analytically driven writing. Evocation and synthesis are all well and good, but analysis is where the hard work is done. Second: the two men were laconic and self-effacing and refused to play to the gallery. Anderson respects that, just as he abhors the vainglorious gyrations of Fischer. Third: for Anderson, 'system-level' explanations are always to be preferred to those constructed at 'unit-level' (though he never gives a persuasive account of how a 'system-level' explanation might actually work). Here, too, Wilson and Schroeder both get high marks, though the case is harder to make for Wilson. Anderson praises a chapter in Wilson's Problems and Possibilities (2003) - a slightly scrappy book bereft of scholarly apparatus - for impartially and correctly 'ascribing imperialist drives to all the Great Powers in precipitating the carnage'.
 Schroeder was an American conservative, not a man of the left like Wilson. But in him Anderson detects a kindred sensibility, based in a shared hostility to liberal idealism, disgust at the adventurism of US foreign policy and dismay at the expansion of Nato 'to the borders of a shrunken, chaotic and humiliated Russia'. Anderson met Schroeder at UCLA in 2010 and the two men began an unexpected email and Skype friendship which lasted until Schroeder's death in December 2020. This book is rich in critical appraisals of personality - the haughty grandeur of Renouvin, in whose presence his former student Pierre Nora could not remember having sat down; the braggadocio of Albertini; the sinuous manoeuvring of Fischer - but in the final chapter on Schroeder Anderson edges towards eulogy. Schroeder's 'strong moral sensibility', Anderson writes, 'impelled him to intervene publicly on political issues of his time'. His 'unswerving decency' drove him to ask ever more radical questions of his own society, to the point, according to Anderson, where he began to read works by Marxist scholars and to contemplate with equanimity 'the notion that capitalism might be nearing its end'. Schroeder may have been a conservative, but he would 'prove more humane in outlook than many a self-declared liberal'. It is at moments like this, when he slips, like Sainte-Beuve, from literary to moral inquiry, that Anderson steps out most boldly from behind the smooth surfaces of his own prose.
Anderson  offers many criticisms of The Sleepwalkers, my own attempt to make sense of the problem of 1914. The book's title is wrong, for a start, because the actors of 1914 were awake, not asleep. He takes issue with my presentist analogies. In my work on the 1848 Revolutions, he notes a disturbing sympathy for left-liberals and the 'liberal metapolitics' of modern parliamentary representation. Some of these grumbles (analogies, liberals) raise issues of real import, but one higher-order complaint stands out. This relates to my book's preference for a narrative saturated with contingency over the analysis of systemic causal drivers. Among the missing causal drivers Anderson identifies, the two most important relate to the place of the Balkans in the international system and the presence of imperialism as a force in inter-state relations.
 It is absolutely true, as Anderson points out, that the Balkans occupied an anomalous place in the European international system. Because the Ottoman Empire was excluded from the peace settlement concluded at Vienna in 1815, the Balkan peninsula, then still mostly under Ottoman rule, lived under a geopolitical ozone hole. Anderson first articulated this intuition in Lineages of the Absolutist State (1974), where he noted that the Balkans were separated from the rest of the continent by their 'whole anterior evolution' and identified this as the anomaly that ignited war in 1914. I don't doubt the value of this insight, and my book would be better if I had thought harder about how to integrate it. But the problem with remote causes of this type is that it is difficult to endow them with the traction that would make them of use in explaining why a continental conflagration was sparked on the Balkan peninsula in 1914, but not in 1911, 1908, 1905, 1878 or earlier. To do that you need to assemble other layers of causation: political change across the Balkan states, Austrian security dilemmas, the Italian war on Libya, mutations in Russian thinking on the Balkans and the Turkish Straits, the changing character of the Franco-Russian Alliance and so on. These causal layers unfold in parallel but in different timeframes. Acknowledging them does not imply a retreat into pure contingency, because each incorporates structural features and path dependencies of various kinds. It seems to me in any case a mistake to think of 'structures' as hard and unyielding and events as soft and malleable - the opposite can also be true. But Anderson knows this. In Lineages of the Absolutist State he urged Marxist scholars to attend more closely to the reciprocal relations between 'abstract' models and 'concrete' instances: 'There is no plumb-line between necessity and contingency in historical explanation ... There is merely that which is known ... and that which is not known.'
 The same problem of timescales and specificity arises in relation to 'imperialism', which is undeniably important as a fundamental pressure on events, but both too temporally extended and too ubiquitous to explain the specific trains of events that led out of peace and into war. Anderson makes an awkward attempt to solve it by invoking Lenin's theory of imperialism, which proposed a linkage between the outbreak of war and 'a deeper structural feature of capitalism', namely its propensity to 'convert economic competition between firms into military conflict between states' by means of an 'uneven development' that necessarily deepens tensions and instabilities. To mesh the argument with the mechanisms that eventually triggered war in 1914, Anderson proposes that we admix Lenin with a 'sociology of imperialism' of the type advanced by Schumpeter, for whom imperialism was 'an aristocratic atavism' tending to generate military aggression and expansionist pressures. You can tighten this clunking Leninist-Schumpeterian gearing further, he suggests, if you add to it the notion of the 'Austrian anomaly' advanced by the American Laurence Lafore in The Long Fuse: An Interpretation of the Origins of World War One (1965). Now we have a differential transmission that can capture the epochal energies of imperialism and focus them on the south-eastern periphery of Europe.
 There are several problems here. The first is that by Lafore's own account, the 'Austrian anomaly' cannot carry the explanatory weight Anderson proposes to give it. It is true that Austria-Hungary was in some respects an incongruous entity. As a congeries of nationalities ruled by an ancient dynasty, Lafore claimed, Austria was unable to function like a modern nation-state. It had no ethnic majority, only minorities. Whereas the other powers engaged in 'decorous meddling' in the affairs of small states, Austria-Hungary was 'unique in being a Great Power in whose affairs small ones meddled'. This may be true, but can it explain the outbreak of war? Lafore himself wrote that the Austria-Hungary of 1914 was 'still well-governed, prosperous, and perfectly solid'. Nor did he see its anomalousness as in any way diminishing the importance of contingency. On the contrary: 'If either Sazonov [the Russian foreign minister] or Berchtold [his Austrian colleague] had behaved differently, on any of several occasions,' he wrote, 'the course of events [in July 1914] would certainly have been different.' And perhaps the Austrian anomaly was not so anomalous after all. Lafore also spoke of 'the anomalies of the Russian and German states'. The 'problem of Austria-Hungary,' he argued, 'was in some ways comparable to that of Great Britain.'
 The notion that there were 'normal' ethnically coherent states and one anomalous outlier raises further questions, because the argument from anomaly can only be made to work if it can be shown that Austria's behaviour as a power was also anomalous in a way that helps to explain the outbreak of war. It is striking how close Anderson comes at this point to replicating - and implicitly endorsing - the trend of Entente thinking before the war, which came to see Austria-Hungary as an obsolete and dispensable element in the continental system. By contrast, Schroeder observed in an article from 1972 that it was precisely the readiness of the Entente powers to write off Austria-Hungary that helped pave the way to disaster in 1914. Preserving a system based on the balance of power, Schroeder declared, ought to mean 'preserving all the essential actors in it'. This is an important point because, for Anderson, one of the principal roots of the world's current troubles lies in the triumph of a state-killing liberal idealism over the quest for a balance of power based on reciprocal self-restraint.
Disputing Disaster is a book unlike any other on the 1914 debate. Anderson digs deep into, between and around the works of his subjects to expose the taproots that feed each project. The result is a monument to a lifetime of reading and writing propelled by the conviction that something is at stake. Fellow Marxists will admire the author's forensic panache and enjoy the beams of utopian effulgence that dart through the occasional chinks in his text. But even readers who are not 'unreconstructed Jacobins' (Anderson's self-description) will find in it a wealth of sharp and compelling reflections on how and why historians argue as they do, why they rethink, abandon or double down on their positions, and how politics and emotion flow into the writing of history and back out of it into the world.
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Exquisite Americana
Tom Stevenson on Trump and US power

3126 wordsDonald Trump 's return as US president can't match the shock of his ascent in 2016. But it does force a permanent change in historical perspective. In 2020, Joe Biden's victory was treated by Trump's domestic and international opponents as though it were deliverance from a bout of delirium. In 2024 it is Biden's single term that looks like a Covid-induced interruption in the Trump era. Where foreign policy is concerned Trump has always caused confusion. Was he, first time round, a threat to the US-led global order or a revelation of its true face? And what exactly would he have done had his whims not so often been thwarted by the national security bureaucracy and his own incompetence?
Writing about Trump often descends into psychopathology, which is all right as far as it goes. Trump at Mar-a-Lago might be easier to take were he more like Tiberius on Capri. But far from being a debauched libertine Trump is a roaring teetotaller uninterested in much except power and fame. That predilection leads to talk of fascism and Europe in the 1930s, or of a transplanted Oriental despotism. It was always lazy to try to see Trump as part of an international group of autocratic rulers (Modi, Erdogan, Orban, Duterte), each of whom was in fact defined more by specific national conditions than any global trend. In reality, Trump is an exquisite figure of Americana. His appeal is to a distinctively American form of mercantile nationalism tempered by grift. His closest contemporary analogues - and they're not that close - are in Brazil and Argentina. But he has always had more in common with his domestic opponents than they like to admit.
What will a second Trump term mean for the world beyond the US? Predictions are difficult given Trump's erratic nature and recent transformations in the American political system. Neither the Republicans nor the Democrats are really political parties in the 20th-century sense: they are more like shifting collections of performing entrepreneurs. The currency of the court at Mar-a-Lago, with its cronies, goons, sidekicks, clans and lumpen billionaires, is attention. Trump's prospective chief of staff, Susie Wiles, who ran his election campaign and heads the 'Florida mafia' faction of hangers-on, will have a good deal of say over who gets Trump's ear. But his thinking is an unstable concoction. Trump is an enthusiastic trade warrior who occasionally indulges in anti-war rhetoric. His anti-empire talk may be as insincere as the 'foreign policy for the middle class' of Biden's patrician national security adviser, Jake Sullivan. Both nod to sentiments they can't comprehend. After all, an anti-war position would imply less power, or less use of power. And, if he is for anything, Trump is for max power.
Like Biden before him, Trump sets the tone of the court more than he runs the practical business of government. In these conditions cabinet appointments take on greater importance. Some of his nominations are conventional enough. His choice for national security adviser, Mike Waltz, is a Floridian soldier who wouldn't have been out of place in George W. Bush's team. Waltz has spent much of the last few years raging about the withdrawal of US forces from Afghanistan, which he believes will lead to 'al-Qaida 3.0'. On Russia and the war in Ukraine he complained not of the cost to the US but of Biden's 'too little too late strategy'. For secretary of state Trump has nominated Marco Rubio, another member of the orthodox neoconservative faction who once co-wrote an article with John McCain in the Wall Street Journal claiming that the overthrow of Gaddafi would lead to 'a democratic and pro-American Libya'. Rubio is preoccupied with schemes to destabilise Cuba, Venezuela and Iran. As late as 2022 he was criticising Trump's 'unfortunate' praise of Putin's intelligence. An internal Republican vetting dossier (almost certainly obtained and leaked by Iranian hackers) noted that 'Rubio appears to have generally postured as a neocon and interventionist.'
If Trump has nominated second-tier establishment types for powerful positions that is partly because so many of the more accomplished practitioners have migrated to the Democrats. Kamala Harris was endorsed by most of George W. Bush's national security team, including Michael Hayden, James Clapper, Robert Blackwill and Richard Haass - a who's who of the foreign policy establishment. This has led to some barrel-scraping on the part of the Republicans. For director of the CIA, Trump has chosen John Ratcliffe, his final director of national intelligence in his first term, who has been selected for political loyalty over any other quality. In Pete Hegseth there is the prospect of a secretary of defence who believes Israel's wars are a fulfilment of biblical prophecy and that American soldiers should not be punished for committing 'so-called war crimes'. Hegseth is a representative of the frothing at the mouth Fox News contingent. He is also a reminder that many of these people are unlikely to last, if they succeed in being confirmed in the first place. The choice of Tulsi Gabbard as director of national intelligence irritates centrist commentators and European politicians thanks to her insufficiently critical views of Putin's Russia. She is also an excuse to pretend that Trump's return is the result of a Russian ruse rather than a phenomenon for which the Democratic establishment may share responsibility. Overall, Trump's nominations show no repudiation of the national security establishment. The logic of the choices appears to follow tributary loyalty more than anything else.
The MAGA Republicans like to think of themselves as different from the traditional Washington national security clerks. But are they? In July, Eliot Cohen, Iraq War enthusiast and co-founder of the Project for the New American Century, described Trump's policy platform as 'boilerplate, and not especially scary boilerplate at that'. According to Trump's former national security adviser Robert O'Brien there was never a Trump Doctrine, since Trump adheres 'to his own instincts and to traditional American principles that run deeper than the globalist orthodoxies of recent decades'. If there was a unifying theme, O'Brien insists it took the form of a 'reaction to the shortcomings of neoliberal internationalism'. O'Brien, who has not been offered a job in this administration, came up with the description of the Trump ethos as 'peace through strength'. He likes to say the phrase comes from a slightly longer quote, which he incorrectly attributes to the emperor Hadrian: 'peace through strength - or, failing that, peace through threat'. That phrase is actually from a commentary by a modern historian. And like so much about Trump, 'peace through strength' is the legacy of a past US president: Ronald Reagan.
Trumpian foreign policy has distinctive features, but they are hardly aberrations. The MAGA Republicans are for swinging their weight around in Latin America. Like the Democrats, Trump's allies believe that the US is in the middle of a second Cold War with China. The major exception to the continuity between Trump and Biden may be Ukraine. Some, though not all, Trump-adjacent figures have been critical of US support for Ukraine, mostly on the grounds that it is expensive. Whether Trump will terminate that support is probably the question of greatest strategic import. Under Biden and Sullivan, the US has treated the war in Ukraine as an opportunity to weaken Russia, and cared little that the price for this is paid in Ukrainian dead. Trump has claimed he will end the war 'before I even arrive at the Oval Office'. But what form he imagines this taking, if he has imagined it at all, is unclear. He is likely to approach Nato in the same manner he did in 2018, with bluster and threats but no denouement. Threats are likely to be a much used diplomatic tool, whatever their efficacy.
As for the Middle East, one member of the transition team has said that Trump is 'determined to reinstitute a maximum pressure strategy to bankrupt Iran as soon as possible', though it should be said that Biden never attempted to improve relations with Iran. Trump, like Biden, is committed to Israel as an asset or even an expression of American power in the world. Scorched-earth atrocities in Gaza are the best testament to the hideous consequences of the American political consensus on Israel. For much of the world, the destruction of Gaza will be the defining memory of Biden's presidency. But under Trump it would have been no different. The problem with painting Trump as the harbinger of the end of an enlightened international order is that it prompts the question of what that order is really like. In Lebanon there are 3500 dead and counting, to add to the tens of thousands killed in Gaza. The US has supported Israel as it tells UN peacekeepers to leave Lebanon and even attacks their bases. After the presidential election, Israel's minister of strategic affairs, Ron Dermer, visited both Antony Blinken, Biden's secretary of state, in Washington and Trump at Mar-a-Lago to discuss Israel's Lebanon operations. On 15 November, the speaker of the Lebanese parliament, Nabih Berry, confirmed that officials in Beirut were studying a purported ceasefire plan proposed by the US. The same day, an Israeli airstrike on Tayouneh on the outskirts of the city flattened an eleven-storey residential building. Over Lebanon, as over Gaza, the US has posed as an aloof mediator while in practice supporting vicious aggression.
The neoconservative descendants of Reagan who staff so many US institutions sometimes criticise Trump's foreign policy not on the basis that it is a withdrawal from the world, but because it is a withdrawal of the justificatory ideology of American power. When you give up on the dishonest profession of respect for norms, rules and order you give up the game itself. Whether the US ever really bound itself to rules of any kind is treated as an academic question at best. The reality in Gaza and Lebanon is more easily ignored than defended. In this respect Trump is attacked for restoring the US to historical normality. As Hal Brands, the Henry Kissinger Distinguished Professor of Global Affairs at Johns Hopkins University, puts it, under Trump the US acts 'in the same narrowly self-interested, frequently exploitative way as many great powers throughout history'. Trump is not an isolationist, to the extent the term has any useful meaning, and does not propose a withdrawal from world power. On the contrary, Brands writes, on some issues, his administration 'might be more aggressive than before'.
More than any other American politician, Trump came to be associated with the turning of American imperial attention to China. But to say that his second administration will be full of China hawks misses the extent of the transformation that has taken place in Washington since 2016. On China, the Biden administration picked up all Trump's talking points and added some of its own. In June, the Council on Foreign Relations convened its China Strategy Initiative to discuss the future of US-China relations. Most of the China-gazing foreign policy establishment attended. In the keynote address, Kurt Campbell, a senior China policy official in both the Obama and Biden administrations, stressed that 'there is largely bipartisan agreement about the essential features of the American strategy in the Indo-Pacific.' Proof of the effectiveness of this strategy, he said, was that China and Russia 'view our cross-continental partnerships with growing concern'. Trump is likely to approach China the same way Jake Sullivan has, only more so - the wrong way, but faster.
If Trump has been consistent about any foreign policy question it is tariffs on China and protectionism in general. He has been issuing ill-informed statements about the US trade deficit for decades. The plan is for a 60 per cent tariff on Chinese imports and 10 to 20 per cent on everyone else (up from zero on most imports). The US is a continental-scale economy and is much less oriented towards international trade than countries like the UK, Germany or China. It can consider drastic measures that others can't. But trade tariffs on a single state are often difficult to enforce because transnational supply chains can be modified to circumvent them. Skilled economic warriors such as Robert Blackwill, who served under George W. Bush and wrote a major study on 'geoeconomics', for the most part supported Harris and aren't currently available to help. Perhaps some will come in from the cold when the loyalist courtiers inevitably mess things up. Robert Lighthizer, the US trade representative during Trump's first term, may well reprise the role.
The planned 60 per cent tariff is the latest manifestation of a more general US strategy towards China, which the Democrats have characterised as a competition for the 21st century. In China it is seen as containment. The ideologues in Trump's orbit are generally more bellicose on this question than those closer to the Democrats. Still, in the spirit of Campbell's bipartisan consensus, they are not fundamentally at odds. Trump hasn't yet selected his China team, but his intention to expand the economic Cold War is dangerous. O'Brien argues that a second Trump term will bring more containment measures, including 'stepped-up presidential-level attention to dissidents and political forces that can challenge US adversaries'. That would not bode well for the future of Sino-American relations, which are already poor. In the Biden years, according to the national intelligence annual threat assessment, China started reorienting its nuclear posture towards strategic rivalry with the US, partly out of concern over the increased 'likelihood of a US first strike'. China doesn't yet possess nuclear forces capable of matching the US, but that state of affairs may not last. Trump's instability makes managing this problem much more fraught.
In Europe, Trump's return was received with the same sense of baffled panic as his victory in 2016. On 6 November the main headline in Le Monde was 'La fin d'un monde americain'. The Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung went with 'Trumps Rache' - 'Trump's Revenge'. The Italian left-wing daily Il Manifesto led with 'Il tallone di ferro sugli Stati uniti' - 'America under the Iron Heel'. Rumours of a plan for the war in Ukraine that would involve the freezing of the front line in exchange for Ukraine's giving up on Nato membership for at least twenty years - sweetened by a compensatory guarantee that American weapons will still flood in - are not looked on sympathetically. Still, no one believes Trump will actually dismantle the US military position in Europe, which was recently reinforced with a new missile defence station in Poland staffed by the US navy. The European Commission is no doubt scrambling for ways to protect European economies from the fallout from Trump's tariffs. But the Pavlovian reaction has been to use the moment to argue for more military spending, which hardly helps with the productive investment the EU needs.
A second Trump term is clearly a disaster for the scant existing international effort to co-ordinate climate response. Under Biden, the US took climate diplomacy almost seriously. In the Inflation Reduction Act it passed climate legislation that went beyond that of any past US government. It is easy to overstate such achievements, which are so insufficient as to be negligent. But Trump's position - drill, baby, drill - is certainly distinct. There is every chance that he will issue a series of executive orders dismantling the limited energy transition measures currently in place in the US. In May, Wood Mackenzie, one of the main research and consulting firms to the energy industry, published a paper saying that his re-election would 'push the US even further away from a net zero emissions pathway'. The US team at COP29 (the second successive climate summit held in a major hydrocarbon state) appeared dejected.
In Britain, one might expect Trump's impending return to provoke some questioning of the extent the country has tied itself to the US. The tariffs are obviously detrimental to British commercial interests. On 11 November, the chair of the House of Commons business and trade committee, Liam Byrne, described them as a 'doomsday scenario'. Byrne's proposed solution was that Britain should bargain with Trump for an exemption from the tariffs by offering to move even further towards the US position on China. A more interesting reaction came from Martin Wolf in the Financial Times, who agrees with Byrne that the government should try to 'persuade the new administration that, as a close ally and a country with a structural trade deficit as well, it should be exempt'. Wolf's proposed offer to Trump is a further rise in military spending. It might not work, but 'Trump would surely enjoy the grovelling.'
Wolf recognises that Trump's return implies more serious problems for Britain. Since the Second World War, he argues, the UK has believed that 'the US would remain the great bulwark of liberal democracy and co-operative multilateralism. Now all this is more than just a little in doubt.' Where was this bulwark of democracy in the unbroken international violence that is the American record since the Second World War? If millions dead in Vietnam, Korea and Iraq didn't bring Britain's strategic alignment with the US into doubt, why would the second election of Donald Trump? Is Gaza evidence of the co-operative multilateralism Wolf has in mind? In the end it doesn't matter, because for him 'there is no substitute for the US security alliance.' Even now, even after Gaza, the reality of a world shaped by American power, often Democratic American power, is met with denial. The British government has refused to end the use of British bases in Cyprus to support Israel's attacks on Gaza, or to end the sale of F-35 components to Israel. To do so, according to the defence secretary, John Healey, would 'undermine US confidence in the UK'.
Trump's potentate style will alter the mood at G7 and G20 summits, where the facade of dutiful co-operation survived the razing of Gaza City. The reaction to his victory is a reminder of the reason devils and demons were named after foreign deities in antiquity: your devil is your neighbour's god. Trump is a convenient demon. But his victory won't make very many countries reconsider their relations with the US. Tactical differences aside, the traditional sites of American preoccupation will remain Eastern Europe, East Asia, the Middle East. The underlying theme for US foreign policy remains elite consensus. In his use of the machinery of American empire and the ideology of perpetual primacy, Trump shares much with his predecessors. Maximum power, maximum pressure - without consoling illusions.
22 November
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Short Cuts
Motorway Cities
Richard J. Williams

2499 wordsAt  the grubby end of an afternoon earlier this year I stood with my back to the Mitchell Library in Glasgow, watching the traffic on the M8. Here the motorway cuts through the centre of the city after crossing the Clyde, carrying cars from the river's western reaches to Edinburgh on the east coast. About 70 per cent of Scotland's population lives along this seventy-mile axis, and this is its densest part, in people as well as in buildings and economic activity. At Charing Cross the M8 cuts off the mostly residential, middle-class West End from the commercial city with its grid plan and hulking Victorian offices. Elsewhere, it separates the city centre from old working-class areas like Springburn and postwar peripheral housing schemes like Easterhouse. When the Glasgow section of the M8 opened on 4 February 1972 a handful of students from the nearby Glasgow School of Art hung banners from a motorway bridge as Gordon Campbell, the secretary of state for Scotland, drove by in his motorcade: 'This Scar Will Never Heal!' one of the banners read. To this day, many Glaswegians would agree.
In 2022 a London-based urban designer called Peter Kelly set up a campaign group called Replace the M8. Kelly believes there is a nostalgia for 'the completeness of the 19th-century city'. What does he want? Tunnels, he says, though he is aware that some cultural revolutionaries want anything resembling a road abolished and the land turned into a park. His own views are more pragmatic: the M8 could become a surface level 'boulevard', with light rail, bikes and pedestrians. There might even be some cars, just not very many.
Kelly drafted a petition to the Scottish Parliament proposing an inquiry into the future of the road. Some local politicians have taken up the cause. The beleaguered city council, run by a minority SNP administration, wants to 'address the negative impacts of the M8 corridor', but it can't act itself even if it wanted to because the M8 is owned by Transport Scotland. The council put in a bid for Levelling Up funds to build a 'garden cap' over the motorway at Charing Cross, but was unsuccessful. It passed a motion supporting the transformation of the M8 into a 'boulevard' (that word again), conjuring images of Paris and nice weather. A report in September 2023 restated the council's desire to re-engineer or replace the city centre stretch of the M8 with 'an alternative, lower-speed, non-motorway road'.
Rather than thinking about getting rid of the M8, Transport Scotland is in the middle of a gigantic repair project. The great viaduct at Woodside, just north of the Mitchell Library, where the motorway skirts Garnethill and heads for the Clyde, rests on what are in effect pistons, allowing vertical movement as the traffic passes; inspections in 2020 and 2021 found that the crossheads of 23 of these columns had seriously deteriorated. All 23 need to be propped, but all are slightly different because of 'the varying column heights, span length and widths'. Services and subway tunnels also have to be avoided, and traffic flow maintained. Academics who work on infrastructure are keen these days on the idea of 'care', a sort of emotionally infused maintenance. Road repairs aren't usually what they have in mind, but I can't think of a better instance. The propping will take another year or so, and has been accompanied by restrictions on the weight and speed of the traffic (lanes have been closed and the motorway can't be exited or entered at the usual junctions). The cost is estimated at between PS126 million and PS152 million for the propping alone. The cost of the permanent repairs that will supposedly follow is 'in development'. Half a decade of disturbance isn't making the locals any fonder of the road. But spending all that money isn't an obvious precursor to demolition.
Elsewhere, however, highways are being torn down. In Boston, another smallish, mostly Victorian, Atlantic seaboard city, a short stretch of the I-93 was moved underground in a scheme known as the Big Dig. Completed in 2007, it took fifteen years and at $24 billion is the most expensive single highway project ever undertaken in the United States. It produced somewhat overdetermined public spaces: the Rose Kennedy Greenway, a 17-acre linear park, is currently festooned with sinister exhortations ('EXPLORE!' 'UNWIND!'). There are better examples. The Cheonggye Elevated Expressway, built in Seoul in 1976, was replaced in 2005 by a watercourse. It is a beautiful park, although the original stream had run dry, so the water is mechanically induced and can be turned off at any time. In Europe, the biggest example by far is Madrid Rio: a ten-kilometre stretch of the M-30 orbital which ran beside the Manzanares river was moved underground and a park built over the top. These were all colossal projects, but there have also been smaller highway removals, from Paris, where the voie Georges Pompidou along the right bank of the Seine was closed to cars, to Utrecht, where a canal that had become a motorway was restored. Sao Paulo's Minhocao closes to traffic every weekend and becomes an urban beach.
The story of the M8 starts with the Bruce Report in 1945 (Robert Bruce was Glasgow's chief engineer). It is remembered for two startling proposals: first, the destruction of almost all of the city centre and its architecturally significant buildings, including the School of Art, Kelvingrove Art Gallery, the Mitchell Library and the seat of what was then called the Glasgow Corporation, the City Chambers in George Square; second, an entirely new road system, based on an inner ring road, at that point a novelty in the UK. Patrick Abercrombie, then Britain's most energetic town planner, drew up the 1946 Clyde Valley Regional Plan, which like his earlier scheme for Greater London envisioned that slum-dwellers would be moved out of the city into new towns, and the new low-density park-city criss-crossed by high-speed roads. For his part, Bruce favoured the building of new housing within the city limits.
In the end parts of both plans were implemented. There was large-scale slum clearance, and new towns, new peripheral housing schemes and new roads were built, all on a scale larger than anywhere else in Britain. The Report on a Highway Plan for Glasgow, produced by the consultant engineers Scott Wilson Kirkpatrick for the corporation in 1965, is extraordinarily bold. The city centre - in the report, a dense, slum-ridden, sooty horror - has been evacuated and encircled by a vast motorway on stilts. At Charing Cross, apart from the Mitchell, everything old has gone. It was a genuinely utopian moment. James McCafferty, SWK's lead engineer, said in 1992 that 'we felt that we were involved in the greatest work in Scotland.'
There's no acknowledgment in the report of the noise and fumes, or the thudding of trucks on expansion joints; it's a lightly sketched city of light and motion. The designers didn't entirely forget the old city, arguing that the removal of traffic would make historic buildings, like the 12th-century cathedral, more easily visible (though it's hard to see how the fortunately unbuilt eastern flank of the ring road, which was intended to follow the route of the High Street, the centre of the medieval city, would have enhanced the cathedral's appeal). Elevated roads were the future, but they were part of a multi-modal system, which included rapid transit and other less glamorous forms of transport. There would be pedestrianisation, lots of it. There was a clear sense of mission. Cities were going to empty out. People were going to have cars, and were going to want to use them. The future was suburban.
There's something impressively consistent in that 1965 plan, the way its ideas play out at every level. It's also impressive how much of it actually got built. As a recent BBC Radio 4 documentary put it, Glasgow is the most complete of Britain's motorway cities, outstripping anything achieved in London, and even car-mad Birmingham. Sometimes, the 1965 plan comes to life. On a summer's evening, with luck and timing, it is possible to drive in daylight from the Firth of Clyde to the North Sea in a little over an hour. You start out looking across the estuary towards Loch Lomond and the hills of the Trossachs, then swoop through almost all of urban Scotland, ending up at the edge of the North Sea, your right foot scarcely having touched the brake. It doesn't happen very often, but when it does, it feels like a modern miracle.
The 1965 plan has few real fans now, except perhaps for the enthusiasts behind the astonishingly rich Scottish Roads Archive, but it has a depth of vision, a consistency and scale that are not to be found in contemporary schemes. Any reconstruction of the M8 is going to need similar qualities. In 1965 the city of Glasgow had political power; its equivalent in 2024 is a shell, weakened among other things by the Scottish government's tendency to centralisation, its privileging of Edinburgh and the ruinous fallout from Glasgow's equal pay settlement of 2022 (the council paid out PS770 million to women council workers who had been paid less than men in equivalent jobs). I talked to Angus Millar, the city's transport convenor, in early 2023 in his office in the colossal, neo-Renaissance City Chambers, as grand a city seat as any in the world. The room had almost nothing in it, and there appeared to be no one else in the building.
In Scotland there has been no experiment in metropolitan governance as there has been south of the border, producing unexpectedly popular mayors - Sadiq Khan in London or Andy Burnham in Greater Manchester. In July, the new Labour government invited England's regional mayors to Downing Street. In another world, one where the Scottish government had a demonstrable interest in cities, that might not have mattered. But in the thirty or so of the Scottish government's de facto ministries, or directorates as they are called, there is no obvious place for cities. There was briefly a cabinet secretary for infrastructure, investment and cities, but the post was abolished in 2016 after just four years, its responsibilities absorbed by the new Directorate for the Rural Economy and Connectivity: the country literally replaced the city. It's not clear which part of government would be responsible for a large public urban project like the reform of the M8.
The SNP's power base has traditionally been rural. In this Scotland makes a striking contrast with another independence-minded place, Catalonia. In Barcelona in the early 1990s, it was clear how important the city was. Every park bench, every reconstituted square, almost every paving slab seemed to be an argument for independence. Every part of the city, especially its public spaces, hundreds of which were built under the then mayor, Pasqual Maragall, seemed intended to show that things were done differently there.
In the week I wrote this piece, the mayor of West Yorkshire, Tracy Brabin, talked confidently of building two light rail lines, while Burnham spoke of four extensions to Manchester's tram system. Glasgow doesn't have this kind of voice. There is still no rail link to Glasgow Airport, which has long since been overtaken in passenger numbers by Edinburgh. If you walk along Sauchiehall Street towards the M8 at Charing Cross, you pass block after block of empty storefronts and the still abandoned hulk of the School of Art before reaching the motorway itself, roaring away, with dust and litter blowing about.
From Charing Cross, heading due south, the road rises sharply from its trench, and soon it is eighteen metres above ground, as the Kingston Bridge crosses the Clyde. Its designers had to make the bridge passable for ocean-going ships, dredgers and sludgeboats mainly, although nothing has passed this far inland for years. It's bleak and windy, but there are signs of life underneath the motorway - traces left by skateboarders and street artists. Across the Clyde, there was until recently a popular skatepark, entirely self-organised. Close by, next to the Co-operative Wholesale Society's monumental former offices, whose top floors are level with the motorway, is the interchange of the M8 and the M74, which leads eventually to the English border. The interchange is one of the city's largest structures, and as you poke around - mostly alone - you get a sense of what a grand public project this was, how generously landscaped, if now rather neglected. Heading east underneath the M74, you're on the path of the inner ring road as imagined in 1965. There's a lot of street art here, some of it very good. Homer Simpson leers out from one of the concrete piers holding up the roadway. In Tradeston the elevated motorway, painted French blue, punches its way through the landscape like a big piece of land art. I don't mind it, at least as an urban spectacle. The area is home to a lot of small businesses, mostly to do with food and packaging. You head into the inhabited city again in Rutherglen, where the M74 becomes inaccessible to pedestrians, arcing over the railway lines in a final, dramatic gesture before it heads east out of the city and then follows the Clyde down through Lanarkshire.
Andrew Hoolachan, a Glasgow university lecturer sympathetic to the M8 campaign, thinks large-scale change to the motorway is impossible without large-scale political reform. The council is too weak and too poor. He is in favour of some form of metropolitan governance for the city; a reformed M8 might be the right size of project (though there's also the School of Art to be rescued) and nicely symbolic. In the meantime, some tactical thinking is in order, and there could be a model for it, closer to home than Seoul or Boston or Madrid. The A40(M), better known as the Westway, has sliced impolitely through the inner suburbs of West London since 1970, having caused Haussmann-style devastation during its construction. Now, thanks to a complex, multi-authored, often accidental process, it has become an integral part of the city. It has an enviable, decades-long, not always legal, history of staging music. All the bays under the road are occupied. There is a remarkable range of activity in the area around Ladbroke Grove administered by the Westway Trust: any amount of eating and drinking, vintage clothes, five-a-side football, skateboarding and car repair workshops. There is an impromptu memorial to the nearby Grenfell Tower disaster. Imperial College has announced plans for a student hub in one of the bays. You can even ride a horse. It vastly exceeds anything imagined by the Westway's original designers, or by the activists who proposed occupying the bays in 1970. So dense is the activity in the undercroft, the road is often scarcely noticeable. If it once read as a wound, or a scar, it no longer does - it has become a place.
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Salt Spray
Ferdinand Mount

