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Something Must Be Done
Both Stephen Allen and Robin Kinross overlook that the reason books come to have waves on the fore-edge is that high-speed printing and binding involve setting the ink and drying the glue with heat, and not enough time is allowed for the paper to condition during these operations (Letters, 21 November and 5 December). This means that the cockling that is inevitable stays with the paper, which is left gasping for air and moisture. You would think that after binding, it would settle down and lay flat but unfortunately paper, like many living beings, can never quite get rid of the stress and the waves do not go calm, retaining the distortion. It is known as paper hysteresis ('lagging behind').


Jim Pennington

				London N4
			

  Wavy fore-edges in books have little to do with publishing conglomerates or hot-melt adhesives. The latter were already in use when I was a student at the London College of Printing in the 1960s,  though only for mass-market paperbacks; casebound books would almost universally have been sewn. The adhesives back then were not usually water-soluble; made from hoof and hide, they were kept  gently bubbling until polyvinyl acetate arrived.
  The problem actually stems from the increasing use of presses fed from a roll of paper, rather than printed on sheets. The way these presses were originally designed, for magazines roughly twice  the size of an octavo book, means that books almost always have short-grain pages while magazines, where it matters less, had long grain.


Colin Cohen

				Leamington Spa, Warwickshire
			

Robin Kinross modestly omits to mention that he himself, as the proprietor of Hyphen Press, has had 'books printed and bound elsewhere ... by firms that still understand the workings of paper and glue'. Alas, neither British printers nor large publishers have been shamed into following his example. Frank Kermode, writing about a two-volume edition of Housman's letters in the LRB of 5 July 2007, complained of needing both hands to hold the books open: 'If you release the pressure they snap shut.' But reviewers can disapprove as much as they like: it would take readers withholding their custom to create more than a marginal market for properly bound books.
Consortia of academic libraries, on the other hand, have large budgets and the power to act in concert; they have already forced concessions on open access and publishing fees. Yet they seem content to buy even reference works that are barely usable when new and will be difficult to repair after heavy use. Durably bound books comprise multiple 'sections' of sheets folded in half, sewn together and cold-glued. Unless the thread fails, a page wouldn't fall out unless it was torn completely. When a book is damaged, the thread can be removed, individual pages repaired, and sections resewn. (Hot-melt is difficult to remove from sections without tearing the paper.) Many old books in university libraries will have been rebound several times in this way. I currently have on my desk a copy of the Oxford Handbook of Hume from the Bodleian. It is a 'perfect' binding: the pages are simply stacked on top of each other and glued together at the back, and fall out easily when the glue fails (it is difficult to reattach them properly). The glue of course is hot-melt; it is only because the book is so thick that it will lie flat (and only in the middle pages). It costs PS157.50 new.


J.P. Loo

				Somerville College, Oxford
			


Auerbach's Speech Bubble
  'To the studios' may be the words that appear again and again in Frank Auerbach's paintings, as Inigo Thomas points out, but they are not the only ones (LRB,  5 December). In To the Studios IV (1983), the inscription 'GD MRNG' appears at the right-hand edge, framed by two streaks of paint in what could be seen as Auerbach's version of a  speech bubble. This is a condensed version of 'Good morning', which, according to Isabel Carlisle, was uttered by the American surgeons who were the painter's neighbours. One of them is shown  descending a staircase beneath what may well be the sole example of reported speech in Auerbach's oeuvre.


Mark Liebenrood

				London N3
			


Bauhaus Diaspora
Hal Foster writes about the members of the Bauhaus in exile (LRB, 5 December). There has, he writes, been 'a recent shift in modernist studies towards ... diaspora over nation', and he gives an account of the Bauhaus diaspora as it extended from Europe to America via the UK.
What might a truly diasporic view of the Bauhaus look like? We could begin with Stella Kramrisch's Bauhaus exhibition of 1922 in Calcutta. That connection would extend to an exhibition from 2013, The Bauhaus in Calcutta: An Encounter of the Cosmopolitan Avant-Garde, led by the Dessau Bauhaus but with many South Asian scholars contributing. In 2019, the centenary of the Bauhaus, exhibitions were held at the National Museum of Modern Art in Kyoto with a focus on exchanges between Japanese culture and the Bauhaus, and on the roles of Takehiko Mizutani, and Iwao Yamawaki and his wife, Michiko Yamawaki, who were Japanese students of Bauhaus. In China, a new museum at the Chinese Academy of Art houses a Bauhaus collection in Hangzhou.
In Australia, we ourselves staged two exhibitions and published The Bauhaus Diaspora and Beyond, which told the story of the arrival and impact of Bauhaus ideas and methods, imported by emigres, exiles and refugees. The rise of fascism delivered three Bauhausler to Australia. Ludwig Hirschfeld-Mack is relatively well known for having taught the first colour seminar at the Weimar Bauhaus and for his avant-garde experiments with light. Georg Teltscher (later George Adams), was associated with Oskar Schlemmer's theatre workshop, and helped to create the Mechanical Ballet of 1923. Both featured in the 1938 show at MoMA in New York. Like Hirschfeld-Mack, Teltscher was among some 2500 men who were deported from the UK as 'enemy aliens' in 1940. Teltscher returned to Britain and eventually worked in Nigeria. The third, Gertrude Herzger-Seligmann, is more obscure and trained in the weaving workshop. Alongside these three our Antipodean diaspora included members of the second generation of the Bauhaus, notably the architect Harry Seidler, who as a teenager was deported as an 'enemy alien' to Canada and subsequently trained with Gropius, Breuer and Albers before settling in Australia in 1948.