5620 wordsThere's  no 's' at the end of 'rule', and there's a comma before it. As every schoolboy pedant knows, it's 'Britannia, rule the waves!' - an imperative or exhortation, not a statement of fact. An ocean-going navy is not a workaday public service, like a coastguard or a constabulary. It is a grand project, an ambition, a national glory or a national shame. Its power is hard-gained and fragile; its reputation can be won or lost in an afternoon. The worst of the winds and tides it has to face is the storm of public opinion, which can blow through the House of Commons and flatten a government.
Just such a hurricane was blowing when 'Rule, Britannia!' was first sung, in the Prince of Wales's gardens at Cliveden in 1740, as the finale of the patriotic masque Alfred by Thomas Arne and James Thomson. The performance was part of a campaign by the self-styled Patriots to whip up support for the war against Spain. King Alfred was chosen as the subject as the purported founder of the British Navy, though there are other contenders for the title, including Henry VIII, Good Queen Bess (the pirates' patron), Charles I and, not least, Oliver Cromwell. The war in question is known to us as the War of Jenkins's Ear, thus dubbed by Thomas Carlyle a century later. The extraordinary thing is that it was more than eight years since Captain Robert Jenkins of the brig Rebecca had had his ear cut off by a notorious Spanish coastguard off Havana, the most consequential ear in history before those of Vincent van Gogh and Donald Trump. The British reaction had been tepid at first, and the country seemed to be basking in the long peace of which Robert Walpole boasted to the queen in 1734: 'Madam, there are fifty thousand men slain this year in Europe, and not one Englishman.' Yet the insult somehow festered in the public memory and offered an opportunity for Walpole's enemies to incite indignation at the government's feeble response to this treatment of an honest British tar - though Captain Jenkins might not seem quite so innocent to us, as the dispute about whether he was carrying contraband also involved the Asiento de Negros, Britain's exclusive contract to sell thousands of African slaves to Spanish America (the Spanish call the war the Guerra del Asiento). But nobody seems to have thought it odd to avenge the insult so much later, with a war that was to cost thousands of British lives, mainly through disease, and gain nothing. It was the public rejoicing on the declaration of this war that prompted Walpole's other famous wisecrack: 'They now ring the bells, but they will soon wring their hands.'
It is one of the great virtues of N.A.M. Rodger's majestic three-decker 'naval history of Britain', as he calls it, that he gives himself room to chronicle the repeated cycles of pride, umbrage, panic, despair and retaliation that make up so much of the story. There's plenty of tacking and luffing and close-hauling here (plus a substantial glossary of nautical terms for the landlubber). Rum, sodomy and the lash get proper attention, as does the press gang, for centuries as unpopular as it was indispensable to manning the ships. But the real fascination is the way the Royal Navy emerges as a quasi-independent power in British life and comes to dictate terms to the political world.
At the same time, its future is never quite assured. Again and again, chroniclers have abandoned hope and looked back to an age of lost naval greatness, 'when no fleet was ever heard of except of our own people who held this land'. That was Aelfric in about 1000 ad, looking back to the glories of King Edgar's day. After the Spithead Mutiny of 1797, Edmund Burke moaned: 'Our only hope is a submission to the enemy ... as to our navy, that has already perished with its discipline for ever.' Only eight years later came Trafalgar, the most thumping victory ever at sea. The movement from neglect and despair to rebirth and rebuilding often seems to happen overnight. Arms races start off at a gallop.
Rodger shows in gripping detail the ingenuity and assiduity that eventually made the navy into such a formidable fighting force, able to operate all over the world and embark on long and gruelling tours of duty. His first volume, The Safeguard of the Sea (1997), covered its discernible beginnings from 660 ad to the rise of the Commonwealth Navy in 1649. The second, The Command of the Ocean (2004), takes us on to Waterloo.* This third volume, delayed by serious illness, brings us up to date and completes an achievement that is unlikely to be repeated, certainly not with such breadth, scholarship and wit. If I quarrel with anything in the overall design, it is with the boilerplate blandness of the three titles, which might have escaped from the pen of Sir Arthur Bryant and fail to convey the impish iconoclasm and acid acuity that are undimmed in this final volume. There are other works on the same theme, for example, Paul Kennedy's The Rise and Fall of British Naval Mastery (1976) and Ben Wilson's lively Empire of the Deep: The Rise and Fall of the British Navy (2013), but these shorter works concentrate on high power politics rather than the inner workings of the Royal Navy. Kennedy starts, in fact, by telling us that he won't concern himself much with famous admirals and battles, 'and even less with the finer points of tactics, ship design, gunnery, navigation and social life in the navy'. These are precisely the intricacies through which Rodger tells us the story of the navy's long rise and eventual decline. This is history lashed to the mast with the salt spray in your face.
The first illusion that Rodger dispels is that this isle set in a silver sea has remained inviolate from all her foes since 1066. The reality is that English and British governments have been 'overthrown by seaborne invasion at least nine times since the Norman Conquest, in 1139, 1153, 1326, 1399, 1460, 1470, 1471, 1485 and 1688'. There were also plenty of near misses, such as when Louis, the French Dauphin, was offered the English throne after King John's death and was cheered through the streets of London before being defeated in the Battle of Lincoln in May 1217 and then the Battle of Sandwich in August, perhaps the first ever battle fought by sailing ships in the open sea.
Even the fiasco of the last significant French landing, at Fishguard in 1797, had momentous consequences. The fifteen hundred French troops, a motley crew of freed convicts, were rounded up by the Pembrokeshire Yeomanry within 24 hours without a shot being fired. But the news that French troops had landed on the British mainland caused a run on the banks and the Bank of England was forced to suspend convertibility of its notes. The ongoing costs of the war forced Pitt to introduce the first income tax in 1799, and although the Commons voted to abolish it after Waterloo, Peel revived it in 1842, and it has remained a bulwark of naval finance ever since.
The myth of inviolateness was underpinned by the equally mythical 'sovereignty of the seas'. Ever since the Middle Ages, it was declared that the kings of England 'time out of mind had been in peaceable possession of the sovereign lordship of the English sea and the islands therein'. This comforting fiction survived every humiliation at sea and emboldened English skippers to demand that foreign vessels strike their colours in deference. This demand was frequently met with defiance, if not derision. After bumping into a returning Hansa salt convoy in 1449, Robert Winnington reported with some surprise: 'I came aboard the admiral and bade them strike in the name of the king of England, and they bade me shit in the name of the king of England.' Pepys records that even the hyperaggressive Captain Robert Holmes (later to be celebrated as the hero of 'Holmes's Bonfire') was sent, briefly, to the Tower for failing to force the Swedish ambassador to strike his colours at the mouth of the Thames. This English obsession occupies over eight hundred pages of the standard work on the subject, Thomas Wemyss Fulton's The Sovereignty of the Sea (1911).
Charles I named his great battleship Sovereign of the Seas and in 1635 commissioned John Selden to write the treatise Mare Clausum defending the doctrine of territorial waters against Hugo Grotius's Mare Liberum (Pepys bought a copy of Mare Clausum in St Paul's Churchyard, but didn't think much of it), as well as to justify Charles's levying of a further tranche of ship money. Like Kevin Sharpe in The Personal Rule of Charles I, Rodger points out the remarkable success of ship money, glossed over by parliamentary propagandists then and since. Between 1634 and 1640, it raised a total of PS800,000, compared to a total of only PS600,000 from parliamentary taxation in the whole of Charles's reign. Ship money prepared the way for the huge increases in tax under the Commonwealth when the navy enjoyed a following Protestant wind.
Rodger emphasises at the conclusion of his second volume that 'parliamentary control made possible the astonishing rise in the level of real taxation in Britain after 1688.' Between the Glorious Revolution and Waterloo, Britain's GNP rose threefold, but tax receipts rose fifteenfold. And it was the navy which, for most of that period, was the largest single consumer of public revenue. Not many people thought this odd. By now, it was accepted that British sea power was the ideal expression of the nation in arms and the prime defender of the Protestant faith against the devildom of Spain. Folk memories of the Elizabethan age were entrenched. Spanish historians might continue to regard the defeat in 1588 of their armada as a series of scrappy skirmishes along the Narrow Seas, eventually broken up by unseasonable gales. Rodger will have no truck with this revisionism. The campaign might have been a disappointment for the English, who had hoped for more from their galleons, but
it is absurd to suggest ... that Spain did not really need and had not really meant to win, that merely to parade down the Channel was sufficient to frighten the English into conceding Spain's war aims, and that in some sense this would have been a drawn battle or even a Spanish triumph but for some unlucky bad weather.

Nobody at the time thought anything like this. All Spain was in mourning. The Spanish are on stronger ground in pointing out the abysmal failure of the Drake-Norris expedition to the Azores a year later, which cost the lives of around ten thousand men for nothing, but which a furious Queen Elizabeth ensured was hushed up.
What is incontestable is that over the years the British navy really did achieve the mastery of the seas of which it had so long boasted. With new financial resilience, it began to grasp the techniques that made it possible to keep ships at sea with healthy crews for long periods, to plot their course accurately and to fire their guns in the right direction at great ranges. As Rodger says, these are the most crucial developments in the period covered by his middle volume.
Navigation is perhaps the best known of the advances. Sailing by latitude alone, captains had trusted to recognise their landfall by eye, but they were often mistaken. In 1704, an inbound convoy mistook the Scilly Isles for Guernsey and reached Lundy before they realised they were on the wrong side of Cornwall. As late as 1776, Admiral Howe's invasion squadron nearly ran on Nantucket Shoal when they thought they were off Long Island. The charts were often dodgy too. The Scillies were placed fifteen miles too far north, which contributed to the wreck of Sir Cloudesley Shovell's squadron. I fear that The Coasting Pilot, published by Mount and Page of Tower Hill throughout the 18th century, probably deserves some of the blame, although my ancestors may have partially redeemed themselves (and added to their profits) by publishing pamphlets on both sides of the longitude controversy, both pro and anti John Harrison's chronometer. Even in the 19th century, there were still merchant ships crossing the Atlantic without charts, chronometers or sextants.
The medical profession was as usual slow to pick up new remedies for the diseases prevalent on board. Captains often took it on their own initiative to buy fresh fruit and vegetables and to insist on the decks being swabbed and the seamen's slops washed regularly. Nelson exploited the British protection of Sicily to set up a contract to buy thirty thousand gallons of lemons at a shilling a gallon - as compared to eight shillings for the inferior lemons shipped from England. Eventually the Sicilian lemon groves supplied the whole navy. 'The great thing in all military service is health,' Nelson wrote, 'and you will agree with me that it is easier for an officer to keep men healthy than for a physician to cure them.' By the mid-18th century, typhus and scurvy were gradually being eliminated. Vaccination virtually wiped out smallpox in the fleet.
Nobody did more to improve life at sea than the Victualling Board. Officially established in 1683, it had dodgy beginnings under the Commonwealth, with a syndicate of wealthy victuallers led by Colonel Thomas Pride of Pride's Purge, who owned several breweries. The navy complained repeatedly about the provisions, and PS1600 worth of Pride's own beer had to be dumped overboard as undrinkable. Even so, costs gradually came down and the quality improved. The board built depots and mills and breweries at Portsmouth and Plymouth and later on at colonial stations. It was the largest purchaser of agricultural products on the London market, encouraged larger firms and promoted competition. Standards of catering rose so fast that soldiers and other passengers remarked on the quality of the food. This unglamorous bureaucracy helped to revolutionise the possible length of a sea voyage. Admiral Edward Boscawen wrote to his wife in 1756 that 'this ship has now been at sea twelve weeks, which is longer than I ever knew any first-rate at sea ... At the beginning of the Spanish War our cruisers would not keep the sea above a fortnight, till one or two of them were broken for it, now three months is but a common cruise.'
Technical problems in ship design were overcome, one by one, with new solutions often giving rise to new problems. The insidious shipworm was defeated for a time by sheathing the underwater hull in lead, but the iron pins bolting the lead were vulnerable to corrosion, and the bottoms were lined with copper instead. When steam came along, it was initially supplied by paddle wheels, but the paddle boxes blocked the view from the quarterdeck, so officers had to climb up on top of them, from which it was only a short step to throw a bridge across the boxes, from which every ship is still navigated, although the paddle boxes are long gone.
The huge developments in the range, destructive power and accuracy of guns and shells made the old tactics of ramming and boarding obsolete, though Howe on the Glorious First of June was still reckoning on a firing range of no more than twenty feet and Nelson himself led one of the boarding parties that seized the San Nicolas, probably the first flag officer to do so since Sir Edward Howard in 1513.
Just as he will have no truck with those who seek to diminish Drake, so Rodger deplores those modern British (though, oddly, not French) historians who try to write off Nelson's greatest victory as 'essentially marginal'. True, he concedes, Trafalgar did not win the war. Two months later, Napoleon's sun rose again over Austerlitz. For the poor bloody infantry, there were ten more years of footslogging ahead. But Rodger asserts, with reason, that at the end of this campaign, 'Britain had an unchallenged command of the sea, in quantity and quality, materially and psychologically, over all her actual or potential enemies, which she had never known before.' A month before Trafalgar, Napoleon had already abandoned his plan to invade Britain and sent the vast, though ill-suited fleet that he had assembled at Boulogne into warmer waters, where so many of the ships met their end.
This British supremacy at sea is the crucial factor that sets the scene for Rodger's concluding volume. The sovereignty so long vaunted was now an intimidating reality. And as we follow the naval adventures of the succeeding century, we cannot ignore the self-righteousness, the sheer blind arrogance that went with it. Again and again British flag officers, often acting without orders or way beyond them, steamed into faraway rivers to bombard inoffensive foreign capitals. For the greater part of the century, they were in the intoxicating position of drone operators today, able to inflict terrible damage from miles away, with little or no risk to themselves or their ships. Until telecommunications caught up, they also enjoyed a delicious freedom from further instructions from home base.
The year after Trafalgar, Sir Home Riggs Popham insouciantly scooped up the Cape of Good Hope, before convincing himself that Pitt (who had in fact just died) would be delighted if he sailed up the River Plate and captured Buenos Aires, which again he managed with little difficulty. The Ministry of All the Talents, now in power in London, was indeed delighted at the prospect of all the silver and gold that would be coming Britain's way after it took control of the whole Spanish Viceroyalty. Yet after seven weeks, the citizens rose, recaptured the city and banged up Popham and his crew. An expeditionary force was sent to rescue him, but half of these troops were killed or captured. It is hard to think of a more immoral or ill-conceived venture.
Such raids were becoming so commonplace that neither Kennedy nor Wilson find space for this one, nor for the British raid on Washington in the summer of 1814, in which Cochrane and Cockburn sailed up the Potomac, dined in the White House on the banquet that the fleeing President Madison had left behind, then burned the city's public buildings. Fifty years later, while protesting neutrality, Britain effectively sided with the South in the Civil War. Is it any wonder that in 1914 the average American admiral was gearing up for a war against Britain, or that in the Second World War Roosevelt had the greatest difficulty in persuading his naval commanders, especially the appalling Admiral Ernest King, to collaborate with the Brits?
In the First Opium War of 1839-42 - so called, though many other trades were in dispute - Captain Charles Elliot pushed up the Pearl River, storming forts, menacing Canton and forcing the Chinese into a humiliating surrender. 'All this bore no relation to the government's instructions.' Palmerston wrote to Elliot: 'Throughout the whole course of your proceedings, you seem to have considered that my instructions were waste paper, which you might treat with entire disregard, and that you were at full liberty to deal with the interests of the country according to your own fancy.' Enter Sir William Parker, who proved equally headstrong, pushed up the Yangtse to capture Nanking and compelled the Chinese to more humiliating terms, including the permanent surrender of Hong Kong. In the Second Opium (or Arrow) War, the British bombarded and captured Canton and eventually battered their way into Peking and burned the Summer Palace in October 1860. Again, a certain lingering Chinese froideur is not surprising.
By now, Palmerston was as gung-ho for gunboat diplomacy as any of his admirals and won smashing election victories as a result. 'Diplomats and protocols are very good things, but there are no better peacekeepers than well-appointed three-deckers.' His attitude rested not simply on the security needs of the nation but on Britain's moral superiority: 'We stand at the head of moral, social and political civilisation,' he declared in 1848. 'Our task is to lead the way and direct the march of other nations.'
His commanders were only too anxious to follow his lead. In 1882, a row about Egypt's debts to British and French bondholders provoked riots. Gladstone's ministers were uncertain as to how to respond. Admiral Sir Beauchamp Seymour decided for them and bombarded the forts of Alexandria, then set fire to the city and occupied it before launching a full-scale invasion of Egypt, destroying the Khedive's government and leaving the British in effective control of a country they never wanted. This entrenched the belief that the Suez Canal actually belonged to Britain (rather than being operated on a commercial franchise), a delusion that was to come back to haunt Downing Street seventy years later.
Similarly shaky presumptions intoxicated Palmerston in the notorious case of Don Pacifico, which Rodger only mentions in passing. David Pacifico was a merchant of Portuguese-Jewish descent, who enjoyed British citizenship by virtue of being born in Gibraltar. He had various dodgy claims against the Greek government, which Pam decided to uphold by instructing Parker (again) to blockade Athens on his way back from the Dardanelles, forcing the Greek government to compensate Pacifico and provoking a huge debate in the Commons, during which Palmerston uttered his famous pledge: 'As the Roman in days of old held himself free from indignity when he could say Civis Romanus sum, so also a British subject, in whatever land he may be, shall feel confident that the watchful eye and the strong arm of England will protect him from injustice and wrong.'
With this breathtaking global presumption came breathsapping paranoia. There was soon a fearful naval arms race in progress that continued until the non-naval Franco-Prussian War diverted attention. The fear of a French invasion was never far away, as witness the 'Palmerston forts' of 1859 that still ring the southern coastline. There was a brief interlude of calm: according to Lord Salisbury, Lord Derby's foreign policy was 'to float lazily downstream, occasionally putting out a diplomatic boat-hook to avoid collisions'.
But  patriotic panic kept on bubbling up. It is hard today to imagine what a furore W.T. Stead's article in the Pall Mall Gazette in September 1884 created, even more than he did with his celebrated campaigns against slum housing and child prostitution. 'What Is the Truth about the Navy?' simply asked whether the Royal Navy was ready to meet the challenges of potential aggressors, and whether it had enough ironclads, ocean cruisers, torpedo boats and fully trained sailors and gunners. Yet it was enough to pressurise the government into building a whole new generation of ironclads. The campaign was fuelled in Parliament by W.H. Smith, the former first sea lord, who had made his fortune in railway bookstalls and was immortalised by Gilbert and Sullivan as Sir Joseph Porter in H.M.S. Pinafore: 'Stick close to your desks and never go to sea/And you all may be rulers of the Queen's Navee!'
The naval arms race brought around previous sceptics such as Lord Salisbury and, later, the young Winston Churchill, to spending even more on battleships. In fact, anyone in the know was well aware that the supposed British inferiority in naval armament was just as fictitious as the 'missile gap' that helped JFK to win in 1960. Admiral Jackie Fisher, who had been the principal cheerleader for more Dreadnoughts, admitted to Edward VII in October 1907 that 'the English Navy is now four times stronger than the German Navy ... we don't want to lay down any new ships at all - we are so strong.'
In his calm but deadly narrative, Rodger shows how the philosophy of the navy evolved from its essentially defensive role - the protection of trade, the defence of the Narrow Seas from invasion - to an offensive means to global power; 'the gradual displacement of a rational power strategy by the ideology of sea power', as Rolf Hobson puts it in his study of Admiral Tirpitz and the High Seas Fleet, Imperialism at Sea (2002), which refines and improves on his namesake J.A. Hobson's Imperialism exactly a century earlier. For Hobson senior, imperialism was an extension of capitalism by other means; for Hobson junior, it was a projection at sea of obsessive nationalism, a rephrasing in modern terms of what was once called 'the sovereignty of the seas', or by Tirpitz, Seegeltung. In The Influence of Sea Power upon History 1660-1783 (1890), the American naval captain, later admiral, Alfred T. Mahan made hugely fashionable the idea that command of the sea always had been, and always would be, the vital driver of national power. A nation no longer needed to seek out and conciliate allies. It simply had to show who was top dog by winning the decisive sea battle, the Entscheidungsschlacht.
This braggadocio was never better demonstrated than by Fisher's sending the Channel fleet into the German navy's home ground of the Baltic shoals in the summer of 1905. Sir Arthur Wilson, the fleet commander, took his ships in heavy fog through the treacherous sounds at Swinemunde, where crowds had gathered to watch the Kaiser review his fleet, 'but when the fog lifted, the wrong fleet lay at anchor.' Wilson's ships had got in first and taken the inshore berth. The effect on the Kaiser's paranoia, never far from the surface, can only be imagined. The insult, like the burning of the White House and the burning of the Summer Palace, wasn't forgotten. The insensitivity of the British had reached Olympic class. British ministers were shocked to discover how much the Germans hated them. Arthur Balfour told a cabinet colleague in 1902: 'I find it extremely difficult to believe that we have, as you seem to suppose, much to fear from Germany - in the immediate future at all events.' Eight years after his famous declaration, Balfour was startled to be mobbed by a hostile Arab crowd in Damascus, after being cheered to the echo by Jewish settlers in Jerusalem. Reading the room was never his forte.
Rodger doesn't offer a cut-and-dried explanation for the Great War breaking out when it did. But the whole tenor of his narrative suggests that the huge build-up of armaments and the intensification of national pride on both sides generated an unstoppable momentum, driven by public opinion rather than by wicked monopoly capitalists or even by press barons such as Northcliffe. When their newspapers howled for more Dreadnoughts, they were, as usual, only giving their readers what they wanted to hear. After reading Rodger's remorseless account of the years between 1800 and 1914, I suddenly felt that the endless search for the Great Cause of the Great War was superfluous. It would have been harder to explain if it hadn't all ended in an appalling major conflict.
But then comes the hideous irony. The naval rivalry that had propelled the build-up to war played only a secondary role in the war itself. What Mahan had taken to be a permanent reality of power turned out to be only a phase, passing even as he identified it. In the new age of huge land armies carried by railways, aeroplanes and motor transport as well as ships, sea power was no longer the decisive factor. Besides, the Entscheidungsschlacht simply refused to happen. Reinhard Scheer, the feisty new commander-in-chief of the High Seas Fleet, admitted in his postwar memoir that he tried to isolate a large chunk of the Grand Fleet off the coast of Denmark, not in the hope of victory so much as to justify his fleet's 'existence and the vast sums exacted from the resources of our people for its maintenance'. The Battle of Jutland was the result, a costly botch that both sides scurried to claim as a victory, before retreating to their respective lairs in Scapa Flow and the Baltic.
The real naval battles were fought between the convoys and the U-boats. Incredible courage was displayed all round, but naval officers found it dismal work, preferring 'offensive measures' as more manly, which, as Rodger says, 'often meant high-speed steaming to nowhere'. Plenty of capital ships were sunk, but the convoys usually got through, and the people were fed.
The admirals were bored stiff during the war, and depressed after it. Admiral David Beatty wrote to his wife in June 1915, contrasting the hardship of the trenches with the comfort of life at sea: 'The greatest war of all time is proceeding, the finest deeds of heroism are being performed daily ... and yet we are doomed to do nothing, achieve nothing and sit day after day working out schemes that will never be carried out.' In 1933, Admiral Sir Herbert Richmond was still lamenting the whole prolonged fiasco: 'No one, today even, realises how gravely the navy failed in the war.' But that was true only if you succumbed to the Fisher-Tirpitz-Mahan illusion that the navy was going to win the war.
Rodger gives the navy higher marks in the Second World War; commanders on the whole showed much greater flexibility and strategic intelligence. But once again, the most significant contributions to victory came from the heroic protection of convoys and the ferrying of troops over long distances. These involved terrible losses, such as the Arctic convoy PQ 17, which lost 22 out of 35 ships; the losses of submarine crew on both sides were even worse. But when effective air cover became available, convoys were increasingly unscathed. The great naval battle was still expected, but over the next four years the great ships were hounded down, crippled and sunk - singly. One by one, down they went: the Bismarck, the Ark Royal, the Tirpitz, the Scharnhorst, the Prince of Wales, the Repulse. The brilliant decoding work at Bletchley made these great beasts something close to white elephants. Alan Turing, Dillwyn Knox and Gordon Welchman were worth a couple of destroyers each.
The Americans, new to this game, were just as obsessed by great capital ships. At one time, a third of their fleet were battleships. To begin with, they refused to bother with convoys to escort their merchant ships along their own Atlantic coast, until mounting losses made them change their minds. In both world wars, the navy resumed, unwillingly, almost unconsciously, its historic defensive role.
And come D-Day, where was the Kriegsmarine? I hunted through Rodger's account of the greatest amphibious operation in history and could find not a word about the German navy, and only a single mention of its commander, Admiral Theodor Krancke. A quote from his war diary for a month or so later, 25 July, merely records an Allied signal decrypt that listed the amount of men and supplies unloaded on the beaches, which represented 'many times the reserves of material and men moved up to the front by us and present a clear picture of the enemy's superiority, and of the advantages of seaborne supplies, given sea and air superiority'.
In other words, we couldn't have stopped them if we'd tried. And they didn't really try. On the morning of D-Day, the shrunken German Channel fleet and their crews were all tucked up in dock and bed after the storms of the past four days, and the first inkling they had that there were paratroopers ashore came when the Allied armada was already off the Normandy coast. The Kriegsmarine loosed off a couple of torpedoes and sank one Norwegian destroyer, but otherwise failed to fluff a feather. The whole momentous operation was, in a naval sense, unopposed.
This was the ultimate catastrophic failure of the Tirpitz doctrine. Had the Germans tried to keep their fleet in being and maintained a steady but vigilant defensive posture, the Allied landings might have had a fearful reception. Admiral Donitz was Tirpitz's ideological successor, and as Hitler's he became the ultimate defender of fascism. In both roles, he was a disaster.
After the war, navies fell out of fashion. Louis A. Johnson, Truman's incoming secretary of defence, told one of his admirals in 1949 that 'the navy is on its way out ... We'll never have any more amphibious operations. That does away with the Marine Corps. And the air force can do anything that the navy can do nowadays, so that does away with the navy.' He would have agreed with Thomas Jefferson's verdict a century earlier that 'gun boats are the only water defence that can be useful to us, and protect us from the ruinous folly of a navy.'
But the navy clung on. Even though Britain announced its withdrawal from east of Suez in 1968 (though not yet from Hong Kong), the following year the Royal Navy took over responsibility for Britain's nuclear deterrent from the RAF. Huge ships went on being built. The two 65,000-ton fleet carriers laid down in the 21st century - the Queen Elizabeth and the Prince of Wales - are the largest ships ever built for the Royal Navy. The difference is that, now as never in the 1880s or 1930s, defence experts openly question what these big beasts are for. Retired admirals still write letters to the Times pleading for more money to be spent on the navy. Ships remain indispensable for the protection of our coasts and the huge tanker fleets that sustain global trade. But the glory days are gone. Rodger doesn't quite sum it up like this, but it is hard to escape the sense that after two centuries of creeping megalomania, the Royal Navy has recovered its modesty.
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In Camden
Inigo Thomas

1601 wordsThe central staircase  at Camden Town Hall is made of white marble from Carrara and is more lustrous than any marble staircase you're likely to see in Rome. The building was designed for the Borough of St Pancras by Albert Thomas, a disciple of Lutyens, and opened in 1937 as St Pancras Town Hall. Twenty-eight years later, the borough was one of three - along with Holborn and Hampstead - brought together to form Camden. A seven-year, PS60 million renovation of the town hall began in 2016. The work is now finished, the building gleams inside and out, and no one could say this entrance hall isn't impressive, or a statement: there's no sense that this is a council with a looming budget crisis.
The council chamber is on the first floor, and it's here that the planning committee meets once a month to debate and decide on new building proposals. In mid-November, the committee heard five of them, one of which has a bearing on where I live. I went to hear the discussion. The staircase had just been washed; its steps were as white and slippery as an ice rink.
 
[image: ]

Three of the five cases heard by the committee that evening were about the redevelopment of car parks and adjacent buildings, all of them the consequences of bomb damage during the Blitz or the rocket attacks of the last year of the Second World War. Camden wasn't hit as badly as the City and the East End, but with three railway stations and their goods yards the area was a major target. Many of the buildings that have gone up in Camden over the last eighty years stand on what were once bomb sites.
The site proposed for new flats on the northern corner of Harrington Square, close to Mornington Crescent station, is one of those car parks. The houses that stood there were destroyed on the third day of the Blitz, soon after 5 p.m. on 9 September 1940. British Pathe newsreel footage shows people rushing to the underground shelter in the square shortly before the bombs fell - the camera captures so many pairs of shoes hurrying into the ground. The footage then turns to the aftermath of the raid: an empty double-decker bus blasted onto the facade of a house, neighbouring buildings either destroyed or damaged beyond repair. Eleven people were killed and many others were wounded. The raid was said to be unsuccessful - most Luftwaffe formations were broken up before they reached London that day - but this depends on what you mean by 'unsuccessful'.
Harrington Square has always been a triangle, never a rectangle. On its west side is the former Carreras Cigarette Factory, makers of Craven A, built ten years before St Pancras Town Hall. With Gilbey's gin distillery on the canal in central Camden and the whisky stored in the nearby Roundhouse (then a bonded warehouse), Camden's reputation for the good-that-is-also-bad - booze, cigarettes, drugs - is long-standing. The Carreras factory was undamaged during the war, but every other building on the square was affected to a greater or lesser extent. On Map 49 of Laurence Ward's London County Council Bomb Damage Maps 1939-45, the types of damage to the square are indicated on a scale from black - total destruction - through purple, red and orange to yellow, the lightest damage. These maps illustrate the bombing very differently from photography; they reveal the sheer vastness of the destruction. In Steve McQueen's new movie, Blitz, the camera rises out of a bomb site in the final scene, slowly expanding the field of vision so as to convey the magnitude of what the bombs have done, but the camera can only see so far: the maps give you an idea of what happened further off towards the horizon.
David Bomberg was a fire-watcher in Kensington for much of the war, and was inspired by Piranesi's etchings of the ruins of ancient Rome as he set about his charcoal drawings of London in 1944 and 1945. Nothing came of the topographical book he hoped to publish based on those charcoals, but sheets survive. One formed the basis of his painting Evening in the City of London, now at the Museum of London, a depiction of St Paul's Cathedral surrounded by destroyed buildings. But the black, often smudged charcoals better convey what is depicted: those incinerated buildings.
Frank Auerbach was one of Bomberg's pupils, and like him was much taken by the bombed craters and building sites he saw on Oxford Street and along the Thames in the 1950s. The Courtauld held an exhibition of Auerbach's images of bombed London fifteen years ago. 'London after the war was a marvellous landscape with precipice and mountain and crags, full of drama,' he wrote in the catalogue. He painted several pictures of the foundations of the Shell Centre next to the then new Royal Festival Hall. 'I would go and draw them by inching along the planks, out over the excavation, just clinging on and dodging the wheelbarrows. I have no head for heights. Everything you can be frightened of, I am - I can't even swim.' One thing Auerbach wasn't frightened of was an audience. Before he chose paint, he had briefly considered becoming an actor. He was taken by the 80-year-old music hall performer George Robey, and the way he went about his work. 'I used to admire him - going out alone in front of a hostile crowd, not disguising his contempt for the audience, and beating them every time. Wearing the resistance of his medium down, like drawing, in a way; this was grist to my mill.'
In 1954, Auerbach took over the studio of his friend Leon Kossoff, a few minutes' walk from Harrington Square. He kept it until he died on 11 November this year, three days before Camden's planning committee voted in favour of allowing new flats to be built on the square's old bomb site. In his monograph on Auerbach from 1990, Robert Hughes writes that 'the flavour of Camden Town recalls a fact of Sickert's work which applies to Auerbach's today: its attachment to the common-and-garden, to the compost of life.' Compost? That word implies fertility and regeneration, but Auerbach's palette is reminiscent of inanimate, toxic material: pools of tar, sand and cement, broken brick and burned wood - the bombed London he'd seen for himself. If Auerbach is proposing anything, it's that in the least promising settings there can be fresh starts.
In what has become a well-known quotation, Auerbach told Hughes: 'I have a strong sense that London hasn't been properly painted. New York has been - think of Stella's Brooklyn Bridge or O'Keeffe's Shelton with Sunspots. Paris has been painted to the last details. But London? Monet on the Thames, Derain at the docks; bits and pieces, rather spottily, by Whistler and Sickert. But it has always cried out to be painted, and not been. The things Rimbaud and Verlaine felt about it! They cried out to be recorded and preserved against time.' (Those Monet Thames-scapes are currently on show at the Courtauld, their colourful sky formations a result of pollution from London's factories, ships and power stations.) In no sense was Auerbach a topographical artist. Primrose Hill, Mornington Crescent and the entrance to his studio were his only external frames of reference from the 1960s. 'To the Studios', reads the sign pointing towards his own studio, and he painted those words over and over again in his pictures. Auerbach's London is in the paint, not the scene itself, and to that London he was devoted. 'I hate leaving my studio,' he said. 'I hate leaving Camden Town, I hate leaving London. I don't think I've spent more than four weeks abroad since I was seven.'
In the early 1950s, Auerbach and Kossoff had aimed for failure - making things difficult for themselves so as to toughen their art. When the Covid lockdown began in March 2020, Auerbach found he was unable to get to his studio or to see the people who would typically sit for him, week after week. In his wife's flat, oil paints were out of the question because of the fumes. So acrylic, graphite, Indian ink and chalk became his materials. Without anyone to paint he turned to himself. 'I did draw one or two self-portraits before,' he later said, 'but I've always felt there was something a bit banal about doing self-portraits. I didn't find actual formal components of my head all that interesting when I was younger, smoother and less frazzled. Now that I've got bags under my eyes, things are sagging and so on, there's more material to work with.' Auerbach made twenty self-portraits, some in bright colours, some black and white, all delineated in strong, jagged lines.
That sign, 'To the Studios', is nailed to the wall of a house that once belonged to the 19th-century writer George MacDonald, whose friends included Ruskin, Whitman and Charles Dodgson - Lewis Carroll - for whom MacDonald was 'master' and one of Alice's first readers. An arrow points down a short flight of steps to four studios - no white marble on this staircase. When I passed by a few days ago, David Dawson, the artist and photographer, was waiting for his assistant; they were there to photograph the interior of the studio as it was when Auerbach died. As far as I can tell from looking at his pictures, 'To the Studios' are the only words Auerbach ever painted.
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Up and Down Riverside Drive
Kasia Boddy

3765 wordsRead any interview  with Lore Segal and she'll tell you about her shortcomings:

I seem to have a reluctance to make things happen.
I'm not a grand creator of new characters.
I keep rewriting everything 48 times.
I don't have the long breath required to think in terms of a novel.
I'm bad at thinking about society.
I don't know how to be serious without being funny.
I am not a good weeper when people die.

There is no false modesty here, more a persistent self-reckoning. As she also liked to say, 'there are things that I have accomplished and things I failed to do.'
Segal's accomplishments, over eighty years, have long been acknowledged, even if they remain for the most part under the radar. That her books are in print is due to the commitment of small publishers such as the New Press and more recently Melville House in the US, and Sort of Books in the UK. In the last few years, these efforts have intensified. The last year alone has seen the publication of An Absence of Cousins, a new title for the Pulitzer-nominated Shakespeare's Kitchen (2007); Tell Me a Mitzi (1970), one of her best-loved children's books; and several more 'flash fictions' in the sequence that formed the backbone of the 2023 collection Ladies' Lunch. Last year, Segal was inducted into the American Academy of Arts and Letters, and in February 2024, an exhibition about her life and work opened in Vienna, the city in which she was born. Segal's final story appeared in the New Yorker on 7 October, the day that she died, aged 96. Her daughter and her son's partner had taken dictation.
Those who know Segal's work are familiar with the story of her childhood, what she called, with some weariness, her 'ur-story'. Twenty years ago, she compared herself to the Ancient Mariner who 'in his latter days got really tired of rehearsing his old trauma'. But, like him, she kept telling it. For the first ten years of her life, Lore Groszmann lived in the Josefstadt district of Vienna. Her father, Ignatz (Igo), was chief accountant at the bank of Kux, Bloch & Co, and her mother, Franziska (Franzi), who had studied piano at the Wiener Musikakademie, oversaw a cultured, assimilated, bourgeois household. Segal remembered dance classes, jokes, skating, cousins, servants and trips to the mountains. She was an only child and felt herself 'the centre of attention, admiration and the focus of great expectations'.
The annexation of Austria in March 1938 changed those expectations. Anti-Jewish legislation that had been passed in Germany over a period of five years was enforced in Austria within a matter of weeks. Segal, who had celebrated her tenth birthday just a few days before the Anschluss, found her life dismantling fast. Her father lost his job, their apartment was seized, and they moved to the village of Fischamend where her mother's parents ran a dry-goods store. When the Nazis seized the shop, they returned to Vienna.
But the event that Segal later singled out as decisive took place on the night of 9 November. Throughout the Reich, SS and SA officers conducted a pogrom: setting fire to synagogues, smashing and looting shops and businesses, beating up Jews and herding thirty thousand people into camps. Kristallnacht provoked international outrage but few calls to action. On 21 November, the House of Commons voted to allow unaccompanied children to come to Britain, under strict conditions. Ten thousand were eventually rescued. Compared to the one and a half million children who died during the Holocaust, this may seem insignificant, but it was something. A similar plan was rejected by the US Congress.
Things moved quickly. Within days of the vote, the BBC broadcast a call for foster homes and the Movement for the Care of Children (later renamed the Refugee Children's Movement) sent representatives to Germany, Austria and the Sudetenland. On 1 December, the first train left from Berlin, followed nine days later by a train from Vienna. Places were like gold dust. Segal remembered hundreds of parents and children queuing at the Stadttempel, the only synagogue still standing in the city. Franzi's cousin's girlfriend worked for the organising committee and so Segal had what she called the 'guilt-making good fortune' of joining the first cohort. She was number 152 of 500.
At the station, Segal tried to convince her parents that it was all a 'lark'. She later learned that Igo 'went to bed and lay ramrod stiff for two days' after her train departed. Ninety per cent of the rescued children would never see their parents again. Segal was lucky; the family was reunited in Liverpool the following March, on her eleventh birthday. But 'lucky' is not the right word. She had arrived in England believing that it was now her 'job to save her parents'. It was the urgency of this task, she always claimed, that made her a writer.
Saving her parents meant stirring 'appropriate emotion', and this worried her. She already felt that she hadn't hit the right note at the station in Vienna (was she some 'species of monster'?) or at Harwich when press photographers boarded the refugee boat. She had tried desperately to attract their attention. 'I played with my lunch bag: "Little Refugee Looking for Crumbs". Not one of them noticed. I tried looking homesick, eyes raised ceilingwards as if I were dreaming. They paid no attention. I jumped happily; I tried looking asleep with my head on the table.' No response. Segal's difficulty in determining how best to behave intensified in the 'other people's houses' where she spent the war. On hearing that her parents would soon be in England, she felt a 'terrific physical relief', observing that, suddenly, her body was 'sensuously at ease'. But her foster mother expected visual evidence that she was 'pleased' and, since 'it would never do' to upset her, Segal jumped up and down all the way home.
She also became adept in the verbal equivalents of these gestures. Before the Kinder were sent to foster homes, most spent some weeks in a Butlin's summer camp at Dovercourt Bay near Harwich. The huts weren't built for the severe winter of 1938, and Segal sat in coat and gloves writing letters to convince the refugee committee to help. In one 'tear-jerker', she compared her parents to a snow-covered rose outside the window: 'a survivor wearing a cap of snow askew on its bowed head'. 'It was not a particularly apt metaphor,' she later conceded, 'but I was wonderfully proud of it.' And she should have been. The committee soon found sponsors, visas and jobs for her parents, proving, Segal wryly noted, that 'bad literature makes things happen.'
Even at the time, she was 'embarrassed' by the skills of manipulation she was learning to hone. After filling a school notebook with 'Hitler stories', she decided that 'events needed to be picked up, deepened, darkened,' mostly by adding references to nature and the weather. Later, recalling this process and the reception of the stories, she was less interested in her foster mother's sympathetic sobbing than in the fact that her younger self 'sat and watched her'. One of the most distinctive features of Other People's Houses (1964) is the self-consciousness with which Segal observes, and judges, herself: 'I had a clear notion of myself crying'; 'I felt my face smiling'; 'Often when I giggled ... I would stop in horror, knowing I must be heartless.'
Segal spent years searching for a narrative voice to describe these events. One important model was Jane Austen, because Austen cares about 'how honest you are', especially with yourself. In Segal's account of her childhood, honesty often entails making her younger self unlikeable: emphasising her 'prickliness' with her foster parents and her unreasonable irritation with her sick father and with her grandmother's table manners. This is a strategy familiar from other Holocaust stories - think of Art Spiegelman's depiction of his irascible survivor father in Maus - where it serves as a bulwark against what Spiegelman calls 'Holokitsch'. But in Segal's work, that piercing honesty exposes everyone. The Groszmanns had been allowed entry to Britain on a 'married couple' visa, which meant employment as cook-and-butler but not being able to live with their daughter. In Other People's Houses, their employer is given the name Mrs Willoughby (just one of the book's nods to Austen; the Darcys also feature). One day she asks Franzi if she would mind serving tea although it's supposed to be her Sunday off. 'My mother minded it very much,' Segal notes; until, that is, Mrs Willoughby offers to find some bedding for Lore's impending visit. Franzi's vow 'never to think an ungrateful thought about any English person again' is, however, quickly broken. At the linen cupboard, Mrs Willoughby steers her away from the 'good sheets' - 'you don't want to get her used to this kind of thing' - towards a 'rust-stained' pile. But then, as Franzi bristles, Mrs Willoughby tells her to take time off to collect the child from London. Now in tears, Franzi murmurs 'how good you are.' But the last word goes to Mrs Willoughby who reminds her servant to be back in time for dinner. 'We can just have something quick, don't you know. Maybe cold meat and a nice green salad and a tomato aspic that you can prepare in the morning, before you leave?'
'So, what do you conclude?' This was a question Segal's friend Vivian Gornick would often ask and to which she would reply: 'I'm not in the concluding business, I'm in the describing business.' Just when you think you've pinned down one thing, something new happens, undermining your previous 'facile conclusions'. Segal's preferred account of herself, therefore, was as 'an Austrian Jew who was educated in England and lives in America'; a formulation in which nothing is ever lost, just added to.
In a 2021 interview with another friend, Cynthia Ozick, Segal declared her devotion to the principle of 'and', the opposite of the 'or' that characterises Ozick's thinking. All of Segal's books, from Other People's Houses to Ladies' Lunch, have an 'and' structure - each component in the 'serial story' has its own shape. This has moral as well as literary implications. 'I keep thinking about what the other side must look like,' Segal would say when asked about politics. Questioned about her peripatetic childhood, she complained about those who wanted her 'to stay appropriately grieved' when she also felt it had been a 'fascinating experience for a future writer'.
In 1951, thirteen years after Segal's father had applied to move to the United States, the family's quota numbers came up and those who were still alive set off for New York. It was too late for Igo; he died in 1945, just before the end of the war. In the intervening six years, Segal had studied English at Bedford College for Women (now part of Royal Holloway) and spent three years with Franzi's remaining relatives in the Dominican Republic. Manhattan, or rather the Upper West Side, would be her final destination, the place she would live for the next 73 years. 'I am totally comfortable in a very small part of the world,' she insisted, 'and it's up and down Riverside Drive.'
Determined to become a writer, she enrolled in an evening class at the New School. The only question was 'what to write about'. During the 1950s, as Philip Roth would later explain, there was a widespread belief that the 'devils' had been defeated 'once and for all' and there was nothing more to say about the Holocaust: it was time to 'start over again, en masse, everyone in it together'. Even The Diary of Anne Frank, published in English in 1952, was marketed as a 'universal' story about adolescence.
Segal always acknowledged that she was 'less interested in the history than in being a writer', but when she mentioned the Kindertransport at a party she realised that there was an audience for her not 'extreme Holocaust experiences'. In 1958 she published part of what would become Other People's Houses in Commentary. Most of the rest appeared in the New Yorker. It's surely no coincidence that it was in 1960 that the magazine urged her to develop a series of stories about her time in Britain during the war. The capture of Adolf Eichmann in May 1960, and the testimony of survivors at his trial the following year, forced Americans to confront the Holocaust. Segal's serial was still running two years later when the magazine published a controversial account of the trial by Hannah Arendt.
In 1961, Lore married David Segal, a young literary editor who had made a name for himself rescuing the rejected (as one of their number, William Gass, put it). David 'insisted' that his wife should return to Vienna to face her past. Finally, she said, she was able to weep, 'the whole week in Vienna, and all over the Austrian Alps'. Then it was time to go home to Riverside Drive.
But further calamity (to use Segal's preferred word) was to come. In 1970, when he was just 42, David had a massive heart attack and died, leaving Lore with two young children, Beatrice and Jacob. She was able to maintain her morning writing routine and keep her job as a teacher only because of her mother. Franzi lived in the same building and, every morning until she was 97, rose at dawn to squeeze grapefruit juice for their breakfast. When she died in 2005, just short of her 101st birthday, Segal described her as 'the best mother in the world'.
One of Segal's first projects after her husband's death was a collaboration with Maurice Sendak on a selection of Grimm tales, which both admired for refusing to 'pussyfoot' around the 'ur-terrors of childhood'. There is no pussyfooting in the fables Segal went on to write, first for her own children, and then, thirty years later, for her grandchildren. Many explore the frustrations and terrors of mothers, foster mothers and grandmothers. The Story of Old Mrs Brubeck (1981), for example, takes as its starting point Segal's admission that she experienced 'the calamities of my life as a palpable relief from the perennial expectation of calamity'. At the end of a long day trying to determine where trouble might be lurking, Mrs Brubeck finds its phantom source waiting under the eiderdown. She embraces it tightly, whispering 'I've got you where I can keep my eye on you.' The Story of Mrs Lovewright and Purrless Her Cat (1985), meanwhile, can be read in terms of Segal's experience as a 'prickly' foster child, although it's from the foster parent's point of view. Hoping for a 'cosy' cat, a woman gets one who bites her toes and refuses to sit on her lap. Despite all this, they end up spending many years together, Mrs Lovewright keeping her shoes on and Purrless tolerating an occasional scratch between the ears. A happy ending, but not a sentimental one.
By shifting into the slightly fantastic, Segal was able to develop a new voice for her adult fiction too. In 1976 she published Lucinella, a fairy tale about the world of writers' retreats, little magazines, college symposia and parties that resemble a 'New Yorker cartoon full of chinless show-offs'. Negotiating the inevitable literary 'seesaw between arrogance and abjection', her eponymous heroine sleeps with Zeus and keeps bumping into her younger (wannabe) and older (has-been) selves. But she also spends a great deal of time searching for the perfect paper to line her kitchen shelves. John Leonard thought Lucinella 'the nicest person ever to appear in a novel about New York writers'.
Several of her later stories also drop a fantastic conceit into a recognisable social situation: a little Kafka to unsettle the Austenian flow of conversation. In one of the stories in The Absence of Cousins, an academic conference on whether there should be a statute of limitations on genocide (followed by 'a wine and cheese reception') is disrupted by 'a device whereby those outside were able to relay into a room what those inside would prefer not to have to hear': that is, the howls and screams of the tortured. But if the task of the 'reverse bug' is to undermine academic kitsch, it ultimately fails to do its job. Unable to 'be horrified' by the world '24 hours a day', the academics continue to have affairs and apply for grants for 'a Scream Project'. In Half the Kingdom (2013), another grant is awarded to investigate why all the patients in a New York hospital suddenly develop dementia.
Segal also liked the way that Kafka kept returning to the figure of K. Asked about the recurrence of her own character Ilka, she explained that 'the only character I know is my left rib, so let me face up to that. Ilka is Ilka. However, she's not the same Ilka.' Ilka was introduced in Her First American (1985), a novel that Segal worked on for eighteen years and always regarded as her best. It draws on the five-year relationship she had in her twenties with the African American sociologist Horace Cayton Jr, best known today as the co-author of Black Metropolis (1945), a seminal work of urban ethnography. In his autobiography, Long Old Road, Cayton describes many 'stimulating' conversations with Segal, but he also acknowledged that her role in the book is to be 'the person to whom I explain myself and the black experience'. Segal, too, sets up her immigrant heroine's naivety - her surname is Weissnix, which she translates as 'Knownothing' - against the urbane and cosmopolitan Carter Bayoux. He teaches Ilka about sex and jazz, the names of sandwiches and how to drink whiskey. But most of all she learns about the tacit protocols (a favourite word of Carter's) of Jim Crow America.
Their first date is at a Fifth Avenue wedding party where the white groom approaches Carter and tells him 'it's all right' that he once slept with his bride. When Ilka interprets this as a 'friendly' remark, Carter corrects her: 'He was saying, "I am a white liberal and you're a black son of a bitch."' Ilka's day job involves filing cards into their 'correct place', but making distinctions after work is more complicated. The novel presents the process of categorisation as both fallible - at one point Ilka confuses a Berlin Jew for a Nazi - and reductive: being able to 'file' people carries the 'concomitant loss of the likelihood that she would henceforth distinguish any member within the group'. And yet Segal also recognises that making distinctions is simply what people do. In the final pages of the novel, Ilka takes great delight in labelling a young blonde from San Francisco 'the Californian Specimen'.
Her First American is a historical novel, looking back from the Reagan years to mid-century debates about whether, as Cayton wrote, it was possible for an African American simply to 'live as an individual', and whether the Black and Jewish experience could really be compared. In Cayton's autobiography, Segal is presented as childishly competing in what Stanley Crouch, in another context, called 'the big-time martyr ratings contest'. In Her First American, however, things are more complicated. On the one hand, Carter's anxiety and insomnia align him with Ilka's mother, and his translation of Weissnix is 'Notwhite'. On the other hand, he reminds Ilka that to say that experiences are 'parallel' is to admit that they never meet, 'except in infinity'.
Like  so much else in Segal's work, the debate between distinction and affinity remains unresolved. In later stories Ilka worries about her habit of 'interjecting' her own autobiography into 'the other person's story' while eagerly seeking a 'family likeness' with other people. In 'An Absence of Cousins', she is 'always asking people how they had met'. A 'refugee from New York' (if only to Connecticut), Ilka is once again forced into confrontations with 'other people's doors', 'other people's bedrooms' and other people's phone numbers. 'What a lot of people there are that one doesn't know.'
Segal also loved having a 'set' to belong to. She was a dedicated attendee of reading groups: one spent five years reading Genesis verse by verse; another met at her house just a few weeks before she died to discuss Henry James's The Ambassadors. And then there was the small group of women whom, every month or two, for many years, she met for lunch or, latterly, spoke to on 'blessed Zoom'. They discussed their lives and their favourite authors: Proust, Chekhov, Shakespeare, Austen. And like Austen's Emma and Mrs Watson, they shared the 'conviction of being listened to and understood, of being always interesting and always intelligible'.
Their 'habit of conversation', or perhaps more, their 'habit of arguing', forms the basis for the stories in Ladies' Lunch. 'Ladies' lunch' has as many rules as Fight Club, the first being that the phrase should always be 'pronounced in quotation marks', the second restricting discussion of the aches and pains of old age to twenty minutes. The rest of the time they follow an 'agenda' - everything from house-clearing and falling asleep in the movies to the excluded middle and the contemporary obsession with identity. There is no attempt to make anything 'add up'. 'Yes, but why?' remains the generative ur-question.
Segal never lost her ability to see both sides of the story: recognising that the 'pink lies' of memory make 'the past thinkable, the world liveable' while despising euphemisms such as 'elderly' or 'passing away'. 'Where am I passing? Can you tell me? No. The point of writing, I believe, is finding the right words. And being old is being old. Dying is dying.'
Rereading Segal's stories, it's striking how many conclude with a death or a funeral, the ultimate minefields for 'appropriate emotion'. In one, the corpse of Ilka's husband, Jimmy, is being lifted over the bannisters when Carter telephones. 'Christ!' he says. 'This is embarrassing.' 'No, it's not!' she howls back. 'Why is being dead embarrassing!' Lucinella, meanwhile, gets to observe the mourners at her own funeral. Pleased to see an old friend with reddened eyes, she then notices that his face is flushed 'with the effort to keep himself from smiling'. 'It's all right,' she silently tells him, 'don't worry.'
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World in Spectacular Light
Hal Foster

3096 wordsWhy  do architecture and furniture of a century ago still look new, while clothes, cars and even people appear so dated? How did modern design - clean lines, white walls, geometric volumes, open plans, glass and steel structures, flat roofs - get locked in? A great deal of the credit (or blame) goes to the Bauhaus, to its buildings, products and pedagogy, and to the propagation of these things in the publications, exhibitions and institutions modelled after it.
Born together with the Weimar Republic in 1919, the Bauhaus school of art and design died with it in 1933, shuttered by the Nazis. In its short life it had no fewer than three locations, moving from old Weimar to industrial Dessau to Berlin; three directors, Walter Gropius, Hannes Meyer and Mies van der Rohe; and three heads of its foundation course, Johannes Itten, Laszlo Moholy-Nagy and Josef Albers. They diverged aesthetically as well as politically: Itten and Albers were intuitive artists pledged to handcraft, while Moholy-Nagy was a technophile; Gropius and Mies were bourgeois professionals, while Meyer was a communist. The artists designated 'masters' at the Bauhaus, such as Wassily Kandinsky, Paul Klee and Oskar Schlemmer, were no less diverse, as were the few women who rose to prominence through the workshops. That rise was rare in art schools of the time; today, however, the textiles of Anni Albers, the photographs of Lucia Moholy and the design objects of Marianne Brandt count among the great icons of the Bauhaus.
What, if anything, held the school together amid all this variety? Certainly it had a programme, as announced in a manifesto written by Gropius in 1919. Illustrated with an Expressionist woodcut of a Gothic cathedral ablaze with stars, it called for a recovery of communal culture through a return to artisanal practice (the Bauhaus was formed in a merger between an academy of fine arts and an arts and crafts school already in Weimar). Its Expressionist aesthetic and socialist outlook were also very much of the moment: the Bauhaus wasn't the only institution to emerge, in an almost utopian leap of faith, from the wreckage of the First World War. But its direction changed dramatically in the early 1920s once the Dawes loan from the United States kicked in and the economic situation in Germany improved. At this point Gropius reached out to manufacturers for commissions, and announced a transformed project under the banner 'Art and Technology: A New Unity'. It was then, too, that he replaced Itten with Moholy-Nagy, who revised the foundation course in accordance with the new orientation.
[image: ] The Bauhaus building in Dessau, photographed by Lucia Moholy (1926)




Although both iterations of the Bauhaus proposed an updated version of the Gesamtkunstwerk, the first aimed to reintegrate the arts as crafts under the umbrella of building (hence the 'Bauhaus' or 'house of building'), while the second foregrounded design as a way to modernise the arts and to co-ordinate them in doing so. Architecture held pride of place in both versions, and all three directors were architects, yet architecture as such wasn't taught at the school until Meyer arrived in 1927. It was the empty centre around which everything else turned.
If the Bauhaus was only semi-coherent, how did it become so influential? Crucial here is the way it was reduced to a style, which circulated in newspapers, magazines, books and shows. In 1924 Gropius and Moholy-Nagy launched the 'Bauhaus Book' series, and some of its fourteen volumes, including Point and Line to Plane by Kandinsky and Pedagogical Sketchbook by Klee, soon became classics of modernist aesthetics. The impact of the list was partly a result of its graphic design: abstract covers in black, white and primary colours with simple blocks of bold type. Just as significant was the typography associated with the school, in particular the 'universal' alphabet designed by Herbert Bayer, a student turned teacher who devised a font made up of a few geometric shapes without serifs or capitals (a special shock to German readers). It helped to advance the Bauhaus as a brand that could purport to be international.
Exhibitions spread the gospel of the Bauhaus too. In 1923 a survey of work by students and teachers brought the public into the school at the very moment of its transformation. Every workshop was represented, and the director's office in the Weimar building (designed by the Belgian Art Nouveau architect Henry van de Velde in 1904-11) was staged with the latest chairs, lights and textiles. But most important to the afterlife of the Bauhaus, at least in the anglophone world, was a retrospective in 1938 at the Museum of Modern Art in New York. Designed by Bayer and overseen by Gropius with his wife, Ise, both show and catalogue were restricted to the Bauhaus of Gropius's directorship, highlighting the second period of the mid-1920s, which came to be seen as the Bauhaus, occluding all other phases.
Not all Bauhauslers were happy with the reduction of the school to this profile. In 1929 Meyer, not long after he became director, commented acidly: 'Bauhaus is fashion. All the ladies at the cocktail parties chatter about Bauhaus constructivism. Their calling cards are in lower-case letters.' But it wasn't merely that the Bauhaus was chic. More impactful was its set of concepts and models that could be adapted by others elsewhere. First and foremost was its pedagogical plan, with the foundation course at its core; in time this template displaced the old Beaux Arts curriculum in many art schools. Rather than strict training in academic drawing, students investigated the basic characteristics of materials and mediums old and new. In the first instance this approach might be grasped as a triangulation of principles put forward in Russian Constructivism and Dutch De Stijl. On the one hand, Bauhauslers like Albers and Moholy-Nagy adapted the Constructivist emphasis on 'truth to materials', while on the other they assumed De Stijl's attention to the rapport among the mediums. These influences weren't accidental: in 1921 Theo van Doesburg, the leader of De Stijl, arrived in Weimar, where he lectured at the Bauhaus; and in 1922 El Lissitzky, an ambassador of the Constructivists, came to Berlin, where he met Moholy-Nagy. Both visitors influenced the reorientation of the Bauhaus in 1923.
More specific to the Bauhaus, and just as influential, was the idea of art as experiment. Although this notion was shared across the school, it was understood in various ways. For some Bauhauslers experiment was pledged to experience: learning came by way of doing and making. Aligned with the American pragmatism of John Dewey (who was read at the Bauhaus), this idea was advanced by Albers, who took it with him in 1933 when he went to teach at Black Mountain College in North Carolina and later at Yale, where his impact was immense. For other Bauhauslers experiment was a matter of research into industrial substances and techniques. Moholy-Nagy took this approach, which he introduced to the US in 1937 when he founded a 'New Bauhaus' in Chicago on the invitation of a group of industrialists led by Walter Paepcke, head of the Container Corporation of America. In both variants, art-as-experiment flourished in the vast expansion of American higher education after the Second World War. Artists entered colleges and universities on the analogy of the scientist as much as the humanist; for administrators the studio was as close to the laboratory as to the library carrel. This development is another significant part of the Bauhaus legacy.
Another idea that bridged the gap between pragmatists and technophiles at the Bauhaus was abstraction, which was treated not only as a method but as an imperative, a drive towards purity and transparency, towards a 'new vision' of light - a catchword coined by Moholy-Nagy but embraced by Albers as well. Like many other modernists, most Bauhauslers saw abstraction in teleological terms: artistic forms were taken to evolve towards it. One example is the development of the Bayer alphabet. Another is a timeline by Marcel Breuer of the evolution of his own chairs between 1921 and 1926, published as a faux filmstrip which runs from a pointy throne crafted in wood to his sleek 'club' chair in tubular steel. The abstractive drive reached down to little things, as when Josef Hartwig redesigned chess pieces as representations of their movements on the board (his bishop is a cross of two diagonals): out with the old symbolism of feudal courts, in with the new formalism of pure function. In his Bauhaus summa, Von Material zu Architektur (1929), translated as The New Vision, Moholy-Nagy sketched the history of art as an evolution from base material through glass architecture to a world awash in spectacular light. For Moholy-Nagy, to abstract was a way to produce art and to historicise it in one and the same Hegelian gesture: modernists guided the spirit of history to an ever brighter future.
Of course, abstraction informed Bauhaus architecture too, in its structures as well as its surfaces. Ludwig Hilberseimer, for instance, worked up his strict designs from simple units of cell and grid, scaling them up from room to apartment to rowhouse to entire city. He understood that this grid logic could be exploited in the interests of capitalist 'schematisation', especially in Chicago (where he arrived in 1938), yet he framed it instead as a programme of socialist 'typification'. The 'house as a commodity' wasn't a problem for him (he took it as a motto) so long as interiors and exteriors could be varied, and so long as the functional and financial efficiencies gained through mass production served the greatest number of people.
When  Gropius and Moholy-Nagy left the Bauhaus in 1928, others carried on, but everyone had to scramble when the Nazis closed the school five years later. Although some, including Gropius and Mies, lingered in Germany to see if they could manage under the new regime, they soon departed too, eventually landing in the US. Since they weren't forced to leave, they were more emigres than refugees. In fact, as Robin Schuldenfrei shows in her excellent Objects in Exile, emigration was an experience of adaptation and success as well as loss and estrangement, at least for the big names. Paradoxically, she argues, the dispersal of the Bauhaus was another way for it to be consolidated: its 'modernism gained coherence only after it passed through conditions of exile.'
Some Bauhaus proposals were affirmed by the experience of exile, such as the concept of Existenzminimum or 'minimal dwelling', which articulated the need to design simple homes for semi-nomadic people with limited furnishings and few possessions. Developed in Germany in the turbulent 1920s, the idea was adapted by Bauhaus emigres first to interwar England and then to the US. As Schuldenfrei demonstrates, England was a generative waystation for figures like Gropius, Moholy-Nagy and Breuer, who learned to translate their models in a new setting as well as a new language. Schuldenfrei focuses on designs by Gropius and Breuer for Isokon, a company headed by the entrepreneur Jack Pritchard, which based most of its furniture, apartments and rowhouses on elementary modules (Isokon was an acronym for 'isometric unit construction'). Few of its housing projects were built; one exception, designed by the non-Bauhausler Wells Coates, is the Lawn Road Flats in Belsize Park, which dates from 1934. The company had more success with domestic objects, such as Breuer's famous nesting tables, which translated his Bauhaus pieces from metal to plywood, a cost-effective move supported by the example of Alvar Aalto, who was already influential in England. Like the cell and the grid, isometric unit construction could be put to a variety of sociopolitical aims: Gropius used it to design for individuals and families, while the Marxist Meyer saw it as a means to aggregate homes for workers in a way that could promote collectivity.
According to Schuldenfrei, some Bauhaus objects gained a special agency in exile, often through photographic reproduction. Her central example is the corpus of photos, produced by Lucia Moholy in the mid-1920s, of the main buildings and master houses at Dessau, all designed by Gropius, as well as signal products like the Breuer chairs and tables. The buildings were left behind, of course, but so too were most of the objects, and it was mostly through her images that some became iconic. Moholy highlighted the geometric rationality of Bauhaus creations, which was critical to their reception as sachlich - usually translated as 'objective' or 'sober'. (Other photos of the Bauhaus buildings, including some by her husband, Moholy-Nagy, were more experimental, steeply angled or severely cropped.) Often Moholy presented Bauhaus buildings as luminescent, to advance the idea that modern construction was also light. She also often posed Bauhaus objects, such as the dome table lamps of Carl Jucker and Wilhelm Wagenfeld, in serial displays, one after the other, to suggest that they were mass-produced, when most were in fact prototypes made by hand.
As a Jewish woman Moholy was in a perilous position after she left the Bauhaus in 1928. Separated from Moholy-Nagy the following year, she became involved with a communist later hunted by the Nazis, and after her divorce in 1934 was effectively stateless. Turned down by the US immigration authorities, she eventually gained British citizenship in 1947, nine years after she first applied. After she fled Berlin in 1933, her glass negatives were left with her friend Gropius, who was still in the city. Later, in the US, he appropriated them for his own use, producing prints without credit, let alone payment, to Moholy; it was 1957 before he returned the material to her, only after a legal battle and a bitter exchange of letters. Gropius featured the photos prominently in the 1938 MoMA show and catalogue, where they contributed mightily to his ideal version of the Bauhaus. 'Not only did Gropius refuse to acknowledge Moholy's artistic agency in creating the images,' Schuldenfrei concludes, 'he did not acknowledge the crucial role of photography in the history of the Bauhaus more generally, even as he was using it for his own ends.'
A number of the Bauhauslers who arrived in the US, unlike the stranded Moholy, gained important positions: not only Albers as principal art instructor at Black Mountain College and Moholy-Nagy as director of the New Bauhaus, but Gropius as chair of architecture at Harvard and Mies as head of the Illinois Institute of Technology. However arduous at times, emigration was a homecoming for these modernists in the sense that for them the US was always already modern. They had long admired American skyscrapers; in the early 1920s Mies had imagined his own glass towers for Berlin. And along with Le Corbusier, Gropius had used images of grain silos and other utilitarian structures in North America to proselytise for an architecture of clean surfaces and pure volumes (photos were important here too, though some had to be touched up to remove any sign of ornament), and all the architects saw the Americans Louis Sullivan and Frank Lloyd Wright as key predecessors. They even celebrated Taylorist and Fordist techniques of labour and production, but in this they were hardly alone: Lenin and Gramsci were also fans. The architectural historian Reyner Banham underscored a circularity here: while still in Europe, the Bauhauslers sought models for design in the US, which, after they relocated there, they then developed in actual projects.
Like other emigres, the Bauhauslers were concerned to adapt, fit in and advance: 'rapid assimilation', Schuldenfrei notes, was 'one palliative for the anxiety created by their uneasy status'. The Germans were especially eager to show their bona fides during the Second World War. The design work Bayer produced for the war effort included dynamic posters for the Container Corporation of America as well as immersive exhibitions for MoMA with titles like Road to Victory and Airways to Peace. Others, like Moholy-Nagy, had to play down old socialist sympathies in order to work with government officials and private businessmen. This was pragmatic, Schuldenfrei insists, but Moholy-Nagy's fascination with technology and science also served him well in his new capitalist environment. Before his death from leukaemia in 1946 at the age of 51, he produced one last version of the Bauhaus Gesamtkunstwerk, a new vision of total design: 'There is design in family life, in labour relations, in city planning, in living together as civilised human beings.' The spirit of history had taken a distinctly American turn, and Moholy-Nagy was all in on its brave new technoscientific world. Certainly, as Schuldenfrei notes, the Bauhauslers who moved to the US 'showed little desire to return after the war, despite the fact that the rebuilding of Germany would have afforded them many opportunities to practise'.
Schuldenfrei boils her argument down to three claims: 'the experience of exile informed the modernism subsequently produced by the emigres'; it 'stretched across the prewar, wartime and postwar period'; and 'never far from the core of this modernism was a genuine concern for society.' Her first two points are persuasive, and they align with a recent shift in modernist studies towards an emphasis on diaspora over nation and on continuities over ruptures. Her third claim is trickier. Doubtless the Bauhauslers had social commitments, but the road to hell is paved with good intentions, or so critics of the Bauhaus, on the left as well as the right, came to believe. By the 1960s a reduced version of modern architecture was well established as the international style of corporate capitalism, and in 1973 the Italian Marxist critic Manfredo Tafuri excoriated the Bauhaus for its totalising insistence on the gridded plan (the title of his polemic says it all - Architecture and Utopia: Design and Capitalist Development). In 1981 the reactionary American gadfly Tom Wolfe attempted his own takedown, From the Bauhaus to Our House, and by the mid-1980s postmodern architecture was in its heyday. This was the perfect style for the neoliberalism of Reagan and Thatcher, and it helped to turn the Bauhaus into a very bad object.
Perhaps the worm of history has turned again. When I first came to New York, in the late 1970s, knockoffs of Bauhaus furniture were sometimes dumped on the street, but today they are pricey items on eBay and distant descendants can be cheaply bought at Ikea. The tumultuous life of a fictional Bauhausler in American exile is even the subject of a new three-and-a-half hour movie titled The Brutalist. But perhaps this is just a predictable swing in taste. Far more important is the urgent need, given the climate and housing crises, for a recovery of Bauhaus principles of minimum dwelling and socialist typification. Today 'from the Bauhaus to our house' may not be a bad path. It may be a necessary one.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n23/hal-foster/world-in-spectacular-light