Andrew McNamara / Ann Stephen

				Brisbane / Sydney
			


Are you being served?
  Bill Lancaster mentions his friend John Walton's search for the first fish and chip shop in England and that he discovered a likely candidate in the East End (Letters, 24 October). This location is supported by The Epicure's Almanack, Ralph Rylance's comprehensive guide to eating and drinking in London, published in  1815. Reporting on Shoreditch, Rylance noted: 'Here are Israelitish butchers, fishmongers and cooks. The latter exhibit in their windows fish fried, or rather, perhaps, boiled in oil until they  look brown and savoury.' The book's modern editor, Janet Ing Freeman, adds that the food 'may have been some version of the battered fish fried in olive oil popular among Sephardic Jews, often  named as an ancestor of today's fish and chips'. As for the chips, the earliest mention in English is in William Kitchiner's cookbook The Cook's Oracle (1817), though Belgium and France  remain locked in furious dispute as to who actually invented them.


Rob Wills

				Brisbane, Queensland
			

  Bill Lancaster writes that Kendal, Milne & Faulkner in Manchester and Bainbridge's in Newcastle share the honour of being the first department store, opening in 1838. It was obviously a good  year for retail. That was also the year Edinburgh's much missed Jenner's opened in Princes Street.


Harry D. Watson

				Edinburgh
			


On Hospitality
Jonathan Ree notes that Jacques Derrida went back to the Hebrew Bible in proposing the establishment of cities of asylum for 'persecuted writers and artists' (LRB, 10 October). The reference seems to be to Numbers 35:15, but a crucial detail there is that the cities would offer refuge to anyone who has unwittingly killed another person. Leviticus 19:33-34 provides a better biblical precedent for the principles of hospitality and cosmopolitanism: 'If a stranger sojourn with thee in your land, ye shall not vex him. But the stranger that dwelleth with you shall be unto you as one born among you, and thou shalt love him as thyself; for ye were strangers in the land of Egypt.' The New Testament goes even further, suggesting that unanticipated rewards might accrue to the hospitable. In the Epistle to the Hebrews 13:2 we read: 'Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.'


David Shorney

				London SE9
			


Battleships
  To illustrate the obsolescence of battleships in the Second World War, Ferdinand Mount mentions the sinking of the Bismarck, Ark Royal, Tirpitz, Scharnhorst,  Prince of Wales and Repulse (LRB, 5 December). But do Bismarck and Scharnhorst quite make the point, given that  battleships played an important part in their destruction? The same was true of HMS Hood. Certainly apposite is the example of HMS Barham, torpedoed in the Mediterranean with the  loss of 862 lives.


David Carpenter

				London SE3
			


Pop, Crackle and Bang
Being of Malcolm Gaskill's generation, I recognise his vivid evocation of 1970s back garden fireworks evenings (LRB, 7 November). However, decades later, I find myself siding more now with the protagonist of Naomi Shihab Nye's poem 'No Explosions', quoted here in its entirety:
To enjoy
fireworks
you would have
to have lived
a different kind
of life.



Gareth Evans

				London E8
			


Whang
'Hardy must be the first,' Matthew Bevis surmises, 'to have smuggled the word "whang" into a poem' (LRB, 10 October). I don't know about 'smuggled', but Robert Burns used 'whang' as a noun in 'The Holy Fair' - where the sense given in his own glossary, 'a large slice', seems to apply - and as a verb in 'The Ordination', cited in the OED to illustrate the sense of 'beat' or suchlike:
This day the Kirk kicks up a stoure,
Nae mair the knaves shall wrang her,
For Heresy is in her pow'r,
And gloriously she'll whang her
Wi' pith this day.



James Fanning

				Greifswald, Germany
			


Where's Hannah?
Is there some contractual obligation, or perhaps an office joke, that Hannah Arendt's name must appear in every edition of the LRB? My wife and I test how thoroughly we've read each issue by checking who has spotted her. I note, for instance, that in the excellent article by Joanne O'Leary about Delmore Schwartz in the LRB of 21 November we are told William Barrett remembered Schwartz dismissing Arendt as a 'Weimar Republic flapper'.