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



My God, they stink!
Seamus Perry

6380 wordsApologists  for art have often set about their task by associating the workings of the imagination with other sorts of mental activity of which people tend to think well. The Romantics were especially drawn to this form of vindication, their defensiveness due no doubt to the nagging suspicion that, while the imagination seemed all-important to them, most of their contemporaries regarded it with blithe indifference. Keats found a stirring analogy between imagination and empathy, a useful act of emotional intelligence which often appears in accounts of the moral life: the poet, best epitomised by Shakespeare, is able magically to conjure himself into modes of being quite other than his own, 'continually in for and filling some other Body', as Keats wrote in a letter. Shelley sought to make the link between artistic creation and rectitude even more absolute by the simple expedient of claiming the empathetic imagination - 'a going out of our own nature' - as 'the great instrument of moral good'. The experience of reading poetry, then, is a workout for the imagination, a fortifying of your ethical sinews, as Shelley rather ingenuously put it, 'in the same manner as exercise strengthens a limb'.
Wyndham Lewis - novelist, painter, thinker-at-large - could sound quite as adulatory about the figure of 'the Artist' as Shelley: 'The moment a man feels or realises himself as an artist, he ceases to belong to any milieu or time,' he announced in the 'Manifesto' to his short-lived periodical, Blast. But more generally, like most of his modernist contemporaries, he set himself noisily against Romantic pieties, and in nothing was his animosity more pronounced than in his disdain for the idea that art might be justified by its kinship with agreeable things such as fellow feeling.
The main inspiration for Lewis's hostility was the boisterous anti-Romanticism of his difficult friend T.E. Hulme, who proclaimed the coming of a new kind of art, 'all dry and hard', free of the sentimentality of 'humanism', and liberated from the ambition to be lifelike that had disfigured artistic endeavour for too long. Hulme's militant manner was unmistakeably his own, but many of his big ideas came from the contemporary art historian Wilhelm Worringer, whose book Abstraction and Empathy (1907) contrasted the realism that had dominated art since the Greeks with the 'instinctive urge to abstraction' that you find in older and more primitive civilisations. The first, Worringer said, was the aesthetic impulse of people who feel at home in their lives - possessors of what he called, with a faint curl of the lip, 'a happy, world-revering naturalism'. Artists of a naturalist dispensation are masters of Romantic empathy, 'of projecting themselves into the things of the outer world, of enjoying themselves in them', whereas ancient artists regarded that outer world as alien and confusing, a place one had quite enough of without having to also encounter it in art. Their task, accordingly, was 'to wrest the object of the external world out of its natural context, out of the unending flux of being, to purify it of all its dependence upon life', 'eternalising it by approximation to abstract forms'.
The polemical energy that Hulme drew from all this was partly a result of the excitingly counterintuitive way it turned the old values upside down: 'life' and 'nature', shibboleths of Romantic thought, were now bad things, and Hulme has much fun startling the horses by praising 'the dead form of a pyramid and the suppression of life in a Byzantine mosaic'. Lewis was quick to learn. 'Anything living, quick and changing, is bad art, always; naked men and women are the worst art of all,' opines Tarr, the titular artist-hero of Lewis's early novel, in which he does a lot of opining: 'Deadness is the first condition of art.' Lewis would say similar things in his own voice: 'The living death that is represented by Egyptian culture is the very atmosphere for the sculptor and painter to thrive in.' So he must have been flattered when Hulme praised his paintings of people, especially because Hulme admired them for betraying no interest in the human body, aside from 'a few abstract mechanical relations perceived in it, the arm as a lever and so on'. Everything that would once have made a painting sound like a failure was now the secret of its success: 'The interest in living flesh as such, in all that detail that makes it vital, which is pleasing, and which we like to see reproduced, is entirely absent.'
Lewis reproduced some of his own paintings in Blast which show what Hulme had in mind. One picture, from a sequence inspired by Shakespeare's Timon of Athens, is an assemblage of geometric forms, possibly organised into a sort of tower. Just conceivably it is a portrait of the hero, disaggregated into an array of blocks and curves that look like parts of some industrial concern, all set within an imponderable abstract space. But the whole idiom of the painting is a challenge to the uninitiated viewer to make something of it, and it could quite easily be entirely abstract, a representation of the violent misanthropy of the drama as a whole. The title of Portrait of an Englishwoman might promise a helping hand; but then again maybe not: the lady has been replaced by an impossible pile of stacked and suspended slabs, a giant non-figure of fantastic reinforced concrete viewed from somewhere around her unseen feet. 'THE ACTUAL HUMAN BODY BECOMES OF LESS IMPORTANCE EVERY DAY,' Lewis wrote elsewhere in the magazine. At the excitingly inhuman heart of the new aesthetics was the somewhat mysterious doctrine of the 'Vortex', a word he had picked up from Ezra Pound to describe the Blast ideal of energy and tough-mindedness: 'The Vorticist does not suck up to Life. He lets Life know its place in a Vorticist Universe!' The thrill of the Vortex didn't last very long, but the same impulse shaped later pronouncements, as when Lewis declared in an editorial in the Tyro, another short-lived journal, that modern art 'aims at nothing short of a physical reconstruction and reordering of the visible part of our world'.
According to Hulme the 're-emergence of geometrical art' had the quality of being at once a throwback to savingly pre-civilised modes of consciousness and a thoroughly up-to-date response to the modern world. 'He and I preferred to the fluxions in stone of an Auguste Rodin (following photographically the lines of nature) the more concentrated abstractions-from-nature of the Egyptians,' Lewis later recalled. The bad example of Rodin seemed to back their shared belief that 'the Art-instinct is permanently primitive.' But such abstraction also showed the impress of a new militarised age of machinery: 'We preferred something more metallic and resistant than the pneumatic surface of the cuticle. We preferred a helmet to a head of hair.' In his excellent memoir Blasting and Bombardiering (1937), Lewis summons up those old battling days with obvious fondness and a certain rivalry. 'All the best things Hulme said about the theory of art were said about my art,' he declared, a comment he characteristically considered 'altogether without conceit'. Had Hulme survived the First World War, he wrote, 'I should undoubtedly have played Turner to his Ruskin'; but as things transpired, he had to undertake both roles himself.
Lewis also fought in the war, 'an interminable nightmare', including service at Passchendaele, 'an epic of mud'. 'I, figuratively, have never smiled again,' he said, finding himself deeply affected by the conviction that he (and, as he thought, most soldiers) had brought home: that a warlike state of emergency was in fact not exceptional but 'a permanent thing', and that 'gentleness, beauty, sweet reason must veil their heads, they must give way to arguments of power.' Robert Graves writes in his autobiography that, back in the hills of Harlech, he found himself 'still mentally and nervously organised for war', automatically sizing up the landscape for places to site a Lewis-gun and provide cover for his rifle-grenade section. Contemporaries similarly saw in Lewis a man shaped, or misshaped, by the experience of war, and the pun on 'Lewis-gun' was certainly too good to resist. 'This officer of artillery never misses an opportunity for attack,' John Gawsworth, an admiring contemporary, observed. William Rothenstein thought him 'armed and armoured, like a tank, ready to cross any country, however rough and hostile'. He certainly had a genius for pugnacity, no doubt partly encouraged by the example Hulme set: 'a very rude and truculent man' in Lewis's judgment, than which there could be no higher praise. ('He needed to be.') Hulme was pugilistic in life - he once transfixed Lewis upside down on the railings of Soho Square - and just as fierce in print: when someone dared to patronise Jacob Epstein, Hulme responded that 'the most appropriate means of dealing with him would be a little personal violence.' Lewis assiduously cultivated something of the same quality, framing himself as 'the Enemy', the conveyor of 'vivid and violent ideas'. True, Eliot remembered him as 'incomparably witty and amusing in company', and the reminiscences of younger admirers such as Geoffrey Grigson and E.W.F. Tomlin describe a private man of punctilious courtesy. But generally the impression was quite different. 'He conceived the world as an arena,' Augustus John observed; and another painter, William Roberts, remembered that his whole manner appeared predisposed to altercation, 'striding along, the broad shoulders tilted slightly, like a boxer advancing to meet an opponent'. That at least allows a note of the heroic, but Nancy Cunard, with whom Lewis had an affair, came to the conclusion that 'on the whole, he was half a SHIT,' while Paul Nash told Lewis that his character was 'strangely sub-human'. His bellicosity towards those reckless enough to be generous towards him was even fiercer: when a cheque from his patron Fanny Wadsworth didn't turn up promptly, she received a postcard that read, in its entirety: 'Where's the fucking stipend? Lewis.'
'Life has been something of a war for me,' he wrote in forlorn self-exile at a New York hotel in 1939; but this cast of mind predated his time in the army. His very earliest stories were written while he was staying in Brittany in 1908, belatedly collected as The Wild Body twenty years later, and they show that Lewis instinctively associated art with belligerence, truculence and power - the 'aggressivity' (agressivite, I suppose) that Fredric Jameson identifies as the 'lifelong constant of both the form and the content of his works'. Lewis's stories depict Breton life as merciless and ferocious; the characters are variously in battle with one another, and their machinations are regarded by the narrator with absorbed repulsion. The combative talents of the narrator of 'A Soldier of Humour' are limited to a protracted and pointless battle for the conversational upper hand over another tourist, but the more general point is clear: life in the Lewis world is a matter of surviving 'the violences of all things', a phrase that occurs in 'Enemy of the Stars', an apocalyptic account of two figures locked in a pact of mutual destruction, written about the same time and published in Blast. The bleak social comedy of the Breton stories lies, Lewis perhaps unnecessarily explained, in 'making a drama of mock-violence of every social relationship'. The book was 'an excellent manual for the hard-boiled', Cyril Connolly wrote in wary admiration.
The star turn in The Wild Body is a grotesque called Bestre, an innkeeper who regards his customers as foes to be humiliated and conducts long campaigns of 'Bestre-warfare' against his neighbours. He is an exemplification of the thought that looks could kill: 'What he selected as an arm in his duels, then, was the Eye,' we are told; and it is quickly obvious that Lewis shares his choice of weapon. Purely through the force of his prose style, he re-envisions Bestre's wild body and makes it an example of his own art: 'His tongue stuck out, his lips eructated with the incredible indecorum that appears to be the monopoly of liquids, his brown arms were for the moment genitals, snakes in one massive twist beneath his mamillary glands, gently riding on a pancreatic swell, each hair on his oil-bearing skin contributing its message of porcine affront.'
'They stink! My God, they stink!' D.H. Lawrence summed up Lewis's attitude towards his subject matter. The anti-hero of 'A Soldier of Humour' is no less cheerfully disgusted by his own odour: 'This forked, strange-scented, blond-skinned gut-bag, with its two bright rolling marbles with which it sees, bull's-eyes full of mockery and madness, is my stalking-horse.' That is Lewis going for it, as he was inclined to do. Take this sentence from 'Enemy of the Stars': 'They sat, two grubby shadows, unvaccinated as yet by the moon's lymph, sickened by the immense vague infections of night.' 'Mr Lewis is the greatest prose master of style of my generation,' Eliot said in a late appreciation, 'perhaps the only one to have invented a new style.' Not everyone has responded so positively: 'the worst writer of English prose in the 20th century', the philosopher Anthony Quinton believed; and Bonamy Dobree identified in Lewis 'an almost panic-stricken avoidance of the cliche'. But such divergent views are probably different ways of seeing the same thing: if the style is in some ways bad, it is bad in the same way that Hulme praised Lewis's paintings for being 'bad' representations of what they depict. It involves a refusal to be like the others and, as Lewis put it in an early manifesto, 'eschew all cliches implying a herd personality'. 'The principle,' Hugh Kenner observes in his excellent study from 1954, 'is that Lewis's words emanate very decidedly from him.' Style here is a sort of triumph of the will over the external world of people and things, 'that fat mass you browse on', as Lewis rather horribly put it. 'The act of creation ... is always an act of the human will,' he insisted, 'like poisoning your business rival, or setting your cap at somebody.'
The young William Empson, reviewing the Breton stories in Granta, acknowledged that they 'gratify our strong and critical curiosity about alien modes of feeling', and concluded that this showed 'our need for the flying buttress of sympathy with systems other than our own'. Lewis drew a very different moral: 'I learned a good deal from Bestre,' his alter-ego narrator says. 'He is one of my masters.' 'I believe with a Calvinistic uncompromisingness that one cannot be too hard on the stupidities of one's neighbours,' he announced to John. Their principal stupidity lay in being corporeal. Lewis helpfully included an essay in The Wild Body explaining the theory: 'The root of the Comic is to be sought in the sensations resulting from the observations of a thing behaving like a person'; everyone was up for the treatment because 'they are all things, or physical bodies, behaving as persons.' It may not seem the richest joke, but it has impeccable philosophical credentials, drawing as it does on Henri Bergson, whose lectures at the College de France Lewis had attended in the early years of the century. 'We laugh every time a person gives us the impression of being a thing,' according to Bergson, meaning those moments when someone trips up some steps or walks into a lamppost, losing 'the living pliableness of a human being' and exhibiting instead 'mechanical inelasticity'. The truly appalling figure of Kreisler in Tarr, who proceeds from outrage to outrage, culminating in rape, acting throughout on brutal autopilot, is a 'large rusty machine of a man'.
Lewis was keen to claim as a virtue that characters like Kreisler were 'not creations but puppets', thus overturning a whole tradition of critical appreciation. 'Shakespeare's characters are men; Ben Jonson's are more like machines,' Hazlitt said. Quite correct, Lewis countered, but Hazlitt was drawing the wrong moral - it was precisely because men were like machines that Jonson was right to depict them that way. Lewis is splendidly contemptuous about what he calls, in full Hulmean mode, Hazlitt's 'humanist values' - the way he admires Shakespeare for 'letting us into the minds of his characters'. That is not the business of art at all: art is about 'the outside', its task 'a mechanising of the natural ... analysed far enough, it substitutes a thing for a person every time.' For Bergson, such moments were salutary, even socially useful, because they alerted you to the existential peril of living as an automaton, being 'man as a jointed puppet'. Lewis disapproved of such a state too, of course, but he was always more inclined to accept that this is just the way things are, at least for most people.
It turned out, on inspection, that Shakespeare was a kindred spirit after all, at his best anyway. In The Lion and the Fox (1927), at once a dazzlingly counterintuitive study of Shakespeare and an oblique self-portrait, Lewis set out to abolish 'gentle Shakespeare' and to offer in his place an author who loathed the action-man tragic heroes whom he depicted and whom it was his job to finish off like an executioner. Lewis finds in the plays not serene genius but a great 'outpouring of fury, bitter reflection, invective and complaint'. Eccentrically, but consistently, he thought the sourly disillusioned world of Troilus and Cressida was where the Shakespearean imagination really found itself; and as his early sequence of pictures implied, he admired, too, the vociferous misanthropy of Timon of Athens. A play that for a Romantic critic like Hazlitt was a real outlier - 'the only play of our author in which spleen is the predominant feeling of the mind' - was for Lewis an exemplary play with an exemplary hero, 'an inhabitant of Shakespeare's personal system'. Timon of Athens was the closest Shakespeare came to producing a satire, and this for Lewis was itself a marker of the play's modernity and what mattered about it: 'All art is in fact satire today,' he wrote in his trenchant analysis of the contemporary scene, Men without Art (1934). Satirists have traditionally offered their own moral justification for their art, one based not on empathy or moral intuition, but on the claim that they are doing good by identifying and thus helping to rectify the shortcomings of society. Lewis generally scorned such improving notions as rudely as he did the Romantic case: 'There is no prejudice so inveterate, in even the educated mind, as that which sees in satire a work of edification,' he complained. 'I am a satirist, I am afraid there is no use denying that. But I am not a moralist: and about that I make no bones either.' What he was after was something paradoxical, 'non-ethical satire' or '"satire" for its own sake'. The Shakespearean 'system' of which Timon was the inhabitant, Lewis insisted, 'had no ethical basis, but was entirely an aesthetic phenomenon'. And the last thing any satirist needs is the cast of mind that Hazlitt and the rest of them attributed to Shakespearean genius, one which lets 'the reader "into the minds of the characters"' and enables us to 'see the play of their thoughts'. 'Satire is cold, and that is good!'
Men without Art and The Lion and the Fox were products of an extraordinarily concentrated burst of writing that followed Lewis's return from the First World War. As his wife later recalled, he 'went into hiding to avoid people and get on with his work' - this period lasted for eight years. In one of his autobiographies Lewis said that those years were to be marked 'strictly private'; but he had nothing much to report: his time seems to have been spent almost entirely in a concerted attempt to work out a philosophy of art and life. The original, distinctly loopy, plan was an immense work of some half a million words, a 'megalo-mastodonic masterwork' to be entitled The Man of the World. 'I work incessantly at it,' Lewis told Eliot. 'I am never in bed before 2, or often later; and for the present dine alone to get it done.' The book was quite impracticable so Lewis split it into six volumes, each of which is still pretty substantial, and published them between 1926 and 1930. They range so widely from politics to epistemology, ethics and aesthetics, cultural analysis and literary criticism, that, as Samuel Hynes observed, it is very difficult to see how the work could ever have cohered into a single enterprise. Each volume is hectic, overwritten, easily distracted and confusingly organised, fighting on several fronts at once. 'It would be in your own interest to concentrate on one book at a time, and not to plan eight or ten books at once,' Eliot advised, speaking as a publisher as well as a friend, but Lewis paid no attention. Leavis, provoked by negative remarks about his hero Lawrence, wasn't entirely unjustified in saying that 'their air of sustained and ordered argument is a kind of bluff, as the reader who, having contrived to read one through, can bring himself to attempt a summary of it discovers.' Elsewhere, he more fairly admitted 'a uniquely vigorous style and a mind more than usually well-stored and inquiring'; and the recurrence of certain keynotes means that there is some justification for what Lewis claimed for himself - 'a pattern of thinking', if something short of a system.
The first volume  to appear, in 1926, was entitled The Art of Being Ruled, a huge study of statecraft: the book grew from the antithesis of persons and things that had shaped his thinking about art, now translated to a fantastic political anthropology. Here Lewis most certainly comes across as a moralist: rather like the great 19th-century sages, he has his sights set on mechanistic philosophy, big business, 'liberalism', coercive public opinion, the 'hypnotism' of mass media and an unmitigated trust in science, the effect of all of which is to persuade normal people that they are 'not persons, not human'. In an interesting twist, this turns out to be their own fault because 'they do not, in their heart, desire "freedom" or anything of the sort.' Indeed, they find 'their greatest happiness in a state of dependence and subservience' for, as the wise ruler recognises, 'in the mass people wish to be automata ... they wish to be obedient, hard-working machines, as near dead as possible ... without actually dying.' It is grabbing stuff until the realisation dawns that it's you he's talking about. Unlike you, the ruler would be leading a difficult, disillusioned and isolated life, quite separate from the ruled, who are now released into a happy existence of automatic responses and 'kind, protective illusions, like a screen round a child's bed'. We're even given a vignette of daily life under this benevolent regime: the ordinary citizen, relieved of 'all "highbrow" matters he had from the cradle disliked, would disappear around the corner to the local bridge club with cheery words on his honest lips, ejaculating contentedly, "it takes all sorts to make a world."'
It sounds awful, and needless to say it's impossible to imagine Lewis joining him at the card table. What Lewis calls 'the creative minds of the world', currently crushed by the pseudo-values of the mass, have a different vocation to fulfil in a world freed by centralised rule, though it is a little hazy what it is. 'The intellect is more removed from the crowd than is anything,' Lewis says, striking a heroic note, but that's not to say the crowd isn't also the beneficiary of highbrow endeavours: 'It is not a snobbish withdrawal, but a going aside for the purposes of work, of work not without its utility for the crowd.' Suitably vague; but when his policy recommendations are more specific they are not usually very happy: you do not need to be a zealous libertarian to dislike the way the wind is blowing. How much better it would be to have just one state brand of soap: no horrible advertisements would be necessary! Appalled by the spectacle of 'a never-ending stream of luxurious omnibuses' taking women to the shops, Lewis proposes a travel permit system that would keep them at home; similar restrictions could stop tourism: this might look disagreeably coercive but 'the mass of people do not want it.' 'Most people are born molluscs,' Lewis says. 'There is no offence in saying it, for it is quite true.'
The Art of Being Ruled built on Lewis's long-held Nietzschean disdain for what he called 'herd-hypnotism'. The 'Man of the World' to whom the great work was originally to be devoted was a figure he condemned, 'a man who is himself small and weak ... and the constant adversary of the individual'. The next book to emerge, in 1927, was Time and Western Man, which also sought to rescue man from the world, but in metaphysical terms. Lewis thought it 'my biggest book of philosophic and literary criticism': it is a good choice to inaugurate this new Oxford edition of Lewis. Due to span 42 volumes, it is an enterprise that feels like a throwback to a more heroic age of publishing, and its indication of institutional recognition would have surprised Lewis himself. Even with his gift for ingratitude, he could hardly fail to be gratified by the scrupulous erudition with which Paul Edwards has gone about the undertaking.
Edwards concedes that Time and Western Man is 'organised rather idiosyncratically', and doesn't quite persuade you that it adds up to a cohesive whole. Kenner proclaimed it 'one of the dozen or so most important books of the 20th century', but this is hard to credit. It is a study of another 'mystical mass-doctrine', not the illusion of democratic individualism that Lewis described in The Art of Being Ruled but, more abstractly, what Lewis calls 'the Time-mind' or 'the Time-view'. The adherents of this mind are very numerous and apparently diverse, among them Einstein, Darwin, Spengler, William James, as well as writers such as Gertrude Stein, Joyce and Proust, artistic schools such as naturalism and futurism, and cultural phenomena such as the 'child cult' exemplified by the regrettable popularity of Charlie Chaplin. The principal villain however is Bergson, not in his capacity as an analyst of laughter this time, but as a philosopher of consciousness. The charismatic metaphysics of Bergson, as Lewis must have remembered from his lectures, described human identity, at its most primal and non-intellectual, as the creature of a numinous time deeper than the mere succession of the clock. Like many of his contemporaries, Hulme was rather taken with this and propounded Bergson's idea of the 'real time' that intuition might discern 'at a certain depth of mental life' with characteristic force. But on this point, Lewis parted company with his old comrade: he understood Bergson to be advocating a rampant subjectivism, dissolving into pure consciousness objects that one might have otherwise naively assumed to exist independently of one's experience of them. Repelled by Bergsonian flux, Lewis proposes as an alternative 'a philosophy of the eye', a celebration of 'the concrete and radiant reality of the optic sense'; and this (to my mind) rather appealing realist impulse prompts the reappearance of an old friend of whom Hulme would have approved: 'the deadness, the stolid thickness and deadness, of nature ... that deadness is essential.'
The appeal to 'deadness' is a rebuke to Bergson's exalted concept of a universal evolutionary vitality which 'makes of the whole series of the living one single immense wave flowing over matter'. Bergson ended Creative Evolution (1907) by encouraging the philosopher of the future to see 'the material world melt back into a simple flux, a continuity of flowing, a becoming'. Lewis was not remotely attracted by the idea of melting into anything - 'we should retain our objective hardness, and not be constantly melting and hotly overflowing' - so he had a double complaint to make: not only does Bergsonian thought strip you of 'the clearness of outline, the static beauty, of the things you commonly apprehend' but it also takes away 'the clearness of outline of your own individuality which apprehends them'. Bergson often writes with heady rapture about things interpenetrating and merging, and Time and Western Man is largely a statement of Lewis's opposite preference, 'them standing apart - the wind blowing between them, and the air circulating freely in and out of them'.
Lewis repeatedly champions here 'the beautiful objective, material world of common sense' over 'the "organic" world of chronological mentalism' and remarks at one point that 'my case is an overwhelmingly good one.' But whether his argument amounts to much is another matter. This is the sort of thing he says, a comparison of our experience of a statue, existing in space, and a piece of music, existing in time, the upshot of which is meant to be that we have a strong 'space' sense which the prevailing Time-mind ignores or denies: 'You move round the statue, but it is always there in its entirety before you, whereas the piece of music moves through you, as it were. The difference in the two arts is evident at once, and the different faculties that come into play in the one and the other.'
From our instinctive response to the statue we are meant to infer the independent reality of objects. But I am not sure this will do: the time-besotted Bergsonian need only point out that your experience of the statue occurred in time for you to find yourself back at square one. You never see the statue 'in its entirety', your opponent might follow up, seeing you on the back foot: the entire statue is a hypothesis you concoct on the basis of what he would probably call 'les donnees immediates de la conscience'. Lewis's appeal to 'a sense of reality', that is to 'our sheer sensation that there is something real there before us,' is certainly heartfelt, but no more effective as an argument than Dr Johnson kicking the stone to refute Bishop Berkeley - which is not to deny that it is in its way a gesture of great power that repays consideration of the right kind. 'The history of the philosophers we know, but who will write the history of the philosophic amateurs and readers?' Hulme asked, by implication including himself in the latter category. Lewis does not seek to disguise that his thoughts are primarily those of a painter. 'No visual artist would ever have imagined (or had he imagined, he would have turned in horror from) such a world as the Bergsonian, relativist world,' he says towards the end, which, whatever its authority, could not be said to constitute a philosophical argument at all.
Several years before Time and Western Man Lewis had already labelled Bergson 'the philosopher of impressionism', a movement of which he took a very dim view and came to see as another expression of the Time-mind, 'the glorification of the life-of-the-moment'. This is a very incomplete account of Bergson, but I suppose it is fair to say that Impressionism's tenets - 'catching the Moment on the hop; of snapshotting that Moment of Nature with the eye, and so forth' - were hardly likely to appeal to someone who thought 'Life' was just what an artist should not suck up to. The still lifes of Picasso and Braque were merely uneasy compromises with Impressionism, attempting to be experimental but still in harness to the objects on the breakfast table, what Lewis disparages as 'the debris of their rooms'. And literature suffers from the same complaint. Lewis spends some entertaining pages attacking Stein for offering 'monstrous, desperate, soggy lengths of primitive mass-life, chopped off and presented to us as a never-ending prose-song'; but his more unexpected target is Joyce's Ulysses, which is accused of merely reproducing 'the fluid material gushing of undisciplined life': 'into that flux it is you, the reader, that are plunged.' You can see the role Joyce is being called on to play within the choreography of the book, but Ulysses, which must be one of the most over-organised books in the world, seems an odd choice for an example of 'undisciplined life'.
It's perhaps an odd choice in another way, since you might have thought Joyce epitomises the attitude towards external things that Lewis is championing. The trouble with Joyce, Lewis said, was that 'you were not in the open air, but closed up inside somebody's head'; but in truth you can easily imagine the author of Ulysses echoing what Lewis announces: 'I am for the physical world.' Indeed, maybe more emphatically. The bar of lemon soap in Bloom's pocket which spends the novel on a miniature odyssey of its own would seem a much more jubilant creature than the glum bar of state soap that Lewis imagined in The Art of Being Ruled. There is something paradoxical about Lewis's celebration in these pages of 'the beautiful objective, material world' when so much of his thinking about art emphasised a battle of will hard-won over the 'objective, material world'. At his most emphatic he pronounces that the very best artists 'do not depend upon the objective world at all' or, as Tarr puts it, that 'Life is art's rival and vice versa.' 'Nature was thoroughly subjected and controlled by these artists,' Lewis said admiringly of the painters of the Ajanta caves, contrasting them with the world-bound nature morte of Cubism: 'Permission did not have to be asked to arrange objects in this way or that.' It is true that in other places he maintained that artists had to be 'great experts in the objective and material world in order to do our work properly'; and in his late autobiography he remembered consciously setting himself to get some 'flesh and blood' to serve as 'filling' for his early highly abstract manner. Nevertheless, he added, 'I can never feel any respect for a picture that cannot be reduced, at will, to a fine formal abstraction.' The point is one anticipated by Hulme. If it is the pleasure of geometric forms that you are after, Hulme says, then a pure cube might seem the solution: in practice, though, it is uninteresting. But 'if you can put man into some geometrical shape which lifts him out of the transience of the organic, then the matter is different.' It is not just formal abstraction alone that you want, in other words, but also enough trace of the original world to show what abstraction has conquered - rather as the lions at the circus used to be expected to snarl a bit to show that the tamer had mastered something worth mastering. 'Loathsome as the world is, I do like to see it,' as Lewis wrote in later life when the creeping blindness that finally afflicted him was becoming obvious.
The great disaster of Lewis's writing life was a farcically ill-judged book about Hitler, published in 1931, in which, among other things, the Fuhrer was described as 'a man of peace'. The result was, as he recalled, that he woke one morning to find himself 'not famous but infamous'. His notoriety was one factor in the failure of his greatest work, the novel The Revenge for Love. Published in 1937, it languished for a few years before falling out of print; the book didn't appear in America at all until long after the war. The novel tells the story of Victor and Margot, a second-rate artist and his devoted wife, who, through innocence and inadvertence, get themselves caught up in Spanish revolutionary politics in which they do not believe, and end up sacrificed to a cause they do not understand. The novel has a fascinating relationship with the rest of Lewis's work because it is, as Kenner says, 'a sustained anomaly': the truculence and grotesquerie of the normal Lewis mode are quite forgone. There is a good deal of hearty satirical disgust at the posturing self-indulgence of radical intellectuals, somewhat reminiscent of Conrad's in Under Western Eyes, but the book's main energy is not satire: it is pity, as though things are being imagined from the puppets' point of view. The puppets who matter in this book are the two central figures, a painfully ordinary couple, heedlessly manipulated by people who have contrived to possess power over them. The portrait of Margot, especially, is remarkable for the way it imagines at once her tenacity and fragility, a study in what might seem the least Lewisian of topics, vulnerability, and all done without a stroke of sentimentality.
Margot, it seems, was modelled on Lewis's wife, Froanna, a rather shadowy presence in the biographies as she was in Lewis's public life. Grigson had known him for two years before Lewis admitted that he kept a wife downstairs, 'a simple woman, but a good cook'. That is purposefully gruff: the relationship seems to have been very close, but almost entirely unseen. Lewis's portraits of her are tender and beautiful, and, again, an exception to his normal manner. As Edwards has said elsewhere, it is in the portraits of Froanna, especially those of the 1930s, that we see Lewis most ready 'to recognise the humanity of another person'. There is no question here of remaining unsympathetically on 'the outside of people'. It doesn't take a Winnicott to suspect something deeply damaged in Lewis's insistence on solitariness and non-connection, his opposition to merging, even his declared preference for a world of objects standing one apart from the other with the wind blowing between them. But Froanna does seem to have been to Lewis what Virgilia is to that case history of vituperative damage, Coriolanus - a 'gracious silence' mysteriously accompanying and secretly redeeming a public life otherwise full of belligerence and self-engendered strife. That persona, needless to say, remained robust to the very end. As he lay in hospital dying in 1957, so Grigson tells us, the nurse asked him: 'And when did we last open our bowels, Mr Lewis?' Lewis was never much of a 'we' man: 'Mind your own bloody business,' he replied.
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Poem
Epiphany
Ange Mlinko

504 wordsMaria Callas came to our banal climate, aged five,
wearing her first pair of glasses, so that perhaps
the fizz of palms was the first thing to come into focus.
In time she might have seen the crucifix dive
at Epiphany, when rain like a jeweller taps
gingerly into the crystal of a water crocus.
At five she was known as Mary Kalogeropoulos,
and if I could, I would tell her how my relatives
changed their amphibrachic name to 'Bass'
gaining intelligibility despite melismatic loss,
the Slavic sonics of affricates and fricatives
(they pronounce it like the fish, not the tonal range, alas).
But her lossy name provides its own gloss.
Let mine underwrite hers like a bass line,
as though I had her otherworldly ear.
I attended to the Greek boys diving for their cross
as a girl released a white dove from the shrine
of her consecrated palms. We watched it disappear.
If Callas preferred to perform sans lenses,
leaving the concert hall a gold-vermilion blur,
was it to shield her conscience from the world,
so that she moved and sang in fictive stanzas?
Dives and songs that would disclose our nature
are from one held breath methodically unfurled.
Yes, here's a rump of Poseidon's kingdom.
In the gift shops, St Michael spears the basilisk,
and Medusa rears her seething skull.
Some coral are classified as 'gorgonian'. Some
petrified bodies the treasure hunters frisk
might have been her victims, turned to marble.
The descendants of those divers will now dive
for the crucifix, in white tees, fresh from Mass,
processing barefoot down the main drag behind their priest.
A liturgical singer's baritone comes to us live
from the bayou's edge, where sacerdotal gulls amass,
and the modal melodies strike our ear as from the East.
They blessed the boats on Thursday at the docks.
By Friday, the wind was high, and late in the night
came torrents. To cancel a dive because of showers
creates an elemental paradox.
But here was the miracle: the rain took flight,
the clouds blew off at the behest of unseen powers.
Now the procession halted at the bayou,
and the priest took over from the singer - though
he wasn't singing exactly; but neither did he speak,
or rather, he spoke in circles, as rhymes do,
a sermon on water. That little of its flow
was in English, some diverted into Greek,
excited me like screams to the angelic orders.
For isn't a foreign language the beginning of terror?
May I ask the diva, if I briefly have her ear?
The boys leaped, and in the maelstrom, towards
the centre, one surfaced. The cross-bearer.
He was borne on shoulders back to the pier,
all handsome as cherubs halfway to turning seraphim.
The crowd erupted in applause. Meanwhile the terns,
facing the proceedings, crossed their wings
behind their backs. Their X'd tips had a darker trim,
as a soprano may have colours our ear discerns
when the language disappears in what she sings.
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The Mouth of Calamities
Musab Younis