John Hanahoe

				Graianrhyd, Denbighshire
			






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n24/letters
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Sleeping Women
Sophie Smith

5944 wordsThe French word  for rape is viol. It signals the violence and violation inherent to the acts it names. Since early September, Dominique Pelicot, a 71-year-old Frenchman, has been on trial in Avignon for repeatedly drugging his wife, Gisele, and raping her as she slept. He is also charged with inviting at least 72 other men into their home to do the same, on 92 occasions between July 2011 and October 2020, an average of about once every five weeks (Pelicot has admitted to raping her two or three times a week during this period, roughly 1400 times in total). Fifty men stood trial with Pelicot.
The involvement of the other men came to light because Pelicot filmed every act of abuse - this is the word he used to name the folder in which he stored the footage on his computer. The individual files had titles such as 'fucked on the back 2', '3rd anal', 'magnificent close-up from behind'. Among the more than twenty thousand images and videos Pelicot had saved, several were of his current and former daughters-in-law, Celine and Aurore, and two were of his daughter, Caroline, when she was thirty. In them she is asleep, lying on her left side dressed in underwear she does not recognise. She has no recollection of when or how the photographs were taken. Pelicot has admitted to almost everything, including that his motive was to 'control women', but he denies he ever 'touched' his daughter. The verdicts are expected to be handed down on 20 December.
We know these details because Gisele Pelicot insisted on a public trial. She had the choice to seek justice anonymously and behind closed doors, but she wanted, among other things, to raise awareness of 'chemical submission', so that 'one morning, when a woman wakes up and can't remember what she did the previous day, she will say to herself: "Well, I heard Mme Pelicot's testimony."' Indeed, women speaking out set this process in motion. Police inspected Pelicot's computer after he was caught 'upskirting' several women in a supermarket in 2020 and one of them, Nathalie, decided to file a complaint. 'Luckily,' she said, 'I didn't just say to myself, "Ah, it's just some old guy," despite the fact that he played the victim.'
Gisele Pelicot doesn't conceive of her now ex-husband or the other men who raped her as 'bad apples', aberrations from the norm, but as products of what she has called a 'macho and patriarchal society' which 'trivialises rape'. Her hope - and in this she is not alone - is that by publicising the behaviour such a society produces, the trial will be a step towards changing it. Her decision is astonishingly brave, not least because the culture she is condemning also produced the lawyers who have been questioning her and the journalists covering the case. The Telegraph did not disappoint, describing her choice of an open trial as an act of 'public revenge'. The Daily Mail issued obsessive updates on the atrocities of the man they will only call 'The Monster of Avignon'.
The defence tried to insist on closed hearings, but their arguments were ultimately self-defeating. The videos of Gisele Pelicot's abuse were, they said, too 'nauseating', too 'indecent and shocking' for public view; they would disturb the need for 'serenity and dignity' in the court. Her willingness to allow the videos to be seen must, they argued, either be an act of revenge (that word again) or evidence of her 'exhibitionist tendencies'. They tried to conjure her as a patriarchal grotesque: at once a woman who enjoys sex too much and a woman who speaks out against the men who wrong her. A woman who must expect humiliation, who gets what she deserves.
One by one the accused were questioned, a process that went on for weeks. Gisele Pelicot sat through almost all of it. The footage of the rapes was only broadcast in court when, after questioning, defendants maintained their innocence. One man insisted that he did it 'pour satisfaire le couple' (the only occasion Gisele Pelicot walked out). The video was screened, the first time the accused had seen it. 'I think I pleased the husband, not the couple,' he conceded afterwards. Meanwhile, Gisele was charged by the defence with not appearing sad enough (she cried only once in court). Can the exhibitionist not provide a little more drama?
Much has been made of how many of the accused were normal men living ordinary lives: a journalist, a plumber, a nurse, a soldier, a councillor, a lorry driver, a prison warden, a carpenter. One was quite literally the bloke round the corner: he and Gisele would exchange greetings at the local bakery. Only two have a previous conviction for sexual violence, six others for domestic violence. Friends and family members of several of the men acted as character witnesses, including the partner of Cyril B., who testified that he is not 'macho' and that he had never forced her into any unwanted sexual encounters. Caroline, Pelicot's daughter, says in her memoir that her father was 'the one who took me to school, encouraged me in my sporting activities, my studies, my plans and later on in my career choices'. When the police first contacted her, Gisele Pelicot recalled that they asked how she would describe her husband. 'Un super mec,' she said - a great guy.
Perhaps there is some underlying tendency that links these men, some pattern only experts can see. (Though perhaps not - the psychoanalyst Elisabeth Roudinesco argued in Le Monde that this was not 'the trial of masculinity or patriarchy' while also insisting that we must scrutinise the 'education of young children', as if these things could be untwined.) Reading reports of the testimony, patterns are hard to find. Many, certainly, experienced abandonment, parental alcoholism, neglect and abuse in childhood (Dominique Pelicot was raped by a nurse in hospital when he was nine), but others did not. The men described sadnesses and setbacks - a child dying, a business lost - tragedies that mark the lives of many people who will never rape. A number come from modest backgrounds; some are well off. One attributes what he called a 'hatred of women' to a single historic act of infidelity, but many more talk of building their own contented families. They all watch pornography, like at least 55 per cent of French citizens.