5371 wordsIn  2004, the political theorist Francoise Verges decided to go to Martinique to interview Aime Cesaire, the poet, politician, anticolonialist and co-founder of the negritude movement. She was surprised to discover that most of her acquaintances in Paris hadn't heard of him, or 'thought he was dead'. This tells us something about the reputation of Cesaire, who died in 2008 aged 94. His writings - poems, plays, political texts - are widely translated and read around the world. He was given a French state funeral and a plaque in the Pantheon. Streets and schools and stations are named after him in Martinique and mainland France. But he isn't required reading in most French schools, and his plays are rarely staged. It's tempting to agree with the literary scholar Mireille Rosello that the official commemoration was also a form of erasure.
Cesaire can seem to be caught between worlds. For the politically minded, he is suspiciously literary and obscure. In literary circles he can appear too political - he was the only significant modernist figure to have a long and successful career as an elected official. Cesaire was a strident critic of colonialism who didn't support Martinican independence from France. He is the most well-known literary figure from Martinique, but he wrote only in French and had an ambivalent relationship with Creole (writing in Creole, he said, 'is a bit like cutting yourself off from the rest of the world'). He was associated with communist and socialist politics and with African and Third World liberation, but he was also a graduate of the Ecole Normale Superieure who used arcane and impenetrable words in his poetry, and always dressed, undeterred by Martinique's tropical climate, in a suit and tie.
What would it mean to see Cesaire on his own terms? This would be to define him above all by his language. His writing, especially his poetry, is full of neologisms and obscure scientific and medical vocabulary. But it is also characterised by a use of propulsive metre, baffling images and joyfully declarative passages. Cesaire's view of the world centred on what he called 'poetic knowledge', which regarded imagination and instinct as more important than the cold rationalism of 'scientific knowledge'. Everything he did he saw as poetry: 'The creation of a road, a school, a nursery - that's poetry!' His writing combines earnestness with a rigorous anti-sentimentalism and a love of irony and confrontation. He was fascinated by technical terms, which he used to draw attention to the strangeness of words themselves. 'Nothing ever frees but the obscurity of the word,' he wrote in one of his late poems.
In Notebook of a Return to My Native Land, his most celebrated poem (John Berger and Anna Bostock's reissued translation omits the first three words of the title), Cesaire is unsparing about Martinique. The Antillean islands are 'pitted with smallpox' and 'dynamited by alcohol'. His home town is 'inert' and impoverished, his house a 'shack', dark except for the gleaming cockroaches. As the poet David Constantine pointed out in a discussion with Berger, 'for the bulk of the poem' Cesaire is 'not celebrating his country, he's saying what a shit, awful place it is'. He saw himself as facing up to the reality of his underdeveloped homeland from the perspective of interwar Paris, the colonial metropolis where he spent seven years as a high school and university student. The history of Martinique had to be addressed: the arrival of Europeans two thousand years after the speakers of an Arawakan language who came to be known as 'Taino' had made the island their home (the French Ministry of Culture's website still claims that Christopher Columbus 'discovered the island'); the suppression and expulsion of the island's Indigenous population in the 17th century; the transfer of enslaved people from Africa to work on sugar cane and coffee plantations; the abolition of slavery in 1848.
All this had led to the slow and uneven 'assimilation' of the island into France's political structure, generating a tense and uncertain relationship that operated on a psychic as well as a material level. Cesaire's view of Martinique was a product of his birth into the island's small Black middle class, distinct from its mixed-race (Mulatre) and White middle classes. His parents - Fernand, the manager of a sugar plantation, and Eleonore, a seamstress - saw education as a route to social mobility. Fernand subjected his children to a strict regime of supplementary classes in French at 6 a.m. and read Victor Hugo to them at night.
Cesaire began writing Return to My Native Land on holiday on Yugoslavia's Adriatic coast during the summer of 1935. He was 22. Earlier that year, he had published an essay in the journal L'Etudiant noir in which he railed against assimilation as a route towards emancipation: the self-hatred and cowardice at the heart of 'assimilation' would never, he wrote, lead to true freedom for Black people under colonial rule. In Return to My Native Land, Cesaire coined the term 'negritude' - broadly, 'Blackness' or 'Negroness' - to refer to the self-confidence he advocated. He defined it through Hegelian negation: 'my negritude is not a stone ... my negritude is neither tower nor cathedral/it takes root in the red flesh of the soil.' He finished the poem when he got back to Martinique and was 'assaulted by a sea of impressions and images', as well as despondency about the future of his homeland. It is written in the voice of an unnamed person debating whether to return to Martinique after a period away and has three parts: first, the narrator thinks about the island itself; he then reflects on Black and Caribbean identity, and its histories of racism and violence; and, finally, he comes to accept the burden of this history and resolves to return home. The poem appeared in 1939 in the avant-garde Paris literary journal Volontes, which also published Raymond Queneau, Henry Miller, Octavio Paz and Pablo Neruda.
Return to My Native Land is often situated in the French literary tradition, and discussed in relation to Cesaire's major stylistic influences - Lautreamont, Claudel, Rimbaud, Apollinaire. But the poem is also part of a Caribbean lineage that goes back to the Haitian Baron de Vastey, whose book The Colonial System Unveiled (1814) is sometimes described as the first work of anticolonial theory, and the Trinidadian linguist John Jacob Thomas, whose polemic Froudacity was published in 1889. Vastey and Thomas analysed the racist - and specifically anti-Black - theories of their time, described their disastrous impact and offered their own writing as forms of resistance. Cesaire's poem did something similar, but with a modernist sensibility and a poetic register. He was particularly interested in the way harmful ideas about race are not only imposed from the outside but become part of one's subjectivity, often giving rise to self-denial and self-loathing. He wanted to dismantle what had become known as 'Bovarysme', the desire among elite Antillean writers to imitate the French. In an interview with the Haitian writer Rene Depestre, he mocked 'a poor little Martinican pharmacist' who had won a French literary prize and had confessed to Cesaire that he was delighted 'the judges hadn't even realised that his poems were written by a man of colour.'
Cesaire's major literary project was to replace these attempts at imitation and assimilation with Black self-assertion and pride. In Return to My Native Land, he reclaimed the word negre, following the Senegalese communist and Pan-Africanist Lamine Senghor and the group of Black radicals associated with him in 1920s Paris (though Cesaire didn't acknowledge them) and the New Negro movement of the Harlem Renaissance. The version of the 1969 Berger and Bostock translation published by Penguin retranslates, or in some cases bleeps out, the original translation of negre. The result is a strangely hybrid and in certain ways defanged text, which lies somewhere between the late 1960s and mid-2020s. One wonders what Cesaire would have made of his words being replaced by dashes.
In contrast to those modernists who were able to project a certain distance and equanimity, Cesaire's anger is often palpable. 'So much blood in my memory!' says the narrator of Return to My Native Land. 'In my memory are lagoons.' But Cesaire refuses to allow bitterness to linger. Two of the poem's other translators, Clayton Eshleman and Annette Smith, describe its 'exquisitely subtle blend of ferocity and tenderness'. 'Let my heart preserve me from all hate,' the narrator intones. He also draws back from some of the more celebratory aspects of racial self-pride, laughing at his own 'former puerile fantasies./No, we've never been Amazons of the king of Dahomey, nor princes of Ghana with eight hundred camels, nor wise men in Timbuktu under Askia the Great.' In one of its most lyrical passages, the poem becomes a hymn to
those who could harness neither steam nor electricity
those who explored neither the seas nor the sky
but knew in its most minute corners the land of suffering
those who have known voyages only through uprootings ...
Eia for those who never invented anything
for those who never explored anything
for those who never conquered anything

Cesaire's view of Africa drew on his reading of the German explorer and anthropologist Leo Frobenius. Both Cesaire and Leopold Sedar Senghor, the Senegalese poet and statesman with whom he founded the negritude movement, were deeply influenced by Frobenius's History of African Culture, which was published in 1933 and translated into French in 1936. (Senghor called Frobenius the 'master' whose work was imprinted on the minds of his devotees 'like a form of tattooing'.) Frobenius's expeditions across the African continent had led him to develop a theory about an 'Ethiopian' civilisation, based on land and plants, that contrasted with a 'Hamitic' civilisation based on animals. He insisted on the unique value of African cultures, but many of the tenets of European racial theory were present in his writing, if somewhat reconfigured. Similar criticisms were made of negritude itself. The philosopher V.Y. Mudimbe suggested that Senghor operated within the confines of a Western discourse about Africa; the historian Stephen Howe questioned whether negritude could 'accurately be described as anticolonial'.
But it was ambivalence and openness to contradiction - a drawing back from the brink of essentialism - that characterised Cesaire's own view of negritude, which he always saw as 'part of the left'. Edward Said found in it a 'way beyond nativism', because it showed that the intense experience of identity can coexist with a determination not to 'give in to the rigidity and interdictions of self-imposed limitations that come with race, moment, or milieu'. Cesaire's literary style, with its brusque movements and quick reversals, resisted stagnancy. For Jean-Paul Sartre, 'a Cesaire poem explodes and whirls about itself like a rocket'. Cesaire coined the term peleean, from the volcanic Mount Pelee, which overlooked his home town of Basse-Pointe, to capture the way his poetry emerged 'from a long accumulation and a sudden explosion'. The volcano had erupted a decade before his birth, killing thirty thousand people - around 15 per cent of the island's population.
The scholar  A. James Arnold has characterised translating Cesaire as a 'schizophrenic exercise'. Challenges include his 'exasperating' Latin-inspired syntax and his liberal use of neologisms alongside 'treacherous homonyms'. In Return to My Native Land perhaps more than any other work, Cesaire combines erudition and simplicity in a formula that isn't easy to replicate in English. There is a temptation to go with one or the other. Berger and Bostock tend to emphasise the flow of the poem and its powerful sense of movement. But in the process they sometimes simplify Cesaire's writing and iron out the peculiarity of some of his word choices, translating poreux as 'open' rather than 'porous', for example, or precipitation as 'haste' when what is actually meant is 'precipitation', as in rain. (They also delete some important lines from the poem.)
Cesaire rewrote the poem on three separate occasions after its original publication. The final version, published in the journal Presence africaine in Paris in 1956, was long regarded as definitive. But in 2013 Arnold and Eshleman brought out a landmark translation of the 1939 edition, in parallel text with the original French. Arnold went as far as saying that the 1956 version had been 'a step backwards' because Cesaire had toned down the poem's spiritualism and sexuality, and inserted references to the Cold War and elements of socialist realism. It's strange, in light of this reassessment, that Penguin has decided to reissue an old translation of the 1956 version.
The poem is often described as Surrealist, even though Cesaire only encountered Surrealism for the first time when he met Andre Breton in Martinique in 1940, after its first edition had been published. He briefly experimented with automatic writing and was a lifelong proponent of Surrealism, but also said that the 'extraordinary' meeting with Breton had simply 'confirmed the truth of what I had discovered on my own'. Surrealism was also central to the work of his wife, Suzanne. In the journal they published together in the early 1940s, Tropiques, which was censored by the Vichy authorities that ruled Martinique during the war, they brought together modernism, Surrealism and Marxism with an appreciation of African modes of thought. For Suzanne Cesaire, Surrealism - 'a permanent readiness for the Marvellous' - was central to a radical anticolonialism that would 'enable us to finally transcend the sordid antinomies of the present: whites/Blacks, Europeans/Africans, civilised/savages'. Her essays suggested ways in which a Caribbean identity could be forged in sync with the natural environment of the islands. Revolution would burst out of the 'invisible vegetation of desires' felt by poor and working-class Martinicans. Suzanne mocked the island's landowners who hid in their mansions 'behind their metallic spider-web curtains' and 'under the electric light, so like pale and entrapped moths'. The Cesaires had six children before separating in 1963; after her remarkable contributions in Tropiques, Suzanne stopped publishing. She died in Paris in 1966. Her daughter Ina Cesaire described her as a 'militant mother hungry for freedom', an 'active feminist avant la lettre'.
In 1950, Cesaire published Discourse on Colonialism, one of the most forceful and bitterly ironic anticolonial texts ever written. In it he attacked the standard defences of European imperialism, mocking the 'collective hypocrisy' of those who claimed to see it as a godly, benevolent project. Like W.E.B. Du Bois, Cesaire argued that fascism wasn't new: it had been cultivated in the colonies before being imported 'by a terrific boomerang effect' to Europe. As evidence, Cesaire presented racist texts by supposedly liberal Europeans, among them the psychoanalyst Dominique-Octave Mannoni, the literary critic Roger Caillois and the philologist Ernest Renan. Cesaire's trademark oscillation is a key feature of the Discourse on Colonialism. First he makes 'a systematic defence of the societies destroyed by imperialism', celebrating their communalism and co-operativeness, and mocking the European museums that 'present for our admiration, duly labelled, their dead and scattered parts'. Then, in a striking reversal, he insists that he isn't interested in 'exoticism'. 'It is not a dead society that we want to revive,' but 'a new society that we must create ... a society rich with all the productive power of modern times.'
By the time the Discourse on Colonialism was published, Cesaire had become a politician. In 1945 he was elected mayor of Fort-de-France, the capital of Martinique; a year later he was elected as a Communist deputy to the French National Assembly, where he served until 1993. He was instrumental in passing the 'departmentalisation law' of 1946, which made Martinique, until then a French colony, an official department of the French Republic, alongside Guadeloupe, French Guiana and Reunion. In 1956 he broke with the Communist Party, writing a public letter to its leader, Maurice Thorez, in which he criticised the racism of its members. The 'strengths' of Black people around the world, he wrote, 'can only wilt in organisations that are not their own: made for them, made by them, and adapted to ends that they alone can determine'. Cesaire founded the Martinican Progressive Party (PPM) in 1958; more than six decades later, it remains the dominant force in Martinican politics. The PPM sought greater autonomy for Martinique within the French Republic, but rejected independence as likely further to impoverish the island's inhabitants by depriving them of their claim on French metropolitan resources. Cesaire kept writing poetry throughout this period: his final collection, Like a Misunderstanding of Salvation, was published in 1994, when he was 81. He retired as mayor of Fort-de-France in 2001, seven years before his death.
'I love Martinique,' Cesaire told Depestre, 'but it is an alienated land, while Haiti represented for me the heroic Antilles, the African Antilles.' More than a thousand miles north-west of Martinique, Haiti was once Saint-Domingue, France's most profitable colony, which produced almost half of the world's sugar and coffee. It gained its independence a century before Cesaire's birth through an armed insurgency of its enslaved population. For Cesaire, Haiti, the first postcolonial state, served as both example and warning: he said he was 'haunted' by its history. There were three major uprisings in Martinique before slavery was abolished in 1848, but the island remained trapped in a relationship with France. Haiti, by contrast, had seized its independence. Its example showed the tremendous capacity of subjugated people to reclaim their humanity and dignity. Yet it also showed that national independence was not an end in itself. Independence didn't necessarily protect a country from the depredations of colonial violence or the webs of financial control that left postcolonial states weak and dependent.
In the 1960s, the decade of national independence in Africa, Cesaire wrote three plays - The Tragedy of King Christophe (1963), A Season in the Congo (1966) and A Tempest (1969) - that grappled with the question of freedom from colonialism. The first two were set in the early years of the Haitian and Congolese states. The third reimagined The Tempest as a conflict between Ariel and Caliban, each seeking liberation from Prospero by different means. Cesaire's first attempt to depict anticolonialism on stage had come decades earlier. In 1943, when he was living in Martinique under Vichy rule, he wrote a play about the Haitian Revolution, ... ... And the Dogs Were Silent. It was published in radically revised form - as a closet drama or what Cesaire called a 'lyric oratorio', meant to be read rather than performed - in 1946. The original version was discovered by the scholar Alex Gil fifteen years ago in a provincial archive in France. Gil's superb translation adds a formidable new work to Cesaire's corpus.
The play centres on Toussaint Louverture, the leading figure of the Haitian Revolution. Mixing realism with Surrealism, it moves chronologically through the revolution. As in Return to My Native Land, some of its most moving passages recall the brutality of slavery in the Antilles:
They sold us like beasts, and counted our teeth ... and tested our testicles, and examined the polish and finish of our skin, and felt us up and weighed us and double-checked, and hung the collar of servitude and insult on our tamed-beast necks.

Cesaire makes Toussaint a tragic figure. Much like the narrator in Return to My Native Land, he is a man of messianic will leading a crowd that is often mute or recalcitrant. ('My mouth will be the mouth of those calamities that have no mouth,' Cesaire wrote in the earlier book, 'my voice the freedom of those who break down in the prison holes of despair.') In the final act of the play, Toussaint speaks to his son with almost overwhelming bitterness. When the boy was five months old, he says, 'the master entered our hut' and 'felt your small brawny limbs, he was a very good master/he put his big fingers on your small face, full of dimples, to caress it; his blue eyes laughed, and his mouth teased you with sweet things; it will be a good piece, he said; a good piece like his father, he said looking at me.' During the uprising, Toussaint killed his enslaver 'with my own hands': 'I swung; the blood spurted. This is the only baptism I remember now.'
With passages like these, the play was never going to be published in 1943 (Cesaire later said that it was 'born under Vichy, written against Vichy'). In the revised version that appeared three years later, Gil explains, Cesaire removed all overt references to the Haitian Revolution, transferring the action to 'an expansive, surreal madhouse'. He also toned down some of the language: the phrase 'Death to the whites!', for instance, went from being a militant demand to 'a ponderous ritualistic parody'. As with the Arnold and Eshleman edition of Return to My Native Land, the publication of the 1943 text troubles the idea that a final version replaces the 'drafts' that came before it.
'Once again I come back to Cesaire,' Frantz Fanon wrote in Black Skin, White Masks. 'I wish that many Black intellectuals would turn to him for their inspiration.' There has been much commentary about Cesaire's relationships with Fanon, his fellow Martinican, and Senghor, but these are sometimes misunderstood. Cesaire and Senghor founded the negritude movement together, along with the French Guianese poet Leon-Gontran Damas, and Cesaire often credited Senghor with having introduced him to African culture. But the friendship of these two poet-politicians shouldn't occlude the differences between them. Senghor's idea of negritude was more essentialist than Cesaire's, and his conception of colonialism far more positive (it's impossible to imagine him writing a single sentence of Discourse on Colonialism). At the start of his political career he was a member not of the French Communist Party, like Cesaire, but the SFIO, the precursor to the Socialist Party.
Fanon had a turbulent relationship to negritude, which he both praised and criticised for mystifying Black identity. But as the scholar Matthieu Renault has pointed out, Fanon's main targets were figures like Senghor and the Senegalese editor Alioune Diop, while his references to Cesaire were overwhelmingly favourable. In his recent biography of Fanon, Adam Shatz points out that 'even in the wake of his critical gaze' on negritude, Fanon 'would continue to pay homage to Cesaire's influence'. Cesaire, for his part, said that he 'always considered Fanon my companion in thought'. There were, however, signs of a rupture. Towards the end of his life, Fanon reportedly told friends that he was disappointed by what he saw as Cesaire's feeble support for Algerian independence.
Later Martinican intellectuals were more willing to make a direct break with Cesaire - most emphatically Raphael Confiant, the novelist and co-founder of the creolite movement, which is often seen as a reaction to negritude. Confiant's blistering book Aime Cesaire: une traversee paradoxale du siecle (1993) presented Martinique as 'nothing more than an ersatz country': unproductive, dependent on French largesse, its people suffering from the psychological impact of constant supplication. For all this, Cesaire and his epigones bore 'heavy responsibility'. He had constructed a mythical African Blackness as the basis of Martinican identity. Yet he had been unable to see that African culture and identity hadn't simply endured in the Caribbean but been transformed by Creole culture and, in particular, by the Creole language. He was so consumed by France, his intellectual homeland, and Africa, his emotional homeland, that he missed the Creole Antillean culture that existed in Martinique, which fused different elements - African, Indigenous, European, Indian, Levantine - in a manner comparable only to the immigrant neighbourhoods of large Western cities.
By ignoring this in favour of idealisations of both France and Africa, Confiant argued, Cesaire was renouncing his own childhood. Unlike any other major Martinican intellectual, he had grown up in the north of the island, which was home to many Tamil immigrants and their descendants. Cesaire's father had even learned rudimentary Tamil to communicate with the workers on the sugar plantation he managed. Cesaire's 'da', a nanny figure with great importance in Creole society, was Tamil. Yet he never referred to any of this in his work. Nor did he support the Indo-Martinican (and broader Indo-Caribbean) awakening of the 1970s and 1980s. His party's fixation on negritude led to a 'horror' of Martinique's 'mixed, hybrid character'. Nowhere was this more evident than in his claim in the 1956 edition of Return to My Native Land that he identified with 'the Hindu-man-of-Calcutta'. He preferred a distant, idealised India to the Indian Caribbean people he knew intimately. Cesaire's India was similar to his Africa: a distant, pure land free from the messiness of the actually existing Caribbean.
Confiant's book wasn't mere invective, but a commanding work of political theory and a sustained meditation on Antillean and Martinican identity. For that identity to develop fully, he argued, the figure of Cesaire had to be dethroned. This meant explaining 'the chasm that exists between the radicalism of the Discourse on Colonialism and the extreme moderation of the demands and political practice' of Cesaire, deputy for and mayor of Fort-de-France for half a century. It also meant confronting his political as well as his literary and linguistic elitism. The man who became styled as the 'fundamental leader' had a way with words and was a captivating speaker. Yet he also had a 'messianic' approach to the people, who were often mute and static in his writing, waiting to be represented. 'Every political speech by Cesaire,' Confiant wrote, 'in that magnificent French' that sometimes made audience members 'faint with admiration', was, at the same time, 'an order given to the Antillean people: to keep quiet'.
In an essay from 2018, the historian Dipesh Chakrabarty similarly placed Cesaire alongside other leaders - including Mao, Ho Chi Minh, Nehru and Nasser - who were 'pedagogic in their relationship to their respective populations'. These figures were united by their commitment to modernisation and imagined an 'energy-guzzling' future to achieve it, which has made it harder to reclaim their visions today. But if Chakrabarty and Confiant have suggested reasons to move beyond Cesaire, others have made claims for his relevance to the present. In Engagements with Aime Cesaire, Jason Allen-Paisant aims to show that Cesaire's work has relevance to questions of colonial legacies, the demise of capitalism and the Anthropocene. It 'defines ecological sensibility without being overtly "environmental"', Allen-Paisant writes, and can be located in a wider body of Brown and Black environmental thought that recentres knowledge away from a domineering anthropocentrism and gives agency to the non-human world. This reading focuses on Cesaire's poetry, taking seriously his idea of 'poetic knowledge', rather than his record as an elected official. Allen-Paisant argues that non-White thinkers, writing about nature from the perspective of the colonised, have long been preoccupied by what we now call the Anthropocene. Caribbean poets in particular have been attentive to 'geology, land and the environment' - increasingly so today in light of the cataclysmic effects rising sea levels will have on the islands. Allen-Paisant gives us a very different reading of Cesaire from Chakrabarty and Confiant. Instead of trying to capture Cesaire in a single take, it's more useful to think about which elements of his work we want to recuperate, and why.
The  Guadeloupean novelist Maryse Conde said that she used to have a 'quite severe' view of Cesaire, but had changed her mind when she realised that 'the contradictions, the conflicts of Cesaire are in fact the contradictions, the conflicts of the Antilles as a whole' - a place where 'we can give very harsh speeches about France' and yet remain 'attached to French values'. In the end, she said, 'Cesaire is someone who stayed' and 'clung to the island'. For 'the real fight takes place inside the country.' Conde's point is an important one, and yet the French Antilles are not unique. They are part of Overseas France, a collection of thirteen small territories, far from Europe, retained for military and economic purposes after the end of France's formal empire. They are overwhelmingly small islands or groups of islands: Martinique and Guadeloupe in the Caribbean; Reunion and Mayotte in the Indian Ocean; French Polynesia and New Caledonia in the South Pacific. Together they have a population of about 2.8 million people, making up around 4 per cent of the population of the French Republic (Martinique's population is about 350,000). They almost all have long and violent histories of enslavement, forced labour and colonial authoritarianism. Their populations are organised into racial hierarchies, which usually include a powerful White settler minority.* They are the poorest regions in France: GDP per capita for France as a whole is around EU39,000, but in Martinique it's EU27,000 and in French Guiana just EU15,656. These small territories are mostly populated by Black, Brown and Indigenous people who face discrimination when they travel to the mainland. Yet compared to the countries nearest to them, mostly situated in the Caribbean and the Indian Ocean, they are islands of prosperity. As a result they have become pressure points between the global North and South, barricaded from and fearful of their neighbours.
Consider Mayotte, one of the four Comoros Islands. The Comoros voted in favour of independence in a 1974 referendum by 95 per cent to 5 per cent. But while the other three islands formed the Union of the Comoros, France seized Mayotte - the only one that hadn't voted for independence - and vetoed a UN Security Council resolution affirming Comoros sovereignty over it. Today the seas around Mayotte are filled with the drowned bodies of Comorians who have died while trying to reach it (estimates, which are only available up to 2012, put the number who have drowned as high as fifty thousand). Mayotte is effectively a police state, which carries out industrial-scale deportations of Comorians: in 2019 alone, around 10 per cent of the island's population was deported.
Then there is New Caledonia, more than ten thousand miles from Paris. In May, there was unrest over a planned electoral reform that would give the vote to its French settler population, thus reducing the influence of the Indigenous Kanak people. The French responded by imposing a state of emergency; then, in June, seven pro-independence activists were arrested and transferred to France. In July, Emmanuel Tjibaou, the son of an assassinated Kanak independence leader, was elected to the French National Assembly - the island's first pro-independence representative in almost forty years.
How can colonised peoples free themselves from their self-appointed overlords? And what does freedom mean in a world whose rigid hierarchies have outlasted the formal structures of colonial rule? These were the fundamental questions that occupied Cesaire. His writing - in particular his denunciation of the West in Discourse on Colonialism and his identification of Hitler as just one instance of a deep-rooted tendency towards exterminatory violence in European imperialism - has repeatedly been cited by those trying to find a language to describe the genocidal horrors being visited on Palestinians in Gaza by an Israeli state acting with extensive US and European support. Reading Cesaire in the context of Palestine reminds us of the almost unendurable suffering that Western empires are willing to visit on the 'human animals' under their control, to quote the former Israeli defence minister, Yoav Gallant. Cesaire was quite clear on this point. 'Independence is not given, it is taken,' he said in a speech in 1978. 'It is torn away, it is paid for in blood and corpses. I ask you, is Martinique ready to pay that price?'
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Bonnets and Bayonets
Michael Wood

2492 wordsFlaubert's  L'Education sentimentale (1869) is rightly celebrated as a masterwork of literary realism, but it also, quite consistently, makes us wonder whether we know what realism is, or what else might be caught up in it. One of the novel's characters, a painter, thinks the very concept is ridiculous: 'Down with Realism! A painter needs to paint the spirit!' It's true that this character, a man called Pellerin, later becomes a photographer, a gesture we are invited to see as the entire defeat of everything he used to stand for.
Perhaps the idea of irony will help us here. The novel itself, again, has its comments on the topic. The chief character, Frederic Moreau, repeats a friend's evasive question about wealthy people like himself ('Is it their fault?') 'with a haughty Ciceronian irony that sounded like it came straight from the law court'. In a different context he tries 'attacking via irony'. Another character, Mme Dambreuse, a widow whom Frederic almost marries, has a 'meaningful smile, both polite and ironic at once' and utters sentences that 'could pass for acts of deference or for ironies'. There is a quiet invitation to the reader in these lines. If we miss the book's ironies, we shall miss most of it. But the phrases also abandon us before we know where we are.
Flaubert wrote of his interest in comic material that 'arrives at the extreme, that doesn't make us laugh, the lyrical moment in the joke' as what he most wanted to treat as a writer, 'ce qui me fait le plus envie comme ecrivain'. This wish kept coming to mind in my most recent reading of L'Education sentimentale, even if it only enhanced my bewilderment. On earlier readings I hadn't fully registered the persistence of comedy-based narrative structures, of what we could think of as the Charlie Chaplin or Jacques Tati version of action. This is a serious novel about French life in and around the revolution of 1848, a history as well as a story, to echo the double meaning of its subtitle (Histoire d'un jeune homme), but its narrative logic is that of slapstick. If something can go wrong, it will: perfectly, symphonically. When Frederic returns to Paris after a short absence, everyone he knows seems to have moved house and changed jobs, so he can't find any of them. We chase desperately up and down the streets with him. Just as he is about to marry the rich Mme Dambreuse, he discovers she is broke. His most elaborate attempt at having a night together with Mme Arnoux, whom he thinks of as the real love of his life, fails because her child falls ill and she can't leave home.
There is much more of this kind of thing, and the novel ends with a sort of fable, discreetly foreshadowed in the first pages of the book. Frederic and a friend, when young, visited a brothel in their native town, but they were not able to enjoy its pleasures because Frederic got scared and ran off. His friend had to leave, too, because Frederic had the money. The last words of the novel describe a late conversation between the two now quite elderly men:
They told the story together all over again, and at great length, each one supplying details the other had forgotten; and, when they were done:
'That was the best time of our lives!' said Frederic.
'Yes, you know, I think you might be right? That was the best time of our lives!' said Deslauriers.

There is no doubt of the success of the effect, this slapstick without ridicule, but how has Flaubert managed, throughout the book, to keep us from laughing? Of course, there are plenty of places where laughter is actually invited. But many key moments have this strange structure of comedy as a form of misery. Are Frederic and Deslauriers being ironic? Are they right about their lives even if they imagine they are not? Is their memory a cover-up for everything they don't want to think about? Are they and Flaubert conspiring to exclude a genuine reflection on their lives? Do we have anything like an access to the author's views on all this? Or the narrator's?
A look at some of the techniques of the novel will get us closer to what is going on. First, there is a diligent detailed realism, essential in spite of whatever Pellerin may say. Time, place, action, clothes, food, dialogue and much more are reported - recreated - with impeccable, mildly obsessive care. Second, this approach is frequently, subtly invaded by moments of subjectivity or impressionism: we are seeing not what an observer would see but what the characters see. And, the third technique, a phrase or two suddenly makes us wonder who is talking and who the reader is supposed to be.
The opening displays all three techniques beautifully:
On 15 September 1840, at just about six in the morning, great swirling clouds of smoke were puffing up out of the Ville-de-Montereau, docked but nearly ready to shove off from the quai Saint-Bernard.
People were rushing up out of breath; barrels, cables, baskets filled with linens all made it hard to get around.

Then the boat takes off and the gaze changes: 'the riverbanks on either side, dotted with shops, workshops and factories, slid past, unspooling like a pair of ribbons.' In the next paragraph we see 'Paris disappearing altogether from view' and right after that our hero, previously described as 'a young man, eighteen years old, with long hair', is now named as M. Frederic Moreau, as if he needed a formal presentation. Does the narrator think the page is a drawing room or a show?
There is something both cool and dizzying about this sequence, and versions of it occur again and again in the novel. The book turns to the streets and palaces of Paris in the early moments of the revolution.
Suddenly the 'Marseillaise' broke out ... The People had arrived. They swarmed up over the staircases in a dizzying flood of bare heads, caps, red bonnets, bayonets and shoulders, surging so impetuously that people disappeared in the teeming mass, which kept on ascending, like a springtime tide that pushes back a river, an irresistible force with a deep roar ...
Then a frantic joy broke out, as if there, in the place where the throne had been, a future of unlimited happiness had just appeared; and the people, not so much out of vengeance as out of a need to affirm their ownership, began to break and shatter and tear to pieces the windows, curtains, chandeliers, candelabra, the tables, chairs, stools, all the furniture right down to the albums of drawings and the needlework baskets. When you've won, you might as well have fun!

'The People' seems openly ironic but may not be. The ideas of joy and fun are loaded interpretations of a mood, but the mood is catching even if the narrator doesn't share it. There is a sort of sneer in the later suggestion that although 'Frederic was no warrior, the Gallic blood within him was aroused,' but we don't have to join in the sneering. The mood soon changes anyway, and the narrator treats us to a marvellous sentence where realism vanishes, and political commentary takes its place:
Despite the most humane legislation ever passed, the spectre of 1793 kept reappearing, and the chopping sound of the guillotine could be heard in every syllable of the word 'republic' ... France, finding itself without a master, took to crying in terror, like a blind man who's lost his cane, or a child who's lost his nursemaid.

But this may or may not be the view of either Flaubert or his narrator. All we have on the page is a paraphrase of what a certain group of people thinks.
These effects - these combinations of reporting, animation and parody - are even more strongly at work in accounts of the private lives of the characters. Frederic makes gestures or has thoughts that may or may not enact verdicts against him. When he is feeling generous, he looks around for someone he might help. He doesn't find anyone - but that's not a problem, since 'he was not the sort of man who would go out of his way looking for any such opportunity.' We also read that 'he felt as if he were being tortured, and he cursed his own youth' and 'it seemed to him that the happiness the excellence of his soul deserved was a little tardy in arriving.' And my favourite: 'this catastrophe ... opened up and revealed the secret wealth of his character' (literally, 'the secret opulences of his nature').
Some of these analyses are less focused on the individual, more philosophical. 'Everyone's conscience has absorbed something from the stream of sophistry that's been poured into it.' And: 'Most of the men there had served under at least four different governments, and they would have sold out France or even the whole human race to protect their own fortunes, to spare themselves the least discomfort or difficulty, or simply out of sheer baseness, out of their instinctive worship of Power.' The literal term here is a 'force', 'adoration instinctive de la force', which is perhaps a bit scarier. A similar claim is made more briefly about a character who 'would have paid for the privilege of selling himself'.
And then realism itself can seem to comment on the frenzy of the characters. Frederic is rushing to see someone and passes an old man crying in a window, while 'the Seine flowed peacefully on its way. The sky was a perfect blue; in the trees of the Tuileries, birds were singing.' Elsewhere, a young woman cries too, and we are told that 'day was breaking, and some wagons were driving by.' And on one extraordinary occasion, the real world doesn't comment or go on its way: it stops in its tracks. Frederic is happy for once, and 'the tall trees out in the garden that, till now, had been rustling gently in the wind suddenly stood still. Clouds too were motionless, long, red streaks in the sky, and it was as if all things everywhere were suspended in silence.' The syntax of realism also works for real illusions.
Finally, I think, we do get a sort of view of Flaubert the writer across all the ambiguities and sarcasms. The best open indication of this is the dry, delicate use of language actually flirting with laughter: the old man who is 'mediocrement aimable' ('minimally amiable'); Frederic feeling 'voluptueusement stupide' ('in a voluptuous stupor'). At one point there is a 'homicidal' smile; elsewhere an 'ineffable' one. We get the impression that Flaubert, like Kafka, thinks or knows that the human world is ridiculous or monstrous. Sometimes he is angry about this, but more often the writing suggests a complicated sympathy. There are no saints or heroes, even if Flaubert wrote a novel about St Anthony. And none of us is qualified to feel superior to anyone else. If we haven't committed any idiocies yet, we soon will, individually and collectively. A sort of desolate democracy.
In a much quoted letter, Flaubert wrote words that became a major motto of modernism. 'Authors in their work,' he said, 'must be like God in the universe, present everywhere and visible nowhere.' They may also be specialists in the laughable, even if they mostly can't bring themselves to laugh that much. After his remark about the comic element, Flaubert cited Moliere's Malade imaginaire as going deeper in interior worlds than any Greek play, 'tous les Agamemnons'.
Raymond MacKenzie's translation is excellent, and if I have occasionally resorted to the French phrasing it is to suggest something of the attractions of thinking about other roads while having a good time on the one we have chosen. Differences between languages are not a problem: they are an invitation to travel. Without moving beyond the pages of this novel we can think about what it means for French to have only one word for both 'history' and 'story', or for 'sentimental' in French to have none of the soggy meanings it often has in English. The work is full of a French usage that has an exact equivalent in some other languages, but nothing like the life Flaubert lends to it. I'm thinking of the personal pronoun 'on', 'one'. It is everywhere, taking up most of the space 'he' or 'she' or 'you' or 'we' or 'they' would usually occupy. There are 21 such uses in the first chapter. The practice also takes us back to Flaubert's ambiguities, since he seems to be deliberately pulling down the blinds, appealing to the cliches we all have littering our heads.
An early appearance of the usage is flanked by other ways of avoiding precision, by exactly the reverse of detailed realism. We are looking at, listening to, the travellers on the boat of the early pages. 'Beaucoup chantaient. On etait gai. Il se versait des petits verres.' MacKenzie alters the word order and neatly catches the feeling of anonymity: 'Many were singing. They treated themselves to drinks. The good cheer was contagious.'
Other translators have provided comparable versions: 'A good many began singing. Spirits rose. Glasses were brought out and filled' (Robert Baldick, 1964); 'Many sang songs. They were jolly together. They offered one another a drop to drink' (Helen Constantine, 2016); 'Many sang. Spirits rose, and glasses were produced and filled' (Anthony Goldsmith, 1947); 'There was singing and gaiety, drinks were being poured' (Perdita Burlingame, 1972); 'There was a good deal of singing. People were in high spirits. All around, glasses were being filled' (Douglas Parmee, 1989). One doesn't see 'one' among the options. The other uses in the chapter, to half-translate them crudely, are: 'one ran into each other', 'one unfolds'; 'one met', 'one could', 'one found again', 'one had', 'one heard', 'one pardoned', 'one saw', 'one perceived', 'one discovered', 'one went along', 'one arrived', 'one would have given', 'one waited', 'one consulted', 'one kissed', 'one made', 'one spoke', 'one withdrew'. For these, MacKenzie offers passive verb forms, several 'theys', a 'you', 'people', 'everyone', phrases such as 'came into view' and 'the eye'. We could guess that the French language as used by Flaubert has a special interest in keeping active agents out of the picture, and that 'one' is a comfortable collective that protects its members. The feeling we get, I think, is that 'we', nudged into being 'one', are comically predictable, not even dreaming of a laugh. I'm not sure how we defend ourselves against the implied charge.
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Magnificent Progress
Diarmaid MacCulloch

2285 wordsWoe  to royal daughters over the centuries: from the moment of their birth, they were seen as assets to be traded on the international marriage market for the benefit of their families. The bidding for such unions began early, often when the girls were still infants; there would likely be a series of explorations, more or less serious, before one intricate set of negotiations made it to completion. Since it was rarely wise to marry a daughter into one of the noble families of one's own realm and thus disturb political balances, the consequence for the princess was generally a journey to some unfamiliar land, often involving the need to learn an unfamiliar language and understand the intimidatingly different culture of a new royal court. There was the additional prospect of a husband who might or might not treat his bride well. Among other considerations, he would expect to be free to satisfy his emotional and sexual needs elsewhere, once he had produced a satisfactory quota of male heirs plus a new generation of royal daughters to be traded in advantageous ways. To defend the principle of succession and to conform to conventions governed by male privilege, the royal bride was not afforded the same liberties of behaviour as the groom. It was possible that if her husband predeceased her, she would gain some freedom of choice, but there would still be two royal houses keenly interested in what she would do next.
Only two daughters of the Tudor dynasty in its three-generation tenure of the English crown experienced the full force of these unpromising circumstances. They were both children of the dynasty's founder, Henry VII: Margaret, the subject of Linda Porter's biography, born in 1489, and her sister Mary, seven years younger. Two later Tudor daughters escaped such a fate by becoming mistresses of their own fortunes through genealogical accident. Henry VIII's dogged quest for a male heir through six successive brides produced only one legitimate son, and when young King Edward died in his teens, it left Edward's half-sisters, Mary and Elizabeth, to succeed to the crown. Both had survived various indecisive marriage negotiations proposed by their father, and once liberated from much male interference as reigning monarchs, struck out in their own idiosyncratic directions. Mary defied the disapproval of most of her leading subjects by marrying the Habsburg king of Spain, and Elizabeth postponed possible royal matches until her advancing years made any marital union superfluous or politically dangerous.
Elizabeth's unexpected and wilful lifelong virginity worried the English political nation a great deal, but in 1603 the skilful diplomacy of her chief minister, Robert Cecil, escorted James VI, King of Scots, to the thrones of England and Ireland, with far less fuss than everyone had feared. The entire archipelago was for the first time in its history united under a single monarch, and moreover under the ruler of the neighbouring kingdom which the English had always treated with condescension and frequently with hostility. This was all remarkable enough, but more remarkable still was that it was a posthumous triumph and vindication for the first Tudor daughter to be married: Margaret, sometime queen consort of Scots, and twice over the great-grandmother of the new King James I. That was a satisfactory outcome for a royal life which, for all Porter's enthusiastic advocacy as her biographer, remains a messy and confusing story.
Part of the problem in telling the tale is that the English side of it is almost too familiar, given the puzzlingly enduring popularity of the Tudor age among consumers of history. The brilliant light shed on the English side of the narrative casts into shade the different rhythms of the Scottish kingdom, whose contrasting Anglo-Norman and Gaelic cultures might seem an unlikely basis for its survival in independence against England, given its far smaller population and economic resources. Scotland's record in warfare is punctuated by severe defeats at the hands of English armies, one of the worst of which, Flodden in 1513, resulted in the death of Margaret's husband, King James IV, one of Scotland's more flamboyant and talented monarchs. Yet the consistent pattern in such reverses, Flodden no exception, is that after their victory the English were never sure what to do next. As a result, Scotland endured in sturdy independence right up to 1603: a kingdom whose reason for existence might best be seen as the common interest among Scots Anglophones and Gaelic-speakers in not being English. That also brought Scotland into sympathy with medieval England's long-standing foe, the French royal house of Valois. On this basis, a skein of links between France and Scotland endured among the nobility and higher clergy, symbolised visually by Scotland's consistent rejection of the Perpendicular architectural forms developed in England during the period of the Hundred Years' War between Plantagenet and Valois, and an embrace of building fashions familiar in France.
All this would become obvious to the young Princess Margaret, who set out in 1503 for Scotland in what Porter describes as 'the most magnificent [English] royal progress of the 16th century', stopping off with her father in the Midlands to visit the grandmother whose name she bore, the formidable Lady Margaret Beaufort. Beaufort was the dynast who was the real creator of Tudor royal power, and she had rebuilt her home at Collyweston, in Northamptonshire, in regal fashion as a triumphant expression of all that she had achieved in promoting the interests of her son Henry in his improbable progress to the throne of England. By 1503 Lady Margaret was styling herself when signing her letters as 'Margaret R', which might have been an abbreviation of her peerage title as countess of Richmond but could more straightforwardly be read as 'Regina'.
The Collyweston visit was thus of great symbolic importance as the 13-year-old Margaret journeyed towards her thirty-year-old bridegroom, King James IV. There had been no royal marriage alliance between England and Scotland for eighty years; in a remarkable coincidence, the previous effort had featured Lady Margaret Beaufort's aunt Joan Beaufort, but that had not been a success in drawing the two kingdoms closer together. It was nevertheless understandable that the Tudors should renew the effort to capitalise on the prestige of the Stewart royal house: the Stewart monarchs represented dynastic continuity, despite suffering a series of violent deaths that often implicated their own family. In 1503 Henry VII's hold on the English throne was shaky even after eighteen years: his claim remained genealogically dubious in comparison with that of other claimants, and his reign had darkened over the previous months thanks to the death of his eldest son, Arthur, and his beloved wife, Elizabeth of York. It was imperative that he establish his family properly among the club of European royalty. Arthur's death had disrupted Henry's coup in acquiring a daughter-in-law from the Trastamara dynasty of Aragon-Catalonia-Castile: Princess Margaret's sister-in-law Princess Catherine of Aragon was now a childless widow with an uncertain future. King James IV of Scotland seemed a safe bet as a monarch with a good deal of style, and he was apparently more than a match for his quarrelsome nobility, whose forebears had done so much to sabotage previous Stewart reigns.
Porter's account of the marriage as Margaret moved towards childbearing age suggests that James was a conscientious husband according to his own standards: he was known for providing adequate honour and financial support for his wife, allowing her some adventurous travel round the realm, while having mistresses who were more in accordance with his personal taste and an array of illegitimate children, treated generously and adding to the quota of people called Stewart in Scottish aristocratic circles. By 1507 the queen had produced an heir to the throne, James, who did not live long, but a second James was born five years later, to survive as the vital link to the future.
This meant that in 1512, the new James was also heir presumptive to the Tudor throne, in default of any surviving issue so far from Catherine of Aragon's second marriage to Margaret's younger brother, now Henry VIII. That would not endear the queen of Scotland to King Henry, who suffered agonies of jealousy first towards James IV and later to the equally stylish king of France, Francois I. Porter rightly presents a consistently unflattering picture of the English monarch in all his touchiness and narcissism. His relationship with his sister was never easy, and not made easier by her ready recourse to long letters that rarely achieved the level of sycophancy Henry expected, and were often written in her own distinctive (not to say impenetrable) hand. In Scotland, it was difficult to regard her as a stooge for the English, given her detestation of Thomas Howard, earl of Surrey, who had been an unwelcome escort to her new husband in 1503, and who went on to command the English army which in September 1513 shattered the Scottish elite and killed King James IV at Flodden. Later she continued to be eclectic in her distribution of diplomatic favours between England and France, always seeking the best advantage for herself and her royal son.
Margaret, who was given the powers of regent to James V on her husband's death in accordance with his will, was pregnant with the king's last son, Alexander, when the disaster of Flodden struck. Perhaps it was her wish to protect him against rival interests at court (in vain, since he died in 1515) that led her into the first of two deeply unwise marriages in her widowhood: to Archibald Douglas, sixth earl of Angus following his father's death at Flodden. Porter is anxious to rescue her heroine from the condescension of posterity, especially when it is censoriously Victorian and female, but she doesn't try very hard with this marital disaster, which among other ill consequences, infringed the terms of Margaret's regency. The marriage's one product of lasting significance before its collapse was a seventh pregnancy for the widowed queen: she gave birth to Margaret Douglas in 1515. One of Angus's many misjudgments was to show scant interest in this child, who was both Henry VIII's niece and, later, mother to a second husband for Mary Queen of Scots, who furnished her with the heir to three thrones: James VI and I. Lady Margaret Douglas was to spend most of her life in England, beginning with her mother's year-long escape from her deteriorating fortunes back to the land of her birth, as a not especially welcome guest of King Henry in London; her life story is as full of spirited self-assertion and dubious decisions as that of Queen Margaret.
Any follower of the narrative that unfolded after Margaret's return to Scotland in 1517 is likely to become dizzy with the diplomacy and political alliances into which she was now plunged. They revolved around contests between her now detested husband, Angus, the aspirant though ineffectual James Hamilton, earl of Arran, and the late James III's francophone nephew John Stewart, duke of Albany. Albany was the most trustworthy and competent of this trio; Margaret had the sense in the long run to see that he best served the interests of her son the king. Meanwhile, after her divorce from Angus, Margaret provided some comic relief with a third wedding in 1528 to the rather younger Henry Stewart, Lord Methven - by then a long-standing liaison that sorely tested the loyalties of the dowager queen's supporters in Scotland. The marriage soon evaporated: Methven ended up in domestic bliss with his mistress, the noblewoman Janet Stewart. Queen Margaret's credibility either side of the border suffered accordingly. King Henry might now be forgiven for his irritation with her and her often precarious finances, though his own contemporary marital arrangements would hardly bear closer scrutiny.
As the dowager queen's son James V entered maturity and to some extent resolved the confusion of Scottish politics, he showed himself generally well-disposed to his mother, valuing her particularly as a means of communication with her royal brother, who was otherwise reluctant to negotiate directly with his undeferential nephew. Margaret also got on well with James's very capable second wife, Marie de Guise, another dynastic pawn sent to lie abroad for her country. The dowager queen's last service to Scotland was to console the devastated royal couple after the death of their two infant sons (one aged eleven months, one eight days) in 1541. She did not live to see the birth of her granddaughter Princess Mary, James V's eventual heir, who much later would marry Margaret's grandson Henry Stewart, Lord Darnley - from which abruptly terminated union sprang King James and the union of the crowns. Meanwhile, Henry VIII, preoccupied with recently executed and prospective wives, did not show much inclination to mourn his sister in the autumn of 1541, not expecting that his promising trio of children would fail to beget heirs and that the shade of Margaret would outdo her brother in royal productivity in 1603.
Porter appreciatively cites a healthy spread of recent doctoral theses and specialist studies on the period that have generally shown Margaret Tudor in a better light, but her book's scholarly apparatus does not suggest that it has involved much primary source research beyond what is in print. As a winningly written work of intelligent synthesis and determined reappraisal of a key historical link-figure, it serves a useful purpose. It will guide the reader securely through a period of Scottish history made more opaque by the confusing alliterative dance of Angus, Albany and Arran, not to mention a quite excessive number of Stewarts.
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Mr Toad's Wild Ride
Jessica Olin

4842 wordsLisa  Marie Presley, Elvis's only child and heir, was born in Memphis, Tennessee in 1968, the year of the Comeback Special, the year that Martin Luther King Jr was murdered on a hotel balcony in the west of the city. Five foot two, green-eyed, a self-described 'gypsy-spirited tyrannical pirate' with a face that was equal parts Old Hollywood and Brancusi mask, Lisa Marie was famous for her relationships with Michael Jackson and Nicolas Cage - and for being Elvis's daughter. Before her death, in 2023, of cardiac arrest caused by complications from weight-loss surgery, she had been recording tapes of material for a memoir. These recordings form the basis of From Here to the Great Unknown, a memoir told in two voices - those of Lisa Marie and her daughter, the actress Riley Keough.
On 8 October, the book's publication date, CBS aired An Oprah Special: The Presleys - Elvis, Lisa Marie and Riley. Dressed all in white, Oprah and Riley sat down on pristine white armchairs in Graceland's sunny living room, with its stained-glass windows of peacocks and Elvis's white grand piano in the background. During an hour-long 'exclusive conversation', Riley read aloud her 'Letter to My Mama', which she wrote for Lisa Marie's funeral. She and Oprah put on white gloves to sift through Graceland's archives and relics: Elvis's Bible, Lisa Marie's golf-cart key, Elvis's Amex card and hair comb. Oprah introduced From Here to the Great Unknown as her next Book Club pick. The next day, it was the top selling book on Amazon, and several anecdotes - including one involving the corpse of Lisa Marie's son, Ben Keough, dry ice and a tattoo artist - had gone viral.
Anyone with a passing knowledge of Elvis has heard about Graceland and the hijinks of the 'Memphis Mafia', but Riley Keough is pitching to the widest possible audience, so she describes the mansion, what it looks like, its symbolism ('the physical manifestation of the most incredibly American dream come to life'). For Lisa Marie, growing up at Graceland meant 'freedom' and 'mayhem', demolition derbies, stink bombs and pool-cue fights, firework-filled sheds going up in flames and Elvis's buddies' 'never-ending cigarettes, dirty magazines, dirty cards, dirty books'. But Graceland was also family: Lisa Marie's great-grandmother Minnie Mae Presley, aka 'Dodger', sitting in a rocking chair with her snuff pipe; her daughter, Delta Mae Biggs, Elvis's aunt, a 'diabetic alcoholic' wild card greeting tour visitors in her bathrobe, middle finger raised; and 'double first cousin' Patsy, who became Lisa Marie's 'actual surrogate mom'. Vernon, Elvis's father, lived in a house across the pasture. Lisa Marie adored her Southern family; the fried chicken, grits and French fries that the Graceland chefs would make at any hour of the day; the stormy weather that seemed to reflect her father's changing moods. In this telling, Elvis is gregarious, nocturnal, prone to volcanic rages and tender gestures. Lisa Marie is a tiny terror in her golf cart, barrelling through fences and running over people's feet: 'I would drive ... real fast and close by the fans and yell obscenities at them. "Fuck you! Fucker!" They'd just sit there and smile and wave.'
When Elvis shows up at Lisa Marie's school in LA for a parent-teacher evening, the swagger is unmistakable:
I knew he was coming, and I couldn't wait. I could feel the teachers' nervousness and excitement, too. My little student friends were so excited that I got even more excited - everybody was just running around crazy.
Then my dad showed up. He got out of the car and he had on a respectable outfit - black pants and some kind of blouse - but he was also wearing a big, majestic belt with buckles and jewels and chains, as well as sunglasses. He was smoking a cigar. I met him at the car, and I walked up the walkway with him, and I just remember that feeling of walking next to him, holding his hand.

After Elvis died, Lisa Marie watched the public file through her home, screaming and fainting. She was in shock: 'I don't remember how long the viewing went on, but there was so much drama. I held it all in. I would think: Wow, look at that person, they're totally losing their shit.' For years, she had dreams she believed were visitations from her father.
The move back to LA to live with her mother full-time was brutal. 'It was a one-two punch: he's dead and now I'm stuck with her.' Priscilla had told Lisa Marie that while pregnant with her, 'she'd thought about trying to fall off her horse to cause a miscarriage.' Lisa Marie writes: 'My mom was an air force brat. She met my dad at fourteen and her parents allowed it. It was a different time.' On their divorce: 'Twenty minutes before my dad was due to walk onstage in Las Vegas my mom told him, "I'm leaving," and he still had to go out and perform.' Most fans will know more than is being presented here: the fact that Priscilla becoming a mother was a sexual deal-breaker for Elvis, for example, complicates our reading of Priscilla's 'chilly' treatment of her daughter. And the image of Priscilla abandoning Elvis denies what was undoubtedly a complex marital breakdown and ignores the inherent power imbalance in their relationship.
While Lisa Marie was still reeling from Elvis's death, Priscilla began dating a volatile actor, Michael Edwards; their cocaine-fuelled screaming matches turned physical, sending the furniture flying. When Lisa Marie was ten, Edwards started molesting her. The abuse went on for years. She developed behavioural problems, acquired a voracious appetite for drugs and dropped out of various schools. Despite her 'fuck you, fuck authority, fuck any system, fuck teachers, fuck parents' attitude, she tried to keep on Priscilla's good side so she could still spend the holidays in Memphis. But when she returned to Graceland, her old bedroom was locked: her childhood home was being turned into a museum/mausoleum.
John Travolta convinced Priscilla to join the Church of Scientology. She told Lisa Marie: 'It can help you become really powerful.' Lisa Marie writes that 'I was always obsessed with Bewitched and I Dream of Jeannie - I wanted to have superpowers. OK, I thought, that's really cool. I want to do that.' She found an outlet in the new religion, and a haven at the Celebrity Centre:
Scientology actually helped. It gave me someplace to go, and somewhere I could be introspective, somewhere to talk about what had happened and some way to deal with it ... I would ask myself: 'Why are we here? Why am I here? What's the point of everything?' At that point the Church felt radical in an exciting way - it didn't feel like an organised religion, really. It attracted cool, unusual, artistic people.

Danny Keough was 21 to Lisa Marie's 17; he played bass in a band called D'bat, whose members 'dressed in the New Romantic style, with earrings, silk blouses, necklaces, bandannas, feathers'. He was darkly handsome, rode a 'bright red Kawasaki GPz550' and 'all the girls loved him.' It's a classic rock'n'roll meet cute: she baits him with 'So, you think you're hot shit, huh?' and he licks cake frosting off her face. An unplanned pregnancy resulted in Lisa Marie getting an abortion, which she instantly regretted. She plotted to conceive again, tracking down Danny on a cruise ship near Aruba on a night she knew she was ovulating. They got married and named their pug after Danny's hero, the jazz bassist Jaco Pastorius; Lisa Marie gave birth to Riley and then to Ben. Motherhood meant everything to her: 'That thing where you either do what your parents did, or you do the exact opposite of what was done to you? I did the opposite.'
She was also pursuing a musical career of her own. In 1992 she made a demo tape that got attention from Prince and Michael Jackson. She and the King of Pop 'worked out a signal': 'If it rang three times and then stopped it was Michael, and you had to clear the fuck out the way for me to get on the phone with him.' She counselled him through child abuse accusations, and, when he got back from rehab in Switzerland for prescription painkillers, they met up at the Mirage in Vegas, where he turned off all the lights and told her he was in love. By the time Danny cottoned on, it was too late; twenty days after divorcing him, Lisa Marie married Michael 'on the DL' in the Dominican Republic. A devastated Danny took hallucinogenic drugs in the Mexican jungle, as one does, found a Bukowski poem about a bluebird that reminded him of Lisa Marie, and returned with 'a tattoo, a black eye and orange hair'. Lisa Marie and Danny remained best friends and continued to take 'every single' family vacation together.
The romance with Michael raised Lisa Marie's profile 'exponentially': she travelled with ten security guards; there were photographers in the trees. 'When we would drive around, people would throw their bodies at our car, smashing into the windows, screaming, trying to grab us.' Trying to be the 'perfect woman' for Michael, Lisa Marie painted her nails 'fire-engine red', put away her NDAs and hid the tabloid magazines she liked to scan for coverage of herself. For his part, Jackson brought a pet chimp on school runs, giving us Riley's best line - 'Before you ask, 'twas not Bubbles' - and serenaded his wife with 'Happy Birthday, Lisa', a song he wrote for the Simpsons episode 'Stark Raving Dad'. (To Ben, he rather unimaginatively sang 'Ben'.) Riley characterises their interactions as 'sassy' and remembers a fight where 'somebody threw a plate of fruit at somebody. They were two big spirits and they both had big tempers.'
Michael was desperate to have kids with Lisa Marie, and when she hesitated, suspecting that he 'would have me have the children and then dump me, get me out of the picture', he threatened that Debbie Rowe, his dermatologist's assistant, had 'told me that she will have my children'. To which, Riley writes, 'my mom would respond jealously, "Then go fuck Debbie Rowe." All I knew of Debbie was that she was a kind lady who helped me with my ear infections.' Another time Riley picked up the phone to hear her dad telling Lisa Marie: 'Get my son off that guy's fucking lap.' Eventually, Jackson's drug use came between them (travelling with his own anaesthetist was a red flag) and Lisa Marie filed for divorce. After Michael's death, she wrote a blog post calling him 'the person I failed to help'.
Lisa Marie gave interviews throughout her life, usually to promote her music; this isn't the first time she has told many of these stories about Graceland or tried to 'set the record straight' about her marriage to Jackson. She covered Rolling Stone and Vogue (once by herself, once with Priscilla and Riley); she talked to Larry King, Jay Leno, the New York Times, Playboy and Ellen DeGeneres. Her appearances were always lively. Wearing black leather and stilettos, she flirted with David Letterman, telling him that the 'important lesson' she learned from her father is 'balls': 'I somehow grew them somewhere along the line.' Conan O'Brien was a bit shrill for her taste, shrieking about portraits painted in blood and the time she (flippantly) said she had a crush on Darth Vader. She was visibly fidgety and uncomfortable with Howard Stern, who said he'd 'do' all three of the Presley women - Lisa Marie, Priscilla and 15-year-old Riley - which is all the more stomach-turning given the abuse Lisa Marie suffered as a child. Appearing on Primetime with Jackson in 1995 amid the swirl of allegations against him, Lisa Marie, sphinx-faced in a flippy baby-blue miniskirt suit, stared down Diane Sawyer. When Sawyer, all faux concern, alluded to Jackson's (at this point, truly freakish) appearance, Lisa Marie shut her down: 'He's an artist.'
Despite being used to celebrities, none of these hosts could contain their fascination with Elvis, greedy for any morsel of information. In the face of the same intrusive, often prurient questions, asked over and over again, Lisa Marie was unflappable, unpretentious, frank and funny. She refused, politely, to discuss the night of her father's death. Regarding Scientology, she compared herself to Humpty-Dumpty, falling off a wall and needing to be put back together: 'There they are with the glue.' She called her tempestuous relationship with Nicolas Cage 'Mr Toad's Wild Ride'. Her best interviewer was Oprah, with whom she had an instant rapport. Lisa Marie first appeared on The Oprah Winfrey Show in 2005, and Oprah 'went there' about the marriage to Jackson:
Oprah: What do you say to yourself when you look at that period in your life?
Lisa Marie: Um ... Holy Mother of God. [They both dissolve into laughter.]

For their first interview, Oprah wore an Elvis-style popped-collar black pantsuit with a large chain belt. Lisa Marie called her 'Miss Oprah' after a particularly pointed question. At another moment, Oprah reached over and fixed her subject's hair. Asking whether Lisa Marie consummated the marriage to Michael, Oprah implicated the audience: 'And you all know damn well you wanna know!' After Hurricane Katrina in 2005, Oprah 'knew just who to call' to help with disaster relief, airing a segment in which Lisa Marie helped a convoy of trucks deliver aid to evacuees. Oprah and Gayle King visited Graceland in 2006 and ate dinner with Lisa Marie. In 2007, to commemorate the thirtieth anniversary of Elvis's death, Lisa Marie performed 'In the Ghetto' with the Harlem Gospel Choir on The Oprah Winfrey Show at Madison Square Garden. And Lisa Marie turned to Oprah in 2010 when she wanted to do an interview about Jackson after his death to get it out of the way before her next album promo. Riley knew she could trust Oprah with the launch of the book.
Riley remembers her childhood as 'magical', a 'golden moment' in which Lisa Marie was happy, healthy, surrounded by loving and devoted friends. In 1997, Lisa Marie, Riley and Ben moved to Clearwater, Florida (a city with a large Scientologist population), to a house with an ocean dock. Riley and Ben collected lizards and sand dollars, climbed kumquat trees and watched their neighbour play the fiddle on his porch. Lisa Marie drove Riley in her black Mercedes - 'always a black Mercedes' - to get chocolate-dipped ice cream cones at the Dairy Kurl and frozen yogurt at the Sandcastle, 'just me and her'. Like Elvis, Lisa Marie was a high-spirited daredevil; she tore up the harbour on her jet ski, 'doing doughnuts and throwing everyone off the back. It was that same energy she'd had at Graceland with the golf carts - totally wild.' They went to family movies: Riley remembers Flubber and 'being dragged to see Titanic', though Lisa Marie covered her daughter's eyes during the sex scene. 'So I was allowed to see the catastrophe of the sinking ship but not the boobs. She inherited the modesty from my grandmother.' (Very Southern.) But Lisa Marie was suffering from panic attacks and a grab-bag of mysterious ailments; she had her gallbladder removed and the mercury fillings taken out of her teeth. Danny flew down to help her, and they started recording the music that would become her first album, To Whom It May Concern.
Their next home, in Hidden Hills, California, was a rustic idyll, with fruit trees, horses, goats, chickens and peacocks, a 600-year-old oak tree with a swing. Riley and Ben spent their days 'crashing bikes and running off finding snakes and getting cuts and falling into rosebushes'. At four o'clock, Ben's South African nanny would ring the bell for tea and crumpets with jam. 'My mom curated all that for us - it was her version of Graceland.' As well as Lisa Marie's and the children's friends, they had 'a private chef, three assistants, ten security guards, agents, business managers', two nannies and Lisa Marie's holistic doctor living with them.
To Riley, it was a 'dreamlike communal life' in which she fell asleep every night to the sound of 'a party, the piano being played and people singing'. Outside, coyotes howled and great horned owls hooted. The kids went to a Scientology school called Lewis Carroll, though Lisa Marie was happy for them to bunk off. She and Priscilla reached a detente. They had big Sunday suppers with Priscilla's mother and their 'loads' of cousins. 'From my point of view, we were a close, normal family.' But there is an anxious undertone to Riley's recurring dream about 'a place where nothing bad ever happened, and where we all lived forever in each other's orbits, the closest family you could imagine'. She uses the words 'normal', 'perfect' and 'magical' repeatedly, trying to convince us, herself. There was an edge to the heightened reality Lisa Marie created: 'Nothing was low-key. She wanted every moment to be extraordinary. But then there were those nights when I would come in to her room and find her alone, lying on the floor listening to her dad's music, crying.'
At a certain point, Lisa Marie became disillusioned with Scientology and suspicious of the people around her. As a 'last shot at stability', she married Michael Lockwood, a guitarist in her band who never met a funny hat he didn't like. After giving birth to twin girls, she moved to England to give them 'a sort of fairytale life'. Her new home in Rotherfield, East Sussex had fifty acres and included a lake, topiary and an orangery. Lisa Marie cooked, gardened, created her own pub at the house where local friends such as Jeff Beck would pop by for a pint and a singalong. She became close with Sarah Ferguson, who called her 'sissy'; Riley thinks they bonded over having been 'torn apart and shamed simply for being women who were unapologetically themselves'. Again, it's 'truly magical'. But all was not well. Lisa Marie had become addicted to opioids after being prescribed painkillers for the caesarean birth of her twins.
A plan was formed to get clean, move to Nashville and make a new record, while Lockwood stayed on in England to sell the house. But once she was alone in Nashville with the twins, Lisa Marie started spiralling. She would drive two hundred miles to sleep in Graceland in Elvis's bed, desperate for her father's protection. On each visit, she pointed out the plot of grass where she would be buried. Eventually a breaking point was reached. From Here to the Great Unknown includes part of a text conversation between Riley, Ben and Lisa Marie:
Lisa Marie: Please come get me out of here ASAP. We can find a trailer or something. We can get to California. I'm not kidding. I need you both. I don't have the strength to leave. I'm not well in any way. My legs and body are swollen. I spit up blood. My ankles are twisted. My lips are bleeding. I throw up everything but yoghurt. My feet are so swollen I'm scared.
Riley: You need to go to the doctor now! You need to get checked up and get vitamins. Go to the doctor now. This is not OK.
Ben: She doesn't want to go to a doc. There's a doc that will go to the house. That's the best move right now ...
Lisa Marie: Not a doctor here. Tennessee has strong laws. They'll take away my babies.
Riley: For drugs? Who cares? You're going to die. Mom, you just need a doctor to check your vitals.
Ben: I don't care if the devil himself came to earth and said he was a doctor, as long as he's a doctor.
Lisa Marie: I have my doctors in LA I want to see.
Riley: Can I please get you an RV to drive you to LA tomorrow?
Ben: Get in an RV and come here.
Riley: Mom, I'm booking an RV in Tennessee tomorrow. Ben will [fly to Nashville and] go with you and the babies.
Ben: Answer, Mom.
Ben: Mom, answer my fucking phone call. I've called you 21 times. If you don't want to talk to me that's fine but I have a plan.
Riley: Mom, Ben has a good plan. You'll take an RV with the babies.
Lisa Marie: Where do we stay?
Riley: I'll find you somewhere.
Ben: Call me.

The next ten messages are Ben repeating 'Call me.'
There are scripts in this family: about Elvis's mother, Gladys, loving her son so much she drank herself to death worrying about him. About Lisa Marie and Danny being 'a pair of pirates' and Riley the 'narc'. Riley calls Ben 'a mama's boy through and through ... like Elvis and Gladys - one inextricably tied to the rise and fall of the other.' Or as Lisa Marie put it: 'Ben didn't stand a fucking chance.' He accompanied Riley to Japan on a movie shoot where they had a dreamy Lost in Translation interlude, wandering around Tokyo, taking ceramics classes, eating sea urchin at omakase restaurants, going to surfer beaches and mountain shrines, delighting in rice balls from 7-Eleven. A few pages later, back in LA, Ben is dead of a self-inflicted gunshot wound. 'He said he was just going to get a beer.' After his death, Riley was shocked by a voice note on his phone; she had never heard him sing.
Riley and Lisa Marie's  sections of the book are printed in two different fonts, but it's clear who is narrating at any given moment. Riley writes carefully, in measured tones, like the poised professional she is. She talks about 'intergenerational addiction issues' and uses distanced, therapised language about her mother's experience of physical and sexual abuse: 'Hearing my mother describe these incidents broke my heart. I know what happened was one of her deepest childhood traumas but I don't think she - or any of us who knew her - fully considered how it may have contributed to some of the fundamental feelings she carried, like shame and self-hatred.' (Discussing the book on Reddit, Riley's fans fret about her experiencing 'parentification' at a young age.) Lisa Marie, a Gen-Xer, uses the rougher language of her generation, calling herself a 'pervert', a 'brat', a 'chick' who was 'all about those dirty magazines' as a child and was later 'sloppy' about birth control. She experienced 'parentification' too, with both Elvis and Priscilla. She doesn't have the language for it but her childhood stories exemplify it. Here she is, not yet ten years old, watching Brian's Song in her hamburger-shaped bed at Graceland:
About halfway through the film, I suddenly got really worried about my dad and went into the bathroom, where I found him facedown. He had used the towel rack to hold on to, but it had broken and he'd fallen. I ran downstairs and got Delta; she called for help, and they got up, gave him coffee and got him walking. I watched them walk him around the room. He was clinging onto them. At one point his head was hanging down, but once he saw me in the chair, we locked eyes and his whole face lit up. He tried to get them to come over to where I was, but I could tell he was going to be sick.
I said: 'No, he's going to throw up.'