Only fourteen of the accused men have pleaded guilty to rape. Most of the rest claim that they, too, were the victims of Dominique Pelicot. Christian L., once a volunteer firefighter, said he must also have been 'chemically subdued'. 'It's my body,' he said of the video evidence, 'it's not my brain.' Others said that they were manipulated by, even terrified of, Pelicot, the 'seriously ill person' under whose spell they were caught. For these men, the idea that Pelicot is a singular monster is a welcome reprieve. One defendant explained that the question of Gisele's consent was irrelevant: 'She's his wife, he does what he wants with her.' A frequent defence - the one I find most chilling - was, in the words of Simone M., that the men believed Gisele Pelicot was merely 'pretending to be asleep, waiting to take part'. Some elaborated that they thought they were there to re-enact a scenario popular on porn sites: 'sleeping woman'. At least one said that Dominique Pelicot told them that he and his wife would enjoy watching the video afterwards.
It is unclear whether any of the defendants were really proposing that they thought they were involved in the production of homemade pornography, but there are drearily practical reasons why this argument is not exculpatory. In pornography, the point is that things are not as they seem - the 'unconscious' woman is in fact conscious, and consents to pretending otherwise while having sex. In consensual porn, however amateur, the participants all know this; 'non-consensual porn' is just a synonym for rape. Since November 2022, OnlyFans has required that creators provide proof of consent from everyone in their content. The actors might meet beforehand, exchange names, confirm they've been tested for STDs. That none of this happened in the Pelicots' house - that these men, on their own admission, never once met or spoke to the woman they claim was willingly involved, nor saw or asked for any proof of consent; that one of the men who came back six times was HIV positive; that at least one other man, probably more, was responsible for the four STDs with which Gisele Pelicot was diagnosed after she learned of her abuse - debunks the fantasy that they were simply involved in consensual pornography. (Though it reminds us that the conditions of production for so much contemporary porn are conducive to exploitation. A recent Reuters investigation revealed multiple cases of men finding ways round the OnlyFans consent requirement, coercing women to film themselves while holding on to the proceeds.)
There is other evidence that the men in the Pelicot case knew exactly what they were doing. They all met in a chatroom called 'without her knowledge' ('a son insu', suggesting manipulation and a lack of consent), on a website that had, before it was closed down last June, long been tied to the co-ordination of sex crimes. One 37-year-old man had extended conversations with Dominique Pelicot on Skype, but chose not to participate after concluding that the plan clearly amounted to rape. There is the testimony of those who have confessed, like the former soldier who said he knew that Pelicot 'was drugging his wife, who had not agreed to have sexual relations with other men'. When he took the stand, Pelicot testified that each of the participants knew the terms of the arrangement; he even said that he had warned some of them that it might get them arrested. Despite flimsy and misogynistic attempts by the defence to suggest otherwise, Gisele Pelicot herself clearly had no idea about any of it; a decade of rape and dangerously high doses of sedation led to memory lapses, disorientation and gynaecological pain so severe that she went to see multiple specialists. When her husband accompanied her, she took it as an 'act of kindness'.
Some of the defendants seemed to claim that pornography made it difficult, if not impossible, for them to distinguish between real life and the screen. The argument that porn can lead men to do bad things, perhaps even unwittingly - precisely because it encourages its viewers to suspend the distinction between fantasy and reality - is usually associated with conservatives or anti-porn feminists, not with the people who consume it. A court psychiatrist was reported as testifying that Charly A., who admitted to being addicted to pornography, 'wanted to participate in a script' and 'was able to go from screens to an inert body'. It is one thing to think that porn shapes many people's sexual expectations. It is another to think that porn is entirely constitutive of men's sexual agency. This sort of vulgar determinism gives up on men as ethical agents capable of distinguishing between wanted and unwanted, and choosing accordingly. It also trivialises the deep phenomenological differences between the purely imaginary and the reality of engaging with another human body.
Recounting the details of the video evidence risks prurience. But precisely because rape culture is so successful at producing excuses for its perpetrators - and because our own imaginations are shaped by patriarchy and the porn it produces - the details become crucial, as both Gisele Pelicot and the defence who tried to suppress them knew.
Each of the accused entered a bedroom and saw a woman lying still on the bed. None bothered to check whether she was, as they would later claim, playing along. Does a feigning body not betray itself in ways that even an accomplished actor cannot contain - a flickering eye, a tense arm? Husamettin D. initially refused to touch Gisele because she was so still that he thought she was dead. The men, by this point, were already naked: Dominique Pelicot had them remove their clothes in the kitchen, one of several precautions to ensure they didn't rouse his wife, including parking well away from the couple's home, warming their hands and avoiding smoking beforehand or wearing cologne. (He didn't, however, require they wear condoms.) More than once the court heard, on the videos, Dominique issue a rebuke: 'Shh: you're going to wake her up.' The men persevered, getting onto an unfamiliar bed and manoeuvring Gisele into position, her limbs heavy and uncooperative from the sedation. She never said a word, nor moved an inch to make herself more comfortable - in some cases, her husband arranged her body for the men. Experts testified that the amount of sedative Gisele Pelicot was given meant that her state would have been more akin to a coma than traditional sleep. In multiple videos, she was snoring. This did not stop more than one of the defendants from putting his penis in her mouth, in some cases prompting her to choke. Some clips show Dominique holding her mouth open for them; in others, there is toilet paper over her eyes. 'No violence,' he reminds them, as they penetrate her orally, vaginally, anally, as they ejaculate on her face, her body. Some of the men leave the moment she stirs. One is seen gripped by surprise and panic as Gisele showed signs of waking. Florian R. admitted on the stand that Gisele Pelicot 'did not move like someone who is having sex or who wants to'. Each of these men chose to ignore the testimony of her motionless body. 'When you saw the lifeless body,' she challenged the defendants in court, 'did it not occur to you that something seriously wrong was happening in that room?'
When  the Pelicot trial started, I had just begun reading Kate Atkinson's bestselling series of murder mysteries, the sixth and most recent of which, Death at the Sign of the Rook, was published in August. The first book in the series, Case Histories (2004), quickly makes clear that the comfort on offer here is wry recognition. The story concerns three unrelated cold cases, two missing girls and another who was murdered, though we do not know by whom or why. As each case unfurls, the book becomes a study of the way women, for better and for worse (often much worse), adapt and accommodate to, are shaped and hardened by, male power and its familiar, sometimes devastating cruelties. Some of Atkinson's women are both the victims of misogyny and its conduit. She is interested in what we don't know about ourselves and one another, and her plots work in part because her characters - and her readers - are misled into thinking they know more than they do.
Hired to solve these cases is, as the blurbs say, the 'beloved' private investigator Jackson Brodie. The first time we meet Jackson he is listening 'to the reassuring voice of Jenni Murray on Woman's Hour'. It's 2004 and he is 45, 'that dangerous age when men suddenly notice that they're going to die'. Where others choose Springsteen, motorcycles and 'shagging anything that moves', Jackson, though he wouldn't say no to a BMW, dreams of retiring to rural France. His ex-wife, Josie, once the source of impulsive lust and dutifully obeyed orders, is 'shagging some poncy guy with a goatee'. Jackson manages his sadness, and his bruised ego, by spraying some of her perfume in his tiny, new, bachelor bathroom ('it wasn't the same') and listening to music compilations of 'women in pain'.
A matter-of-fact, Thatcher-loathing Yorkshireman, 'brought up on prudence and thrift', Jackson's likeability is due in part to the fact that he isn't sanitised: he thinks about sex, even when he suspects he shouldn't. He fancies his dentist, though the erection he gets while lying in her chair is, so he reports, a result of thoughts of plump French vegetables. He is not without flashes of masculine entitlement, but we forgive him because of what we could call his nascent feminist consciousness. (A phrase Jackson would think typical of 'academic types'.) Years as a detective inspector investigating murders and sex crimes means he thinks it is hard to sift the 'good guys' from the 'shitty little perverts'. 'No woman,' he concludes, 'was ever truly safe.' He is haunted by 'lost girls', especially those dismissed by a system that prefers 'nice middle-class' victims. And he makes clear what he would do to anyone tempted by the view that a woman 'had somehow invited what had happened to her'. Jackson is the kind of guy who ignores it when friends ask if he's 'pussy whipped', who wishes his 8-year-old daughter's T-shirts weren't emblazoned with phrases like 'so many boys, so little time', who sheds a quiet tear when the 'racist old boot' he worked for leaves him her estate, then worries to his (black) best friend about whether the cash might have originated in slave labour and should be given back. Atkinson offers up Jackson as the kind of decent guy we can all get behind - not a saint, not an angel, but a walking, talking, smoking, swearing personification of #NotAllMen.
By the end of Case Histories, Jackson is in a relationship with Julia, the client with whom he has spent much of the book flirting. The two were brought together by childhood trauma and a shared scorn for people who use the term 'interfering' when what they really mean is rape. I had become such an Atkinson fan that after finishing it I turned immediately to One Good Turn (2006), the next book in the series. Jackson seems a little darker here, no doubt because things are tricky with Julia. Unable to sleep, and absorbed in the plot, I found myself still reading at 3 a.m. Chapter 37 sees Jackson also lying awake at night, Julia asleep next to him. Usually, she sleeps naked but not tonight. 'Jackson knew the pyjamas were significant, but he didn't particularly want to think what that significance might be.' Despite this,
He fitted himself into the familiar curves and cambers of her body, but instead of pushing back and settling into his shape, she shifted away from him ... He moved closer to her again and kissed her neck, but she remained steadfastly asleep. It was difficult to wake Julia up, short of shaking her. Once, he had made love to her while she slept, and she'd hardly even twitched when he came inside her, but he didn't tell her about it afterwards because he wasn't sure how she would react. He couldn't imagine her being particularly put out (this was Julia, after all). She would probably just have said, 'Without me? How could you?' Technically it was rape, of course. He had arrested enough guys in his time for taking advantage of drunk or drugged girls. Plus, if he was honest, Julia was such a sound sleeper that there had been a touch of necrophilia about the whole thing. He'd put a necrophiliac away once: the guy worked in a mortuary and didn't 'see where the harm was' because 'the objects of my affection have moved beyond earthly matters.'