There are significant omissions in the book. Leaving the Church of Scientology after thirty years, Lisa Marie thought: 'I've lost my religion and it's been my only pavement to walk on, my replacement family.' She writes that she was 'devastated' and turned to drugs as a coping mechanism. But we don't hear about why she became disillusioned. Perhaps this is because she was trying to protect her family, or because she still employed assistants and nannies who were Scientologists. An interview published after her death claimed that she was working behind the scenes to expose some of the Church's worst abuses. Lisa Marie told Tony Ortega, a famous Scientology defector, that she had been declared a Suppressive Person and followed by private investigators; that she had travelled to Clearwater to confront Ron Hubbard's successor, David Miscavige, whom she referred to as 'Hitler'; and that Scientology, bizarrely, blamed her for the deaths of both Elvis and Michael Jackson.
And while Nicolas Cage (of the 108-day marriage) gets several pages, Michael Lockwood, to whom she was married for a decade and with whom she had two children, isn't discussed beyond the fact that he sang David Bowie's 'Let's Dance' at karaoke the night before their wedding in Kyoto. There is nothing from either Riley or Lisa Marie about the marriage or their divorce on her return to the States, which resulted in an ugly custody battle: Lisa Marie claimed she had found inappropriate images of children on Lockwood's computer; he accused her of using the Scientology tactic of 'fair game', by which an 'enemy may be lied to, cheated, tricked or destroyed by any means', to avoid paying $40,000 a month in child support. These elisions matter because they are stressors, like Lisa Marie's secret drug addiction, that must have contributed to the unbearable pressure she felt, and explain some of her otherwise confusing statements about the seemingly peaceful time in England: 'My whole life had blown up. It felt like one thing after another and I could not take any more beatings.'
Propelled by Riley's sold-out book tour and PR juggernaut, From Here to the Great Unknown has been a big hit; there's a huge amount of interest, still, in Presley stories. And stories about trauma, abuse, addiction and grief are catnip to readers. Vulture called the book 'a Presley-family therapy session'; Variety, a 'portrait of intergenerational sorrows'; the Guardian, 'a book built on grief'. The New York Times believes the point of the memoir 'is to show the toll of fame and addiction'. Penguin Random House, the US publisher, describes 'a mother and daughter communicating - from this world to the one beyond - as they try to heal each other'. And the book's internal logic holds: this is undoubtedly, unabashedly, a labour of love - Riley embracing her mother and brother, making their collective memory whole.
But there are plenty of cautionary showbiz tales about fame and addiction. The problem with this book is that to understand the scope of the tragedy of Lisa Marie Presley, and why she couldn't find her own identity or get out from under the loss of her father, you need to have some understanding of the scope of the Elvis tragedy, who he was and what he meant. Many of the young women who are buying this book because they watched Daisy Jones and the Six and are fans of Riley Keough have little idea about Michael Jackson beyond the caricature and the punchline, let alone Elvis. I would bet good money that most of them have never watched footage of Elvis in concert or heard him sing the gospel songs that Lisa Marie so loved. They are more likely to have seen Baz Luhrmann's Elvis, one of the top-grossing movies of 2022. Deep in grief over Ben's death, Lisa Marie posted a rare Instagram message praising the film as 'nothing short of spectacular ... FINALLY done accurately and respectfully'. Its young star, Austin Butler, had 'channelled and embodied my father's heart and soul'. Readers may also have seen Sofia Coppola's candy-coloured Priscilla (2023), which Lisa Marie called 'shockingly vengeful and contemptuous'. Before its release, she sent Coppola emails begging her, as another daughter of a famous father, to reconsider her portrayal of Elvis: 'I would think of all people that you would understand how this would feel.' (Priscilla, meanwhile, loved the film and publicly supported it.)
It's also a problem that Lisa Marie hadn't been a public figure for a long time before her death. She was visually magnetic, sharing some of her father's astonishing vitality and charisma, but her singing - unlike his - didn't express her power and intensity, and her words certainly don't. Photographs give a better sense of her personality (the next edition of this book should have many more of them, in colour) but it's most evident in filmed footage of her as she moves, talks, smiles. You can find videos of her online, vibrant and open, quick to laugh, flashing that joyous grin.
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The Pope of Course
Adam Mars-Jones

5617 wordsThe strange pleasure  of reading Michel Houellebecq, when he's writing well, lies in the sense of being pinned down by a veteran sniper. He's a shrewd ideological marksman, skilled at taking cover behind one set of values so as to get a better aim on another. Empathy is routinely booby-trapped, while satire can yield little surges of feeling. He can and does create character, but every now and then there is a hint of the writer in the background, holding his breath while he calibrates his effects, making minute adjustments to the telescopic sight. Here Paul Raison, the central character of Annihilation, having learned that his father, Edouard, has had a severe stroke, reflects on the robustness which made the news come as such a shock: 'in terms of his marital situation [a young second wife] Paul might even have envied him - he was exactly the type of senior, he reflected, who was invariably shown in advertisements for funeral insurance plans.' You can almost hear an authorial voice murmuring, 'Oh, you like that? You won't like the next one so much,' before it embarks on a consciously crass invocation of death as 'a slut, but a middle-class slut, classy and sexy', waiting by the hospital entrance, ready to claim its victims on the upper floors. Houellebecq's thumb is always on the scales, but it shifts smoothly from one pan to the other.
Point-of-view writing is a flexible instrument in the hands of a master, and Paul offers his maker a wide range of opportunities. A senior functionary at the Ministry of Finance, his political allegiance as well as his professional position place him on the left, though he takes it for granted that his devout sister, Cecile, and her husband, Herve, cast their votes the other way, for the National Rally. He is married but estranged from his wife, Prudence, their Paris flat being big enough (she's also a civil servant) for them to lead separate lives without friction, yet the possibility of their renewing the relationship never quite goes away. The fridge is a battleground where their conflicts are acted out: 'Over the first few weeks, Paul undertook some daring skirmishes; they were vigorously repelled. Each slice of Saint-Nectaire or pate en croute that he deposited in the middle of Prudence's tofu and quinoa was returned within a few hours to its original shelf, when it was not simply thrown in the bin.' On a rare visit to her bedroom, he sees that she is reading Anita Brookner, which, as he truthfully remarks, is 'hardly likely to boost her morale'.
Paul is a member of the political class but has never manipulated the system for personal gain, though he admits he may be too insulated by privilege to have felt the need. Despite this, he can be misanthropic enough, embarking at one point on an aria of loathing for his own species:
The human world seemed to him to be made up of little balls of egoistic shit, unconnected and unrelated to one another, and sometimes those balls grew agitated and copulated in their own way, each in its own register, leading to the existence in turn to the existence of tiny new balls of shit ... For some years, it's true, the balls of shit had been copulating in smaller numbers, they seemed to have learned to reject one another, they were aware of their mutual stench, and disgustedly parted company; an extinction of the human race seemed imaginable in the medium term.

Paul tries to get along with his relatives but isn't above savouring rancour. At a family gathering where the Benedictine is flowing freely he enjoys the 'vibrations of hatred' he feels developing. Both author and character show a certain connoisseurship of negative emotion. Though he feels disgust for Cecile's religion, he visits the local church at Bercy after his father is taken ill, and the book's point of view doesn't follow him inside but waits, respectfully or otherwise, outside. (Later in the book it's revealed that he lit two candles.)
Houellebecq enjoys making the case for extreme positions through or across his characters, and then having them voice opinions that are shocking in context simply by being uncontroversial: 'the majority choice is sometimes the best, just as in roadside cafes it is usually best to go for the meal of the day, without engaging in passionate debates.' That's Paul considering his options as a voter, though the apparent absence of irony may be a double bluff. Houellebecq is something of a specialist in the slow burn, using Paul to make the case that advisers at job centres 'are good at producing remarkable imitations of optimism, it's what they're paid for, they've probably taken drama classes, maybe clowning workshops, the psychological treatment of the unemployed had got much better over the last few years. The unemployment rate, on the other hand, had not come down.' Sometimes, though, the effect is all fizzle and no burn, as when Paul reflects on different attitudes to the elderly: 'solidarity between the generations remained strong in those populations, old people generally died at home, for most Maghrebis putting their parents in an institution would have meant dishonour, or at least that was what he had been able to conclude from his reading of various magazines on social issues.' The shallow basis of Paul's knowledge allows Houellebecq a queasy retreat from his rash endorsement of foreign cultural practices.
The knife of Houellebecq's sardonic irony has a retractable blade. Sometimes it seems to come from a joke shop, lacking all power to cut, as in a moment of arbitrary tenderness towards the waiters at brasseries near big railway stations - witnesses to so much sadness they die young. It's hard to separate the suavity from the provocation in a sentence like this one: 'It was the first time that Paul had seen a hanged man, or any kind of suicide for that matter, and he had expected worse.' Sometimes the way the sentences are constructed suggests that misdirection is an end in itself, with any yield of insight relegated to a distant second place: 'With a father who was a judge in Versailles, with his main residence in Ville-d'Avray, a holiday home in Brittany, educated at Sainte-Genevieve, then at Sciences Po and ENA, basically there was nothing surprising about Prudence turning out asexual and vegan.' That's not a punchline but a pothole, turning the reader's ankle rather than advancing the novel's business. You would never guess that by this point Prudence has been established as a character with a real potential to change, not held back by family history to any great extent.
Paul's judgments on his blood kin show a certain amount of lenience, but Indy, the wife of his younger brother, Aurelien, provokes an outpouring of nuanced animosity that obliges the reader to put up some resistance without altogether giving up the pleasures of complicity. Indy has a son by a donor, Aurelien being infertile (or so she says), and travelled to California for the procedure:
It was probably her parents who had paid, she herself was more tight-fisted, the kind who would have gone to Belgium or Ukraine. All of that's fine, let's admit it, but what could have led her, among the huge catalogue of donors placed at her disposal by the Californian biotech company whose services she had used, to choose a black donor? Presumably the desire to assert her independent spirit, her nonconformity and her anti-racism all at the same time. She had used her child as a kind of advertising billboard, a way of displaying the image that she wanted to give of herself - warm, open, a citizen of the world - while he knew her to be rather selfish, greedy and above all conformist to the highest degree.

Much of Annihilation is concerned with French electoral politics, though Houellebecq has tried to avoid excessive topicality (and the rapid obsolescence bound in with it) by setting the book in the near future, in 2026-27. This attempt at future-proofing may have been reasonably effective when the book came out in France two years ago, but Macron's manoeuvring has put Houellebecq on the back foot along with everyone else. 'Was the president's mind twisted enough to come up with such a scenario?' Mais oui! The unnamed president, unable to seek a third successive term, schemes to have a docile nominee elected in order to resume his own reign later. He settles on a television personality called Benjamin Sarfati.
The only Benjamin Sarfati that search engines locate is a cosmetic surgeon in the 17th arrondissement, but a lot of familiar figures crop up in the narrative. After coaching, Sarfati is 'perfect' with Alain Badiou, 'impeccable with Greta Thunberg and frankly majestic with Zemmour'. There are sly side-swipes for the benefit of insiders, as when someone asks innocently - about the former editor of Liberation - 'Isn't Laurent Joffrin dead?' There's plenty of entertainment value in policy initiatives that might have the bonus of pleasing more than one sector of the electorate, easy social reforms like the decriminalisation of soft drugs: 'Paul remembered seeing a file on that, French soil lent itself very well to cannabis growing, better than Holland, in the Perigord in particular cannabis could prove an excellent substitute solution to the traditional cultivation of tobacco - which seemed to have become completely unacceptable' (unacceptable it may be, but a clear majority of the characters smoke away doggedly). The president is understood to be contemplating 'a real presidential regime: get rid of the post of prime minister, reduce the number of MPs and hold midterm elections like they do in the United States ... It's a bit post-democracy, if you like, but everybody's doing that now.' A consultant hesitantly suggests appropriating some of the opposition's policies, only to be told that it won't work - their policies are the same as ours.
In the world of high politics Paul is a privileged spectator rather than a player, but while he isn't exactly a family man he can't easily claim the status of onlooker in that area. His mother's death, though eight years in the past, is announced with an abruptness suitable to the event: 'Suzanne had fallen from scaffolding while restoring a group of angels decorating a tower in Amiens cathedral,' having forgotten to adjust her safety harness. Edouard's new partner, Madeleine, is devoted and adoring, but not possessive. In fact the shift in family relations over the course of the novel may have less to do with Paul's understanding of his father's mortality (Edouard's mental faculties seem unimpaired, but by the end of the book he still hasn't regained the power of speech) than with his witnessing the way the women in the family adjust their lives without fuss to look after the patriarch. Cecile and Herve move in with Madeleine, who nurses Edouard herself as long as the care centre allows her to. Cecile and Madeleine are able to overcome or ignore any tension there might be between daughter and father's partner - a partner, moreover, who came into Edouard's life as his home help - and Prudence surprises Paul by seeming to have real concern for her father-in-law, however little she feels, at the beginning of the book, for her husband. It's as if family ties were not a conspiracy of compulsory misery after all, but the bedrock of civil society as dull people have always claimed, and in accordance with one of Annihilation's less memorable aphorisms: 'It's always better in the end for things to correspond with their image.'
Edouard had an illustrious career in the DGSI (the General Directorate of Internal Security), and it's not clear that Paul has ever stepped out of his shadow. Even now that Edouard can't communicate directly, Paul wonders whether his father, far from being impaired, hasn't simply risen above petty concerns, escaping from the labyrinth of human emotion to reach a state of pure perception. Paul opens his heart to his barely responsive father, confessing for instance that he regrets not having children - something that he didn't know himself until he began to speak.
He had never spoken so intimately to his father when he was in full possession of his faculties, and he had been sorry about it at many times in his life. He had tried, but he simply hadn't succeeded. With his face frozen in a priestly expression, his eyes staring at an indeterminate point in space, his father no longer belonged entirely to humanity, there was definitely something spectral about him, but also something oracular.

As the tectonic plates of family shift, Aurelien sees a chance of happiness and an escape from Indy, whom he met when she was a young journalist ('in so far as a journalist can be young', another failed bon mot). He starts dating Maryse, part of the nursing team looking after his father. A less worshipful translator than Shaun Whiteside would have corrected an obvious error in the original text: 'As he undressed he found Maryse's mobile phone in one of his jeans pockets. He had asked her for it that same morning, just before leaving the hospital.' A nurse who gives the son of a patient her phone number has a trusting nature. A nurse who gives him her phone is having a breakdown. Houellebecq's handling of the character of Maryse, an immigrant from Benin, is painfully awkward. Sometimes her function is merely to explain structural weaknesses in the French health system:
The problem is that on the wards there are fifteen nurses and care assistants for forty patients. At the PEoLC [Palliative and End of Life Care centre] there are twenty-five of them for two hundred and ten residents. So it might seem paradoxical for a trade union delegate to try and harm us; but the fact is that they earn the national average wage, and we're the privileged ones.

She also has a part to play in the family drama, but it's hard to swallow the abrupt mellowing of Herve, in conversation with Aurelien:
'And do you love her, that little one, Maryse?' he asked at last.
'Yes ... I think so. I'm sure of it, in fact.'
He nodded; that was the answer he was expecting, and he added calmly: 'Hang on to her. I think she's OK, that girl.'

This degree of acceptance of a whirlwind romance would be rapid in any family. Coming from a National Rally voter and former member of the Identitarian Bloc it's simply fantastical. The essential decency of the bigot isn't a theme Houellebecq can bring off, certainly at such short notice.
By this stage  of the novel the point of view has moved erratically away from Paul. Sometimes there seems no good reason for this shift, or drift, especially when Paul is in the room, as is the case when his boss, Bruno Juge, the finance minister, is taken in hand by a new communications director: 'Bruno noted with a little start that she had switched to addressing him with the familiar tu, probably involuntarily.' This moment would if anything be enriched by passing through Paul's consciousness, divided as he might be between loyalty to a boss he admires and awareness of the ironies - this political grandee wanting to be seen as a man of the people, but so accustomed to deference that he is brought up short by the informal approach of the very person who is teaching him to play the egalitarian game.
It's a different matter when Paul isn't present, though the result is undoubtedly a loss of coherence in the book as a whole. If Paul is not the controlling consciousness then there can be no possible reason to narrate his dreams and no one else's. It's not that I want to learn about the other characters' dreams - God forbid - but Paul's very literary dreams, meticulous and almost machine-tooled performances of phantasmagoria, take up ten whole pages of the book.
If Paul had ever thought that his rupture with Prudence might one day be healed we're not told about it - though perhaps it was in his mind when he lit those two candles - but the larger shift in the balance of the family draws his attention back to her. This is the substance of the middle section of the book and an honourable subject for fiction, though one that could have been explored at any time over the last century or so. In this context irony, increasingly out of key with the new mood, becomes a mental habit that has lost its raison d'etre. It's early days for Paul and Prudence, but the universe seems to side with the rekindling of their affection for each other: 'It was still very vague but there was a feeling that springtime was beginning, the air was mild and there was a smell of vegetation, the leaves were shedding their winter protection with calm immodesty; they were displaying their tender zones, and those young leaves were taking a risk, a sudden frost could annihilate them at any moment.' Even in the long history of the pathetic fallacy it's unusual to have nature fall so perfectly in step with human emotion. The appearance of the title word in this sentence (aneantir in the original, an infinitive rather than an abstract noun) suggests that it has a certain centrality, roughly halfway through the book, though the mood is hopeful if uncertain. The movement here is away from nothingness rather than towards it.
The larger architecture of Annihilation is altogether odd. The book starts in the manner of a techno-thriller, and an exciting one. Cryptic posts displaying a strange design and a message in an unknown script have appeared on the internet, resisting all the efforts of the government lexicology lab (I really want there to be such a thing) to decode it. The design and the message are even reproduced on the back of the title page - the image resembles a child's drawing of a flattened turtle, while the script isn't far removed from a toddler's scrawl. Click on the message and a clip plays, of a realism and high definition beyond the understanding of experts in computer-generated imagery. As one of them explains:
what really intrigues me is that you can enlarge the image as much as you want, and the synthetic blades of grass still look like real blades of grass, and normally that's impossible to do. No two blades of grass are identical in nature; they all have irregularities, little flaws, a specific genetic signature ... It's extraordinary, it's a crazy piece of work.

The senders of the clip make no demands, but the next one is even more technologically sophisticated, and the accumulating sequence of messages begins to correlate with interventions in the real world - a cargo ship sunk, a sperm bank burned down. First there are no casualties from these actions, then a few, then many, but the underlying rationale behind them, and the purpose of the messages, remains mysterious. Houellebecq, a child of the 1950s, has made a real effort to compete on equal terms with a thriller writer like Franck Thilliez, born in 1973. There's a faint echo here of Cixin Liu's The Three-Body Problem, with the possibility that our species is being given tests by an alien intelligence, for reasons that can only be guessed. Human agency seems more likely, though - it's just that the chosen targets suggest incompatible ideologies. The attack on the sperm bank makes Paul reconsider his assumptions, forcing him to move from 'a classic ultra-leftist trail to a much more unlikely fundamentalist Catholic one'. Satanism being added to the brew is disconcerting, but after all fundamentalist Catholics and Satanists are 'in the same general ballpark'.
Paul becomes involved because the second clip simulates the guillotining of his boss, Bruno. As a digital technician explains, after enlarging the image of the decapitated torso at the moment blood spurts from the carotid artery, 'Normally, if you enlarge something enough you start to see geometrical regularities appearing, artificial micro-figures - most of the time you can even guess the equation the guy used. Here there's nothing at all; you can enlarge it all you like, it remains chaotic and irregular, exactly like a real cut.' Houellebecq includes a diagram of the guillotine, with its component parts labelled (mouton, lunette lock), not because it plays a part later in the narrative - it doesn't - but, at a guess, for instructional purposes.
He is proud of the trouble he has taken to get such details right, and his chronic need to be insufferable, mainly muted over the course of the novel, rings out loud and clear in the end matter, where he offers an utterly patronising invitation to his fellow writers to meet him on the high ground of conscientious research: 'Essentially, French writers should be less reluctant to gather information; many people love their work, and enjoy explaining it to the uninitiated.' He has certainly made the effort to inform himself about areas of experience that it might be his instinct to dismiss. Here Paul's nephew Godefroy, Indy's child, answers questions about the video game he is playing online, Ragnarok:
'Is that a Scandinavian game?'
'No. Korean.'
'And what does it consist of?'
'Oh, it's very classical. I have to kill monsters to collect experience points, that lets me rise through job levels and change class. But it's a good game, it's well designed, very fluid.'
'And what class are you now?'
'Paladin,' the boy said modestly. 'But I'm not far off becoming a Rune Knight, at least that's what I hope.'

This is a trick of Philip Roth's also, to work up a moment of sympathetic engagement in order to lend the impression of balance to a venomous portrait. Houellebecq's competitors, smarting under the suggestion that no French author before him did any research, can console themselves by seeing him fall flat on his face, as he does in a passage about the work life of Prudence's sister: 'it seemed to involve logos, emojis, and ideas of different Asian languages. Her job might have been difficult to define for an outsider, but it was still extremely lucrative: it was she, for example, who had designed the new Nike logo, a difficult replacement given the fame of the previous one, and who had chosen the lettering and typography of the slogans printed on Apple T-shirts.' You don't have to be an expert in the field to recognise this as a ludicrous CV - being alive in the 21st century is almost enough. It would be nice to think that someone answering Houellebecq's research questions was pulling his leg.
Well researched or not, the book's thriller plot comes to nothing, not so much botched as abandoned. The dramas in the Raison family hog the stage, and Houellebecq knows his craft well enough to make them chewy and nutritious, not to mention wry, sour and droll by turns. It's still an eccentric piece of planning to start the meal with red meat and then follow it with bowl after bowl of muesli. It's fine to despise genre fiction - just don't import its tropes without putting them to good use or showing them the proper respect.
The frustration for the reader of Annihilation, as the tension leaks away, is that there is a direct link between the genre plot and the family drama. On his retirement Edouard took some old files with him. Nothing classified, of course, but Paul is asked by the intelligence services to look them out, on the off-chance that they might throw some light on the mysterious terrorists. They're easy to locate, but he leaves the 'five anodyne-looking cardboard folders' where they are. Madeleine takes them to the care facility where Edouard is being looked after, so that he can be surrounded with familiar things. Only much later does Paul casually take a peek, and finds that Edouard has indeed made a promising connection. By this time more than 150 pages have passed since the first mention of the files. That's 150 pages of narrative slow puncture.
The thriller plot gets an abrupt reprieve, but not for long. It breaks off, brought to a sort of Act I curtain, with the bad guys temporarily thwarted but no suspects, means or motive established. The book still has a good hundred pages to go. What's so frustrating about this is that Houellebecq, when he can be bothered, understands the divergent conventions perfectly well. Paul may agree with Bruno in regarding Europe as a pathetic dependency of America, 'a distant, ageing, depressive and slightly ludicrous province', but genre brings its own set of assumptions. The novel's aborted thriller plot carries a modest charge of chauvinism, and the French intelligence services duly steal a march on their counterparts in the NSA, thanks largely to a discovery made by Paul's father before the group (whatever it is) expressed itself in action.
As long as a doomsday plot seemed to be the novel's centre of gravity then its title didn't seem overpitched, even if, as Paul sees it, 'the worst thing was that if the terrorists' goal was to annihilate the world as he knew it, to annihilate the modern world, he couldn't entirely blame them.' A gadfly like Houellebecq doesn't want the cow dead, just maddened while he feeds from it. Take away the universal threat and what remains is a constitutional pessimism with its own smugness: 'it seemed to Paul that the whole system was going to come crashing down, even if at present one could not predict the date or the manner in which this might occur - but the date could be close, and the manner violent.' In the passage about balls of shit copulating less and less over time, it seemed to be population collapse that threatens to bring about human extinction 'in the medium term'. How far is this from apres moi, le deluge?
Other French  novelists writing today have been less coy about confronting last things. Paolo, the hero of Boualem Sansal's Vivre: le compte a rebours, has a prophetic dream revealing that the world will end in 780 days' time.1 Others have received the same vision, and these chosen ones will be rescued - the question is how to prevent anyone else from jumping the queue. To me it seemed a thought experiment that didn't reach the status of a fully fleshed novel (no mean feat unless your name is Jose Saramago), and I gave up before the hundred-page mark. Valerie Tong Cuong's Voltiges, also published this year, is much more resourceful.2 This is a family saga of sorts, unfolding at a leisurely pace and with a rich psychology, but stripped of any reference to period, so that it could almost be taking place in the 19th century. The reader registers jarring details almost subliminally - the few strips of smoked fish that constitute a lavish birthday present, now that the rivers have all but dried up. There are some recognisable threats, such as extreme weather events, but others (strange creatures appearing) have an edge of fantasy. It's a shock when the point of view shifts from the parents to the daughter, Leni, a talented and perhaps world-class tumbler. She has no expectations of the durability of the world around her, and her obsession with training represents nothing more than her desire to keep her body and mind occupied while she waits for everything to end.
That is more or less the attitude of Arthur and Kevin, the heroes of Gaspard Koenig's masterly Humus (2023), who become friends at one of the less feted of France's grandes ecoles, AgroParisTech.3 They are both energised by a presentation about the vital importance of earthworms to the survival of the soil, and therefore of humanity, but translate their passion into action very differently. Arthur moves to Basse-Normandie and sets himself to bring his grandfather's land, depleted if not destroyed by decades of pesticides and fertiliser, back to worm-abounding life, while Kevin starts a business selling 'vermicompostage' kits to digest household waste. He struggles to build a client base, since the eco-conscious are as lazy as anyone else. But then L'Oreal funds the establishment of a giant centre of vermicompostage, so as to do their bit for their image - I'm sorry, I meant to say for the planet. Both characters' trajectories are taken plausibly into the near future, with Kevin becoming a hero of green entrepreneurship (at least until rats mistake the vermicompostage centre for a giant invertebrate buffet), while Arthur joins the local cell of a radical armed splinter group of Extinction Rebellion intent on overthrowing the state. The construction of the book is exemplary, and the thriller plot, starting relatively late on, is seen through to the end. It helps that Koenig is less in thrall to worldliness than Houellebecq, for whom a sentence containing the words 'the pope of course, he's in, he called back in five minutes' never quite loses its magic.
With doomsday shelved, Annihilation focuses even more tightly, not just on the Raison family but on the couple, both reborn and threatened, of Paul and Prudence. 'Delamination' might be a better title for the novel, to describe the frustrating way its various layers peel away from one another. Towards the end of the book Houellebecq seems to lose all sense of what material belongs in the narrative and what doesn't. It's good manners that he should acknowledge Le Maitron, a web dictionary of the labour movement, for the biography of Marcel Grosmenil, politically active in Villejuif in the 1930s, but what business does he have including it, with the lightest tweaks of phrasing, just because Paul happens to be driving through the area?
If Houellebecq had wanted to write a novel about the redemptive power of married love, about the return of intimacy and sensual pleasure to a couple who have lost faith in those things, then there was nothing stopping him, apart from his track record and his persona as a writer. In fact there's something almost valiant about his determination to be disgraceful even when dealing with such wholesome subject matter. Before making a physical approach to Prudence, Paul needs to visit a sex worker. It's no more than politeness on his part, making sure everything is in good order so that he can approach the resumption of marital activity in the right relaxed frame of mind. The sex worker turns out to be a blood relation - but that's all right too. She's good at her job, and that's the main thing. There's no harm done, and everything works out in the end.
Perhaps this practice session brought real benefit. Certainly Prudence, described earlier in the novel as frigid and vegan, changes her ways in both domains of appetite, worrying that she might have overdone the cloves in her boeuf en daube and turning into something of a virtuoso - 'she was really controlling her pussy brilliantly' - of the bedroom arts. Her tenderness overwhelms Paul: 'she turned around several times to give him little waves, and for no apparent reason her outline was increasingly blurred; perhaps he had a problem with his eyesight, on top of everything else.' Or else (do you think?) he's seeing things clearly for the first time. After all, 'the entity made up by a couple, and more precisely by a heterosexual couple, remains the main practical possibility for the manifestation of love.'
It's hard to see the point of the minor provocations that Houellebecq insists on including, given that the book's embrace of the majority choice has become so habitual. Dying is easier for women - of course it is! It's biological common sense: 'women identify easily with their function and easily come to understand that when their function is at an end their life itself is over.' There's no explicit reference to the menopause, but I'm not sure there needs to be. Houellebecq seems unable to stop himself.
In Paul's eyes there was little difference between the missionary position and doggy style, in both cases it was the man who controlled the rhythm and the brutality of the embrace. In both cases the woman - either by parting her thighs or lifting her bottom - placed herself in a position of submission, which was an argument strongly in favour of those positions but also ... constituted their limit.

Why would a man who prefers a sexual position suggestive of equality (the couple lying on their sides) so jarringly endorse the desirability of female submission? Force of habit on the part of the author seems the most likely explanation. And is that word 'brutality' supposed to slip by unnoticed? Intensity by all means, fierceness perhaps, but brutality sings a different song. These little jabs at a status quo that is no longer being contested are no substitute for a coherent novelistic strategy.
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At the Sainsbury Centre
Ayahuasca Art
Mike Jay

1803 wordsThe Shipibo-Konibo  people, who live along the banks of the Ucayali river in Peru, are one of several Amazonian groups whose art is intimately connected to their use of ayahuasca, a vision-inducing brew of jungle vines and leaves that contains the mind-altering compounds harmaline and dimethyltryptamine (DMT). Their textiles and ceramics are characterised by kene, geometric patterns that represent the life energy of the ayahuasca plants, which are absorbed by those who drink the brew. Kene means simply 'design', but the patterns themselves are far from simple, with thick lines forming complex grids that are filled by series of finer lines. To Western eyes, they resemble the maze-like etchings on an electronic chip.
Kene aren't straightforward representations of the visual patterns generated by ayahuasca intoxication. Neuroscientists can explain the way DMT induces geometrical patterning across the visual field, but the meaning of the kene is distinctive to Shipibo-Konibo culture. One of the Shipibo-Konibo artists interviewed for the Sainsbury Centre's exhibition catalogue describes them as part of the Shipibo worldview, 'which integrates space, earth (forest), water, fire and wind'. Explanations of this kind can sound like platitudes, but they reflect an Amazonian notion of perspective that is difficult for us to grasp. Anthropologists such as the Brazilian Eduardo Viveiros de Castro have described it as an ontological shapeshifting whereby the observer in an ayahuasca-induced state no longer experiences the world from their habitual point of view but from that of the plants or animals they are observing, thereby becoming them.
[image: ]Shipibo-Konibo jar (1975).




The Shipibo-Konibo textiles and ceramics on display at the Sainsbury Centre form the core of Ayahuasca and Art of the Amazon (until 2 February), an exhibition transferred, with some additions, from the ethnographic museum at quai Branly in Paris. It traces the growth of ayahuasca from an Amazonian practice to a drug of global interest. Since the 1950s, when William Burroughs visited in search of ayahuasca - 'the ultimate fix' - traditional representations have been joined by those of outsiders, and ayahuasca now pervades an international genre of psychedelic art in which Indigenous Amazonian themes merge with tropes of Eastern mysticism, science fiction and computer-generated fractal geometries. At the same time, a new generation of Amazonian artists has responded by feeding these tropes back into their work, adapting their designs to appeal to lucrative Western markets.
Similar journeys from the local to the global can be observed in the smaller accompanying exhibition, Power Plants: Intoxicants, Stimulants and Narcotics, which features a selection of artefacts generated by drug habits across the globe. Some of these - palm wine vessels from Central Africa, or betel-nut chewing accessories from Papua New Guinea - accompany a practice that remains largely confined to its Indigenous cultures. Others show localised elaborations of drug habits that have long since gone global (a collection of snuff tobacco utensils by Zulu and Xhosa craftsmen, the highly ritualised layout of a Japanese tea ceremony) or catch a drug culture in transition. Bowls used for the ceremonial drinking of kava, a cloudy liquid suspension of narcotic pepper root which is consumed across the islands of Melanesia, are accompanied by modern cellophane packages of kava powder, which is sold to markets including the US, where themed kava bars can be found in student and hipster neighbourhoods as a more relaxed alternative to Starbucks.
[image: ]'Untitled (Tanan Kene)' by Sarah Flores (2022).




The most visually striking pieces on display in Power Plants are the yarn paintings of the Huichol people of northern Mexico. These are created by pressing brightly coloured threads onto a wooden board spread with beeswax, and depict animals and plants - deer, hummingbirds and the mescaline-containing peyote cactus - which are often outlined in red and gold and dance across fields of stars and geometric patterns. The yarn paintings have become established classics of both Indigenous and psychedelic art, commanding high prices in galleries from London to Tokyo, and the income they raise is now central to the Huichol economy. But they bear little resemblance to the traditional works from which they derive. Robert Zingg, the anthropologist who introduced Huichol art to the West in the 1930s, collected not yarn paintings but gourd and clay bowls, decorated with patterns in subdued earth tones and designed to be left as votive objects in sacred spots. Creating such pieces for sale was unthinkable. It was only in the late 1960s, when the anthropologist Peter Furst asked Huichol artists what their designs signified, that they began to include figurative subjects, spelling out narratives that had previously been implicit. The arrival of synthetic aniline dyes spurred the transition to 'psychedelic' coloured yarns, and it was allegedly an art dealer in Guadalajara who advised them to mount their work on ply or hardboard instead of tree bark or rough planks, in order to facilitate transport and gallery sales. For the Huichol, the new artworks are still ritual creations that mediate between the human and non-human worlds, but they are also a co-creation with the Western gaze and a commercial product.
Huichol art is commonly assumed to be a representation of the visions induced by peyote, but as with ayahuasca the relationship between the experience and the art is not so simple. The most literal representation of drug-induced visions on show is a virtual reality installation by the French filmmaker Jan Kounen, Ayahuasca: Kosmik Journey (2019). In places it captures the visual component of the ayahuasca experience with striking precision - the seething mass of serpents that assails the viewer in the opening phase has a properly claustrophobic intensity - but the dancing fractal animations into which the trip resolves eventually become generic eye candy. There's a difference between watching a visual spectacle, however elaborately realised, and experiencing it in your own mind. Unlike with ayahuasca, you can always just take the headset off.
[image: ]Makonde snuff container (late 19th century).