What? I read the passage again. A woman asleep in the safety of her own bed, next to a partner she trusts. A partner who knows, as we do, that she is 'a heavy sleeper' (this is one of the first things we learn about Julia), a partner who also knows that when Julia's father once tried to 'stick his hands down her knickers' she had 'screamed the place down', a partner who once stood next to her as she wept over the bones of her little sister. A man, having sex with a woman without her consent, knowing that what he is doing is 'technically' rape, convincing himself - as so many of Gisele Pelicot's abusers did - that she would have wanted it anyway, redescribing what he did as 'making love'.
A writer of Atkinson's intelligence and subtlety must be up to something, I told myself. And so, sleeplessly, I read back and I read on, trying to work it out. Perhaps Atkinson was taking aim at the comforting notion she spent much of Case Histories setting up: the idea that amid the perverts and the rapists, the shitty men and the sex pests, there really are some decent men out there. Isn't the crushing disappointment we feel at Jackson's blase revelation familiar? Don't many women know the experience of being let down by one of the 'good' guys, the man we admire for resisting what the world wants him to be, until, often without warning, he turns into that very thing? 'You were a good husband and a good man, and I trusted you,' Gisele Pelicot said, on the one occasion she cried in court. 'I never doubted you.'
Maybe there were warnings, clues laid down. Should I have paid more attention in Case Histories to what had seemed Jackson's complex and interesting relationship to manliness - his worry, for example, that by being in touch with his feelings he was 'turning into a woman'? Was Atkinson beginning an indictment of our tendency to pathologise sexual abuse rather than recognise its ubiquity and its connection to other manifestations of misogyny? As the books continue, Jackson sinks deeper into an embittered and fragile masculinity. At one point in Case Histories, he is challenged by a pervy teacher to admit that, in the same position, he too would sleep with his students: 'At the end of the day you're just a man.' Back then, Jackson disagreed. But by the third book, When Will There Be Good News? (2008), he is sleeping with a woman fifteen years his junior, one who 'hadn't yet lost the glow of youthful enthusiasm'. 'He was a man,' he tells himself, 'and he had taken it where he found it.' Perhaps rape was a rite of passage.
After he and Julia separate at the end of One Good Turn, Jackson's belief that he is a victim of deceitful, nagging women deepens. The possibility never occurs to him that she might have suspected what he did, might even have woken up during it, might have realised what kind of man she was lying next to, that her 'infidelity' (the cause of their break-up) might have been a way of getting out. In the latest book, Death at the Sign of the Rook, Jackson regularly stops himself from finishing sexist thoughts because he imagines himself 'up before the Court of Women, Judge Julia, his ex, presiding'. Judge Julia, Judge Gisele; all these men haunted by the fear of a woman's vengeance.
As I read every interview I could find with Atkinson, it became clear that this wasn't a six-book performance piece on rape culture and the evolution of the beta-creep. In the publicity for the fifth book, Big Sky (2019), in which Atkinson takes on #MeToo with a parade of women meting out justice to various men, she described Jackson as 'the last good man standing', who always tries 'to behave like a gentleman'. 'He knows,' she said, 'he's got to protect women and children,' even though he has a 'strain of darkness' himself. How's that for a euphemism?
When Jackson first met Julia, 'she made offering a cigarette seem like an invitation to sex.' During a period of 'enforced celibacy', she insists she must 'wank every night'. Does Atkinson think that Julia's sexual appetite excuses, if not justifies, Jackson's rape? Is she assuming the same slut-shaming logic offered by the defence in the Pelicot trial: that a woman who enjoys sex too much should expect men (and the rest of us) to presume that she is always up for it? Or does Atkinson, like some partners of the men charged with raping Gisele Pelicot, think he just made a silly mistake? Either way, I didn't want to believe it.
It's not only Atkinson who seems to think there is nothing to see here. I started googling: 'Jackson rapes Julia Kate Atkinson'; 'Kate Atkinson Jackson Brodie rapist'; '"Jackson Brodie" sexually assaults Julia "One Good Turn"'. But all I could find was a short complaint on an obscure blog. A scholarly essay on 'gender violence' in the Jackson Brodie series doesn't mention it. Google's 'AI Overview' reassures me that 'Jackson Brodie does not assault Julia.' Book after book, reviewers respond with an often breathless admiration and excitement. 'Be still, my heart,' Marilyn Stasio wrote in the New York Times in 2019, 'after nine long years in the wilderness, Jackson Brodie is back on the job.' Don't the Pelicot trial and the Jackson Brodie novels show, from different ends of the culture, that an essential feature of male power is being allowed to choose not to listen - to reason, to conscience, to evidence, to a woman's testimony, whatever its form? And don't they also suggest that essential to that power, too, is what women - what all of us - are expected to ignore?
Throughout  my childhood, before my parents divorced, my father, when he was around, would read to me at bedtime. This was a privilege and there is no doubt a connection between this fact and what I now get to do for 'work'. Sometimes, when I was a young girl, he would stroke my naked back, something he said he had enjoyed as a child, as he made up the stories I adored about the animals - foxes, badgers, rabbits, wise old owl - who played and misbehaved in our garden. This continued even after I found, in a drawer of his things, photographs of me lying asleep in my bed, propped up on my right side, naked. I had no idea how or when they had been taken. I was ten or eleven. I put the pictures back in their cardboard Ritz Camera carton and told no one.
Over the next couple of years, as my parents' marriage imploded, my father continued to come up at bedtime. The animals became anachronisms, but it was clear he liked the ritual, and I liked that he hadn't left us yet. So, I lay there on my front, my arms tight at my sides, useful barriers between his probing fingers and the breasts I wished I could send back to wherever they were coming from. I thought I'd pulled off a brilliant compromise. I didn't have to be touched where I really didn't want to be (my back was sacrificed territory) and his feelings wouldn't be hurt. It wasn't until I was in my early twenties that I thought about what a 13-year-old girl lying face down on her bed, pyjama top off, arms clamped and rigid, must have looked like to a man in his early fifties. What was the testimony of her body?
I sometimes wonder about my father's own childhood experiences. Did he know the songs reluctant bodies can sing? I haven't spoken to him in more than fifteen years, and he hasn't tried to contact me. The last time we saw each other - I can't remember how it came up and the fact that it did seems barely believable - he shared his view that women who wear short skirts on nights out were 'asking for it'. I have heard since that he, too, plays the victim, telling anyone who will listen that my mother turned me against him. I sometimes wonder if there is anyone else my silence failed to protect.
I feel, though perhaps I am deluding myself, very little about all this. I don't remember the pictures being taken and the bedtime accommodations were not so different from strategies I've adopted to deal with other men whose anger or hurt I've wished to avoid. My father found so many other ways to make life miserable that this seems, in retrospect, the least of it. What interests me more are the reactions of two people, both of whom I've known since childhood, both of whom I told about this only recently. Each offered up episodes - of which, again, I have no memory. One told me that their partner had always found something a little off about my father. Indeed. He always wanted to cuddle a bit much, and I always gave in because I felt sorry for him, and because I loved him. I didn't know this wasn't the way a child should feel but also, somehow, I did. I just didn't know how to talk about it. And neither did anyone around me.
Gisele Pelicot's family didn't know how to talk about it. On the witness stand, Dominique Pelicot's former daughter-in-law, Aurore, reported once hearing him say to his grandson: 'But you never want to play doctor.' Abused as a child, she worried she was reading too much into it, so said nothing. The Pelicots, she said, always seemed 'a bit the ideal family'. Florian Pelicot recalled his father's strange unease when he borrowed his computer, and the way he would take pictures of Aurore 'from every angle' at family events. Whatever signs there were, Gisele Pelicot said, they only became apparent in retrospect.
What are we  taught not to see? What do we see and are taught not to talk about? If we want to understand the logics of a 'rape culture' that produces the 'Monster of Avignon', the scores of men he convinced to join him, the website on which they all met, the terms in which they made their excuses, the porn they and millions of others consume, the desire that this porn both writes and represents, the desire of men to get from women what they know they don't want to give, the getting it because they can, the fantasy that the women they took it from wanted it anyway, the women who are taught to stay quiet, who are kept quiet, and the ones who are ignored, defamed or humiliated when they do not - if we want to understand this 'culture' (or rather, this way that we distribute power) might we need to think not about the 'monsters', but about the gruff, decent guys, the guys we love and forgive, the guys who are 'not like that', for whom we silence small anxieties about coercion and hurt and trust precisely because we are so relieved they are not monsters? And perhaps also because we are worried that if we do speak up they might leave us, exclude us, react with the infantile fury we are taught so carefully to contain? Are we not, when we look closely, surrounded by these small acts of accommodation, denial, repression, evasion?
But speaking up isn't easy and the hard distinction between the 'good guys' and the 'bad guys', makes these conversations even more difficult. Patriarchy does not mean that men cannot act decently, and kindly, indeed that the men in our lives may not sometimes be better and more reliable than the women. But it does mean that there are no men, no people, who can ever claim to be entirely beyond its reach. It is always there in the background, incentivising, rewarding and giving cover to good men who decide, however briefly, not to be.