The emphasis on visual experience is one of the ways in which the Western category of 'psychedelic' can mislead when approaching the Indigenous cultures of mind-altering plants. As a Huichol shaman explained to the anthropologist Barbara Myerhoff in the 1960s, the visions induced by peyote should not be allowed to predominate: their beauty is a gift from the plant but it's also a distraction from the deeper experience, a snare for the unprepared mind. Ayahuasca's traditional users attach at least as much importance to the 'purge', the emetic effects of the brew which clean out blockages and bad spirits. At the Sainsbury Centre, there is a warning notice outside the booth showing footage of a Shipibo-Konibo ceremony: 'Please be aware that this video shows people taking ayahuasca and vomiting.' The purge is regarded by Western users as an undesirable side effect, but emetic plants are central to the pharmacopeia of rainforest people who battle against intestinal parasites. In Singing to the Plants: A Guide to Mestizo Shamanism in the Upper Amazon (2009), Stephan Beyer speculates that the combination of plants in the ayahuasca brew may have been developed for its spectacular purgative qualities as much as its visionary ones.
The global spread of ayahuasca has been driven by two overlapping beliefs in its possibilities: as a life-changing spiritual experience and as a miraculous healing intervention. Both of these bear an at best oblique relationship to its traditional use. In the Amazon, ayahuasca is most commonly used at sub-psychedelic doses, by children as well as adults, with no expectation of insight or transformation. It is deeply implicated in healing, but within a paradigm where sickness is regarded as spiritual rather than biological. Shipibo-Konibo healers see the body as covered in kene, the patterns of which are used to visualise the 'air' or aura surrounding a person. Bad or dark air can be sucked out with the aid of tobacco smoke. Tobacco and ayahuasca help the shaman to produce flema, a 'phlegm' they can project into the patient's body, which contains virotes, darts deployed to attack the source of the dark air: these may be invisible, or may take the material form of tree spines, porcupine quills or stinging caterpillars. The invisible cause of illness is often revealed to be a curse placed on the victim by an enemy.
The engagement of ayahuasca art with global modernity began with Pablo Amaringo, a mestizo 'artist-shaman' from Pucallpa in the Peruvian Amazon, several of whose large and crowded canvases are displayed here. In the 1980s Amaringo collaborated with the anthropologist Luis Eduardo Luna, much as Furst did with his Huichol subjects in the late 1960s, with similar results. Under Luna's guidance, Amaringo began to incorporate more pictorial and figurative elements into his work, creating extravagant scenes that included Western motifs such as UFOs, hi-tech surgeries and bodies depicted in X-ray, alongside iconography of anacondas, jungle vines, tropical birds and rainbows. Within a decade Amaringo's work was being shown on the international art circuit to great acclaim. A younger generation of artists adopted his vivid style, inserting familiar psychedelic motifs into their work - spirals, fractals, disembodied eyes - and extending them into new media. The Shipibo-Konibo section of the show includes contemporary sculptures of jungle fauna such as anteaters, rendered in fibreglass and decorated with kene.
[image: ]'Detail from Fight between a Shipibo and a Shetebo Shaman' by Pablo Amaringo (1987).




Writing about the use of psychoactive mushrooms in the Mazatec culture of southern Mexico, Claude Levi-Strauss suggested that they should be understood as 'triggers and amplifiers of a latent discourse that each culture holds in reserve and for which drugs can allow or facilitate the elaboration'. The kene may be prompted by the visual patterning seen by the ayahuasca drinker, but the art isn't determined by the drug's effects; similarly, a new generation can reflect a changing world without compromising their cultural inheritance.
In the 1980s the anthropologist Angelika Gebhart-Sayer suggested that the kene are actually musical scores, denoting the chants sung during ayahuasca rituals. This explanation was adopted by Shipibo-Konibo traders, who hummed the chants while selling the textiles to foreign customers. Subsequent ethnographers have questioned this explanation, which appears to be a recent introduction, yet it has established itself not just among tourists and anthropologists but among the Shipibo-Konibo themselves. In his essay for the exhibition catalogue, the curator of the Paris show, David Dupuis, argues that the power of motifs such as the kene emerges from deep communal immersion in the ayahuasca state: they are keys or ciphers that 'enchant' by unlocking a shared experience. They are 'devices for making us see rather than images made to be contemplated': a matrix not for looking at, but looking through. Western psychedelic art can incorporate these motifs, but copying the pattern doesn't copy its meanings. In contrast to Indigenous art, which binds the individual more tightly into the weave of their shared traditions, 'globalised shamanism' promises an escape from the dominant paradigm of materialism, in which the patterns manifested by ayahuasca are 'hallucinations', by definition unreal and even pathological. If the kene enchant, the aim of Western psychedelic art is to re-enchant.
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Reduced to a Lego Block
Sarah Resnick

2671 wordsThe narrators  of Permafrost (2018), Boulder (2020) and Mammoth, a triptych of novels by the Catalan writer Eva Baltasar, have much in common. They are young, and lesbian, and nameless. They live, or once lived, in Barcelona. And they are disillusioned with the expectations of modern life. Early in adulthood each woman realises that the middle-class mores of her childhood mask widespread conformity and a life of tedium. The way ahead looks bleak. 'I was tired of inventing resumes,' says the protagonist of Boulder, who has just taken a job as a cook on a merchant ship. She was tired, too, 'of having to pretend life had a structure, as though there were a metal rod inside me keeping me upright and steady'. The women also have ambitions: freedom, plenitude, pleasure. Permafrost's narrator travels to Scotland and Belgium in pursuit of low-effort jobs so that she can indulge her shameless sensuality. She spends her days reading (philosophy, art history), enjoying food (Camembert, Godiva chocolates) and having sex.
These women want to live with heat and intensity. Yet intensity can apply to pain as much as pleasure. The same narrator recounts her failed suicide attempts, her daydreams about accidental death and terminal illness. 'Life belongs to others, it always has. I am here and I see it passing.' Although each woman finds much that is gratifying, she isn't necessarily happy. Loneliness is one part of this. Their tremendous capacity for language, for perception and self-awareness, is reserved for the internal monologues that make up the books. With their loved ones they lie, withhold and dissemble, rarely risking vulnerability. To establish connection, or resolve conflict, they turn to sex - 'the easiest lie'. They are inclined to a view of human relations that pits freedom against duty and accountability to others. 'There's nothing worse than feeling like you belong entirely to someone else, having to hear that you're key to their happiness or unhappiness, reduced to a Lego block,' the narrator of Permafrost says. 'Have we lost our minds?' 'Feeling like you belong entirely to someone else' is one version of what love can be, but it's not the only one. The investigation that each narrator embarks on is to find out what kind of responsibilities to others she can abide.
The narrator of Baltasar's third novel, Mammoth, is 24 and single. She desperately wants to be pregnant, to feel 'life course through my body, to create'. In other respects her identity is unknowable; Baltasar tells us nothing of her past or her family. The narrator intends to be a single mother, 'for no father to claim his share', and takes an unconventional approach to achieving this: on the day of her ovulation she hosts a 'fertilisation party' disguised as a birthday party and seduces an unsuspecting attendee. He says he's a swimmer, and she imagines 'broad-shouldered sperms, glorious chairlifts'. But two weeks later there's blood on her underwear. She's devastated, and this disappointment seems to awaken others. Dissatisfactions that were previously muted begin to feel intolerable. 'Reducing life to an Excel spreadsheet felt like a crime,' she says of her work as a sociologist researching care homes. She soon quits. Her subsequent jobs - at a cafe, a bakery, a shop selling shoes and handbags, a grocery store and a hotel kitchen - last only a few days. They're all scams, she thinks; they enrich the bosses and leave her exhausted. Everywhere she looks she sees images of entrapment and wasted life. The streets harbour 'legions of larvae who had all been coerced into the same enclosed life. A sterile, impenetrable life locked in ice.' The zoo at Parc de la Ciutadella, which she can see from her flat, is a collection of fake habitats. 'Animals didn't live there, they rotted there.' She pictures herself as 'a rodent dwelling on the forest floor, a tireless mammal designed to feed larger animals of all species'.
The narrator decides to take her exit. She rents a white farmhouse in the mountains (Baltasar doesn't say where but it appears to be Catalonia). Her closest neighbour, a shepherd with some five hundred sheep, lives three kilometres away, down a cartway 'strewn with rocks and rutted with furrows and potholes'. The closest town is thirteen kilometres away. There are days when she doesn't see or speak to anyone. She's never lived in the mountains before, and has a lot to learn: starting a fire, baking bread, wielding an axe. The house is in a bad state: 'The walls are smudged, and the floors covered in debris: dead insects, wisps of dry grass, sand.' Clouds of dust puff out from shaken blankets, and woodworms gnaw on the furniture. Basic amenities are lacking: the toilet is a 'plank of wood with a hole in the middle' and there's no shower or bath. Her new home may seem inhospitable, but the narrator finds that focusing on the essentials banishes her 'more trivial thoughts'. And then there's the surrounding landscape, which 'dips at the end of the field and vanishes into the sea, shedding everything, only to resurface a great distance later, blue mountains rising up seemingly without end'. She will live there, she thinks, 'cleaved to the rock like a root, sucking up nutrients until every finger, every tooth, every last one of my thoughts is worn through'.
It's the shepherd, a rosy-cheeked man in his sixties, who helps the narrator adapt to rural life. He gives her hens and advises her on what to stockpile for the winter. The two develop a friendly rapport and he hires her to clean his house, a job that supplements the small income she earns waiting tables at a bar in town. She's grateful for the work, and doesn't seem to mind what others might find gruelling. Baltasar's shepherd doesn't resemble Marlowe's blissful young herdsman. He suffers from gout (too much lamb) and spends a lot of his time wheelbarrowing 'shit from one place to another'. He isn't sentimental for the old ways: to light a fire he stacks a few logs, drenches them in petrol and tosses in a match. But neither does he bother with modern indulgences such as visiting the dentist. If a tooth starts to 'hurt like hell', he'll 'fetch a small, still-burning ember from the hearth and place it in the cavity hole'. Something 'instinctual deep inside' the narrator responds to her neighbour's coarse habits. 'I want to be just like the shepherd, to seem normal but be barbaric, to eat cookies even though I don't own a toothbrush, to cut tiny pieces of ember perfect as diamonds, inlay my teeth with them, and proclaim myself queen.'
The titles of Baltasar's novels gesture at the link between them. In each, the title is both motif and metaphor, conveying something essential about the narrator - an icy exterior for the narrator of Permafrost, a hard, unbreakable core for the narrator of Boulder. 'Boulder' is the name given to the narrator by her lover, Samsa, a geologist, because she reminds her of 'those large, solitary rocks in southern Patagonia, pieces of world left over after creation, isolated and exposed to every element'. The narrators of these two books spend a lot of time reflecting, contemplating, analysing. Action, for them, is deliberate. The narrator of Mammoth, by contrast, is all body and drives. She acts on 'unfiltered instinct', something so basic and intuitive that it is, as the title suggests, prehistoric. 'I am Llanut,' she says, referring to the name she's given at work and also to her farmhouse, Cal Llanut. The Catalan word llanut means 'woolly', and it conjures both the sheep that graze on the mountain and the extinct species of the title. Being near the mountains awakens an 'ancient version' of the narrator, 'a fossilised self that now beckons. Her presence is a force that proclaims itself and makes me feel alive, so that I find that I keep saying yes, again and again.' This force can be nurturing, as when the narrator helps to nurse four newborn lambs abandoned by their mothers. 'The lambs do nothing except bleat and cry for food' but when they are sated and drowsy she feels serene. 'I adore this silence - the silence of gorged, slumbering animals at rest. I get the sense important things are unfolding in this quiet.' But the force also expresses itself in darker ways. Halfway through the novel, the narrator plots the death of some menacing cats who have taken up residence in her barn. She feeds them for nearly a week to gain their trust, then lures them into an old refrigerator and gasses them. It takes her three days to open the fridge door. The disquieting scene ends with a description both gentle and vivid: 'The line of their closed eyes, a fine paint stroke. And their little noses seem tender as I drop them into the bag.'
Baltasar has published eleven collections of poetry, and in Julia Sanches's translations of the novels the prose is sumptuous and musical. In the opening section of Boulder, for instance, the narrator is waiting to board the freighter:
Quellon. Chiloe. A night years ago. Sometime after ten. No sky, no vegetation, no ocean. Only the wind, the hand that grabs at everything. There must be a dozen of us. A dozen souls. In a place like this, at a time like now, you can call a person a soul. The wharf is small and sloped. The island surrenders to the water in concrete blocks with a number of cleats bolted to them in a row. They look like the deformed heads of the colossal nails that pin the dock to the seabed.

There are passages like this in all three novels, where ordinary words and short sentences are given intensity through syllabic symmetry, repetition and juxtaposition: the casualness of 'deformed', the unexpected image in 'the hand that grabs at everything'. But within this stylistic continuity is also difference. In Mammoth, the sentences are leaner, with fewer extended metaphors, fewer subordinate clauses; the language is also plainer than in the previous novels. Here's Boulder making bread:
I'm amazed by how much it's risen, as if the whole thing - the soft, perfect dome of wheat and its nest-bowl of warmth - were a distant nephew who's grown up, effortlessly and all of a sudden, in the silence of my absence. I knead the bread, dust it with flour, shape it and take its shape, and imagine I am a simpleminded god about to beget a new tribe.

And here's the narrator of Mammoth doing the same: 'I stretch out the dough, flatten it, gather it up again, give it a nice thwack. It's looking great, and I'm having a lot of fun.' It's as if Baltasar has pared back her prose to match the way the narrator has pared back her life.
Baltasar's  stylishness makes room for humour (often black). The narrator's pragmatic observations and unusual similes give rise to some of Mammoth's funniest moments. Come spring, when the animals are in heat and 'visiting the shepherd is like attending a sex festival,' the relationship between him and the narrator shifts suddenly. 'Something extraordinary happened,' she reports. 'The shepherd asked me to be his whore.' She gives an unsparing description of their first sexual encounter. His body: 'lard-white, with red moles and pockets of sagging skin'. His penis: 'a small, tired, defenceless thing, like a nestling fallen from a tree'. His touch: 'His thumb nail stabbed me on the inside, and I told him take it out, it hurts, and when he did, I remembered just how black it is. He sniffed it.' His semen has a 'manure-like aftertaste', and when he ejaculates he goes soft instantly, 'like a kid who's just lost their mother'. Over time the narrator comes to see herself 'as a kind of nurse' and the job as 'not unlike taking a patient out for a walk'. But the experience isn't always so innocuous. There are occasions when she acquiesces to his needs when her own are quite different, when he disgusts her but she doesn't want to disrupt the delicate equilibrium on which her new life depends.
There is a lot of sex in Baltasar's novels. Elsewhere in the triptych the sex is between women: these scenes are often rich in metaphor, but Baltasar avoids commonplace stand-ins for body parts - the velvet petals, shiny pearls and delicate mounds. Boulder clings to Samsa 'until she has swallowed my fingers and allowed my hand to follow and make a fist like a mad heart. Love runs down my arms and slaps her. If I stop, she shakes. If I lose her, she swears. Satisfying her is like settling a blood debt.' Baltasar doesn't reduce her characters to bodies alone. 'Sex happens in the brain,' the narrator of Permafrost says, and so there is polyphony and contradiction, volatility and doubt. Often the narrators sound a masculine key: in Permafrost the narrator describes her clitoris as 'shockingly tripled in size, an insolent micropenis'. Sometimes they share thoughts or behave in ways that might be frowned on coming from a man. On a geological expedition, Boulder grows so bored talking to Samsa she lets her walk ahead so she can 'concentrate on her ass'. Queer desire, in Baltasar's novels, isn't idealised but complex and imperfect. Lesbians can also internalise misogyny.
It's only in Mammoth that the narrator sleeps with men (she tries on a few occasions to seduce women but her desire is never reciprocated). This sex has a purpose: to get pregnant. Aside from the shepherd and the partygoer at the start, there's a guest at an inn and a fossil enthusiast who camps near the house. It's odd that the narrator doesn't worry about what being a mother might entail, or consider the men involved, but the absence of these and other considerations seems intended to emphasise the pitch of her desire. When at last her wish is fulfilled, the experience is not what she expected:
The baby has set up inside me with a bell. I open the fridge and stand there eating jam by the spoonful. Once the baby's satisfied, I toss the empty pot in the trash can and go back to my coffee, which is now cold and bitter with a faint tang of ashtray. It makes me sick to imagine what's happening. It makes me sick to think the shepherd's fluids are trapped in my body. That a grafting took place, and now a horrid, disproportionate lamb is growing in my uterus.

She had wanted 'to have life course through' her body; instead she's been taken captive.
Each of Baltasar's narrators has a complicated relationship to motherhood. They aren't ambivalent about it, or worried by the threat to creative ambition - ideas that have been explored in a number of recent novels. Rather, Baltasar is interested in the ways that women might negotiate non-traditional family roles. The narrators' sexuality is one part of this. In Permafrost and Boulder the protagonists have no interest in becoming mothers, at least not in the conventional sense. Yet each establishes and defends a bond with a child, and finds herself in a parenting relationship based on trust and reciprocity.
Mammoth follows an inverse arc. Once the narrator learns that she's pregnant, she stops working for the shepherd and hides the pregnancy, telling him that she has a thyroid condition. She feels 'more and more convinced that I needed for nothing. That a day would come when I could do without everything.' It's only when the baby is born - when she holds 'an enormous question mark' in her arms - that she realises this day has arrived.
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Diary
Encounters with Aliens
Patricia Lockwood

3744 wordsWe  had been watching The X-Files at a rate of about two episodes a year; I expected to be finished when I was approximately 114 and living in a small fishing village in Japan. But ever since my husband lost half of his blood volume after a bowel resection in 2022, after the 47 days in the desert during which I personally tended his wound, the calendar had become meaningless, as had numbers. Now that the most advanced body horror could not touch us, I saw no harm in rolling ahead. I skipped all the episodes where a guy comes up through the toilet, though there were still occasional cameos of my own worst nightmares: hallways suddenly looking weird and green and other people appearing in the mirror when I was washing my face.
Otherwise it was easier than I thought. Twins were not scary to me, and neither were cults, and neither were cryptids and neither was cloning. And why should I care about alien abduction? I felt that way just being in a car. However I had a friend who spent ten days on a ventilator in March 2020 and actually whimpered, like an animal, when the topic came up in conversation. His wife, pregnant, motioned to me: no, stop, no, this is his fear. Had he dreamed it then, being raised into the air, being probed? Had he thought it really occurred, in some heavy-petalled Florida night? He was absolutely normal, what data could be extracted from him?
The sterile room, the white sheet, the scalpel - I couldn't picture anyone picturing himself there. Then in Season Two Duane Barry appears in his eloquent T-shirt and his face is the face of absolute belief. A scar over his right eye, where he was shot in 1982 (the bullet pierced his bilateral frontal lobes). He has been Taken multiple times and will not be Taken again. Someone, anyone, must go in his stead. His brown burning face thrusts through Scully's window, and he tapes her mouth and puts her in the trunk of his car, where her pale irises shine like fish scales. Then Duane Barry drives south through green needles. He does not look dirty but like earth itself. When he shoots the state trooper who pulls him over it is like the gun is part of his arm; it thrusts through the window in a single line. He takes Scully to the top of a bald mountain, and she is lifted into the black sky of Mulder's greatest desire: to know.
Duane Barry was based on the medical marvel Phineas Gage, a construction foreman born in New Hampshire in 1823. He had a tamping iron driven through his head while his men were blasting rock to lay new track for the railroad. He lived; he should not have lived; it made him famous. We do not even know his birthday, but we know the accident occurred around 4.30 p.m., and our documentation of his case from then onwards is so extensive that it seems like a brain through which the trajectory of events travelled with great force. Upwards, behind the handsome face, the lips like a stitch of the horizon, through the left frontal lobe and the top of the head. He appears to us in a sepia photograph with one eye absolutely awake and the other sleeping, holding the iron across his body like a rifle. The picture was only identified as Gage in 2009, fifteen years after the X-Files episode aired; previously its owners believed the subject to be a whaler, in love with his harpoon. But it is true, too, that we often don't believe our own eyes. There is a plaster cast of Gage's head, made at Harvard medical school in 1850, handsome as the picture.
[image: ]

Sometimes one appears who is the encyclopedia, who will teach us everything there is to know about a certain region - in Gage's case, the frontal lobe. I saw again those researchers holding up slices of my niece's brain like iris agates. I remembered how her seizures came at the intersection of her participation in the world. Rather than assuming that the research was concluded, thus closing the door on her active life, I chose to believe it was ongoing. What were the people in white coats learning? Shouldn't I be the first to receive the news of what they found? If we had donated her whole self, what would we know now? Everything.
Gage's blood made an inkblot, he had to be read. It is known that he was literate. It is also known that the moment before the accident occurred he opened his mouth to speak. And he did speak again soon afterwards.
How did Phineas Gage remain himself, or did he?
He did not care to see his friends, for he would be returning to his work on the railroad any day. He said his head did not hurt, but he had a queer feeling which he was unable to describe.
Two schools of thought, then as now: particular regions perform particular functions, or the brain can lay new track anywhere. Everyone mapped their own minds onto Gage. There were many myths: that he was a maniac who became completely uninhibited in speech; that he beat his wife and children, of which he had neither; that he told only lies, but only lies were told about him. He became a subject for poetry; for instance, here. We turn to him to take the top off our own heads.
I had once declared that there were certain things poets must never be allowed to know - about phantom limbs, and the invention of zero and Balzac's coffee consumption, for starters. There was an untruth to the way we used names, wounds, last words: 'More light, more light! More weight, more weight! Be good, be good! I love you.' Still, it seemed to be our work. Every day we did it: moved heaven and earth to lay two facts together.
Before she is kidnapped, Scully holds the metal chip the others had implanted in Duane Barry in her hand. It has a gentle correspondence with the gold cross that she wears, given to her by her mother on her fifteenth birthday. Standing in line at the supermarket, she passes the chip over the scanner slowly and sees souls rising out of numbers, alphabet beyond alphabet, all information. It is at this moment, not later, that she begins to rise into the air.
It is Mulder who holds Duane Barry almost lovingly at the top of the bald mountain, for he is the one who knows where Scully has been taken. Shows about aliens are lit from behind, Close Encounters and ET-style, so that the light almost breathes at you over a black curve. Steve Railsback, who plays Barry, was one of several great X-Files actors born in Dallas, presumably as part of a supernaturally branded herd. (Jerry Hardin, or Deep Throat, as he was called in the show, was another.) Duane Barry is frightened like an animal. His eyes roll and his skull is like a horse's skull. The scar over his right eye is like a topographical ridge. The actor, who studied under Strasberg, speaks his lines on the line and calls himself Duane Barry.
Perfect name, we said. Couldn't be anything else. Though of course the writer had intended it to be Duane Garry, who not only already existed but actually worked for the FBI.
D'ye ever think acting might be really easy? my normal friend asked me once, but I didn't. I thought it was the most wonderful thing in the world, and impossible. To speak your lines on the line, on the heartbeat. Your body has to believe it, your Hanes T-shirt has to believe it, the smear of dirt under your eye has to believe. And (it must be the reason I loved them) weren't they the only people in the world who really needed writing?
Receiving a sudden transmission, my husband sang:
The Stanislavski method is
Fuckin' me over I got my
Nose buried deep in the clover
And all the little piggies are
Shittin' on me as I
Pretend to be a farmer in the
Country.

He received musical transmissions now, after his near-death experience. He would hold one finger up, freeze into perfect stillness, and then produce some snatch of alien radio right out of his silver fillings. Do you think ideas are original, or do they come out of the air? a student asked me. I kind of do think they come out of the air, I answered truthfully.
Now, these episodes are a leap into something higher. Scully must disappear because Gillian Anderson is pregnant. Sometimes a punk from Grand Rapids who everyone thinks is English has just gotta have a baby at the age of 24. They hid it for a while with camera angles and increasingly square taupe blazers, but beyond a certain point the secret would be out. They discussed replacing her but saw at once that it was impossible: her upper lip, for one, and the light in her eyes. So then the show becomes about something else, something deep and dark as water, it is carried rapidly past all other unsolved mysteries to ask: what if a woman were irreplaceable?
The show must become about her body: what has been done to her? What has she experienced? And all of us are breathing with the soft rising of her belly, in the room where she is being tested by the others. It is not just that she is called by her last name, or that she is the masculine sceptic while Mulder is the feminine believer. (What a man! I would exclaim as I watched David Duchovny in his little swimsuit. What a man!) It is not in the riverine quality of her voice, banked by reeds, sometimes pierced low by waterbirds. It is not even in her partner's reaction, his one liquid larger pupil, the soft hopeless hope that he turns to her. A face to describe is paradise. As I watched, I would think sometimes of E.M. Forster: wind and water were always sweeping through his characters and leaving a freshness behind. Anderson seemed to be that freshness: something briefly inhabited, and the open door.
The real reason everyone loved the show was not because it was about alien autopsies but because it was about motel rooms. Forced proximity, everyone desired that, for how else could anything happen? The six inches between herself and Mulder, as she stood on her Scully box, turned somehow to breath, to pure intimacy. Her mouth always a little open. Yes, that was the word. First entered. Then fresh.
Now among the cherished writers of my youth I could tell which ones had been taken. Woolf and Forster floating in their nightgowns. Dostoevsky holding a potato, shaking uncontrollably on my dirt floors. The building, rising rollercoaster feeling that came as a premonition; this had its relation to writing itself. Is The X-Files kind of about epilepsy? I would wonder. It kind of seems to be a metaphor for epilepsy: missing time, weird hallways gone green, bright lights and shame on waking.
And, fatigued by the merciless and enormous day, he lost his usual sane view of human intercourse, and felt that we exist not in ourselves, but in terms of each other's minds - a notion for which logic offers no support and which had attacked him only once before, the evening after the catastrophe, when from the verandah of the club he saw the fists and fingers of the Marabar swell until they included the whole night sky.

Ihad been  thinking I might write about Adela in A Passage to India, what had happened in the Marabar caves. People did not quite know what to do with her. The text disallows her malignancy, which would be the modern explanation, even an interesting one, but not what we are given. Pankaj Mishra thinks she is merely dull; this is not right, though she is operating at a slower frame rate, like a lace fan in wavering heat. Damon Galgut writes that perhaps she is in love with Dr Aziz, and what could be more likely? But no, nothing of the kind. Adela has come over strange. She is one of Forster's characters who strikes against the tooth in the wych elm, the animal bone of the world. She runs out of the hole of darkness, full of real thorns; something has happened to her.
We have even disappeared with her into the tear of those missing moments; in the text, we experience a small perfect abduction. Where were we? Into what unreality did we go, and which smooth stone wall did we butt against and how did we emerge full of actual spines?
The genius, of course, is that we do not see what happens in the cave, but a different heightened state: Adela in the witness box, things falling into sequence as they actually were. Not bone or fang of the world now but plasma, life as it actually happened. And so it does not matter - was it perhaps the guide? - it does not matter even to her; it all becomes part of the river.
Easy to forget that it happens to Mrs Moore too, who has always suffered from faintness, and who may have already been struck with the illness that will carry her away on the waves. In the cave she hears the echo, the boum that means all is nothing, and she goes mad for a moment and hits out at all around her, for she has felt the touch of something hideous, unspeakable, which turns out to be a baby.
Another premonition: on the train ride toward the caves, the wheels going pomper pomper pomper, Adela sees a black snake that turns out to be a tree. She calls it a snake and then everyone calls it a snake, for she has put the word in their minds. Then she realises and says no: 'It is not a snake.' But Forster himself juxtaposes it later ('the snake that looked like a tree'), so that we understand a real hand may have reached out after all. Then again, as Adela confesses, for some time she has not been well. Since the caves, and possibly before. Her ears shrilling with anti-malarials, or something else, for illness is abroad in the village.
'It's as if I ran my finger along that polished wall in the dark, and cannot get further,' Adela says. 'I am up against something, and so are you. Mrs Moore, she did know.' 'Esmiss Esmoor' becomes the echo and rings out: boum, nothing, boum, boum. It is gradually strewn to silence by the wind over the water.
Forster's great image is his cow, of course, with which he begins his favourite novel, The Longest Journey. Students dropping matches on the carpet; cattle mutilated by philosophy; she is there and then not there. Cows gave us tuberculosis, which invented the modern sublime, which allowed for the free discharge of emotion within an altered atmosphere. Fever rings out in tearooms. Calm ordered gardens of language rip off their clothes and dance. It allows something to happen outside of events, and allows subsequent events to hinge on that something. Illness, which seems inert, is violent upheaval. What happened to us, we would sometimes ask each other. Will we ever find out what happened to us?
Scully's abduction was not originally intended, it was an accident, it was life. What happened, we kept gasping, what happened? How did it get so good? But she looks so beautiful, my husband said, shocked, on the first episode of her return. I had to explain that it sometimes happens that way: that you blow like a rose, that the next person fills you past the tips of your fingers. I mean look at her, she's a baby, we said in disbelief, at least compared to us.
Her hair a little redder, then less red. Freckles standing on her cheekbones like a new kind of frankness. She was 'no longer examining life, but being examined by it; she had become a real person.'
Oh they really did it! my husband screamed, during the finale of Season One, when Scully first took the alien foetus, frosted blue, into her hands. Who made that little baby? Who made that thing? Because up to that point we hadn't known that they would ever show us the clear glass flask and the fingernails, instead of only posing questions. 'So everything's real? Jesus, chupacabras, all of it?'
'Did you have an unexplained event in your life last year?' the other women ask Scully later, their eyes fixed on her with identical bovine sympathy. 'Were you missing?' They are, they tell her, the local chapter of the Taken, for most of them have gone missing from their beds many times. To the bright white place.
'How do you know you're not mistaking me for someone else?' Scully asks in wild disbelief, looking like God's pinkie fingernail, like no one else on earth. She looks like the Virgin Mary, my husband said, deeply distrustful. Like she should never be touched or interacted with. Yet, as one of the missing, she had been interacted with more than anyone. In the bright white place, the soft stomach slowly inflating.
All the little aliens in the Duane Barry episode are children wearing huge grey heads. Between takes they ran around, playing with the writer and everyone else on set.
'I'd far rather leave a thought behind me than a child,' Cyril Fielding says in A Passage to India. 'Other people can have children.' Phineas Gage loved his nieces and nephews, who never tired of hearing his story. His own children, non-existent, ran in clear shapes around him, neglected. From The Longest Journey: 'With his head on the fender and all his limbs relaxed, he felt almost as safe as he felt once when his mother killed a ghost in the passage by carrying him through it in her arms.'
Lives have their facts; in composite these are history, and may be misread or played wrongly for age after age. My great-grandmother, it recently became clear, had not been an imaginary invalid. She had what you have, my mother said vaguely. Syncope. Faintness. She would come over strange. Oh, she would get dressed up for the doctor, put on the dog. Put a ribbon in her hair. She loved to put cucumbers on her eyes, they made her young. She was never the same after her son Ed went missing. She would ask to be wheeled into a special alcove of the church so she could watch the dead be raised.
'Are you aware that you've been talking about yourself in the second person?' the therapist asks Scully, as Duane Barry, in the voice of absolute belief, spoke of himself in the third. What had been done to them, up in the air? Were they still themselves? If they stood in the witness box long enough, would they see it: the liquid sequence, how things had actually happened?
I felt cheated that I hadn't watched the show when it first aired, that Railsback might have passed from this earth before I had adequately described his face. I was in a kind of ecstasy: the live line was in him, I saw it. It was the thing that passed between people, that passed between the hands of Adela and Ronny in the car, the spark that the tamping iron struck from the rock, that was there to be believed.
Gage kept his iron rod with him to the end of his life, as a wife, as a constant companion. Well, he gave it away for a while, to Harvard, but then he wanted it back. It was special in some way, specially made at his request, and invariably described as smooth. When the rod was laid in his lap again, the line of track was a little mended; if it was his accident, it was also his survival. My iron bar, he called her, fondly, and she was the death of his death.
'But it struck him that people are not really dead until they are felt to be dead,' Forster wrote. 'As long as there is some misunderstanding about them, they possess a sort of immortality.' And yet, on the other hand: 'Great is information, and she shall prevail.'
What happened to Gage was the most important brain injury in the history of the world, though everything it taught us kept being wrong. This was the heyday of phrenology, when we believed in organs of Veneration, Benevolence and Comparison; how could those, as the projectile passed through them, not be so thoroughly damaged that the man was changed? But against all odds it seems that Gage did remain himself, as Railsback, in his white T-shirt, remained Duane Barry. His scar made of latex. His molars drilled with water.
The mind, in the course of attempting to make its old connections, becomes all-associative, builds a terminus in the sky. My great-grandfather had a first wife, who died along with their baby in the 1918 pandemic. He was a different kind of man, my mother told me, different. He had a model train running around the ceiling of his bedroom; it ate miles every minute of the day. Why she had never mentioned him I did not know, except that now she seemed to be losing her own memory. The pomper pomper of the wheels had to go on turning somewhere, for Gage's railway, that had changed him forever, that laid track into the future, must run.
We hope that we are not too much hurt. We expect to return to our work any day. The Scully effect is still studied: that girls who watched the show were more likely to go into the fields of science, medicine, forensics. But it hardly takes a genius, or a detective, to figure it out. It is simply that the writer says: this one is irreplaceable.
The bare feet dangling in the air. The little disappearance, and the freshness, and Duane Barry glowing like a new kind of gold.
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