The point here is not that all men are rapists-in-waiting, nor that all women who put their trust in men are at risk. The point is that patriarchy puts women in a sceptical scenario, making the distinction between the men you can and can't trust difficult to draw. (It is not just women who suffer here: consider the man who really does just want to read to his daughter.) How many women have wondered whether a behaviour should be interpreted as a warning or instead as something they can safely ignore - perhaps even participate in and enjoy? Women in this situation are not helped by the tendency of men to get defensive, to use their comparative 'goodness' ('I'm not that guy') to shut down these conversations. (Many French men have expressed fury at the attempt to use Dominique Pelicot to start a national conversation about sexism.) It is certainly possible that the man who gets off on 'sleeping girl' porn or who sleeps with much younger women is not a creep. But if he is not to be, then might he need to be the guy who takes this sceptical scenario seriously, who is open to a conversation about where these desires might come from and what they might mean? If the price of a relationship is silence, is that not a sign that something isn't right?
The other side of a culture of silence and silencing is one of not listening. Because, of course, many women do speak up, have always spoken up, and it is not only 'bad' men who ignore them. A group of researchers at the University of Cambridge recently reported on a study in Northern India where remotely operated drones were meant to be used to monitor wildlife. They found that the technology was used instead by local government and male villagers to surveil and humiliate women. Some women who worked together in the forest felt so intimidated that they softened the singing they used to deter attacks from predators. One was subsequently killed by a tiger. The lead researcher, who I have no reason to think is anything other than a very good guy, commented: 'Nobody could have realised that camera traps put in the Indian forest to monitor mammals actually have a profoundly negative impact on the mental health of local women who use these spaces.' Really - nobody?
The poet Muriel Rukeyser once asked: 'What would happen if one woman told the truth about her life?' 'The world,' her poem responds, 'would split open.' Gisele Pelicot also believes that her testimony - her body on the screen, her words in court - might be enough to change society. Do we believe it too? Her decision means that some women will realise, as she did not, that they have been the victim of drug facilitated sexual assault. Some doctors will consider diagnoses and offer tests that they otherwise might not have. Recognition and the solidarity it can produce have always been central to feminism's power. But what of society more broadly? Will men see themselves as implicated in the culture that produced Dominique Pelicot and his accomplices, and seek to transform that culture, and themselves? And if not, will we at least create the conditions that allow women to leave abusive men with dignity and in safety, investing in specialist support services, public housing, childcare provision, adult education? Or will we simply continue to ask underfunded justice systems (something France and Britain have in common) to prosecute bad men out of existence? In 1968, when Rukeyser wrote her poem, it was possible to think that the world might change if only women told the truth about their lives. But the last several decades, decades during which women around the world have challenged male power, have shown us otherwise. Even as we learn to talk, we find that talk alone won't stop the world from turning much as it did before.
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What Can Be Called Treason
Neal Ascherson

4340 wordsThe  old man told my French nephew that he had something special to show him. Something he had thought best to keep in a drawer since 1943. In that village, families at Christmas decorate their crib with santons - figurines of the Holy Family, the three kings, the shepherds, an angel. But the old man was holding out an extra santon. It was a tiny statuette of Marshal Petain. He is leaning on a stick, wearing his immaculate marshal's uniform with the Verdun medal. His eyes are a childish blue, his hair and moustache snowy white: a perfect grandfather for the 'enfant Jesus' and perhaps for a certain French generation. Had he not promised them in 1940, in their hour of bewilderment, 'the gift of my person'?
Quite a few families in the village added a little marshal to their crib, that first Christmas after France's surrender to Nazi Germany. It had always been a conservative place: royalist against the Republic, deeply Catholic, defensive of its Provencal language and customs, patriotic to the last drop of blood (and today it votes pretty solidly for Marine Le Pen's Rassemblement National). But by 1943, things looked very different. Hitler was losing the war. The Germans had occupied Vichy France as well as the north, and Petain, its head of state, had done nothing to stop them. The Resistance (once dismissed as feckless Red troublemakers) was growing much stronger, and the hunting down of 'collaborators' seemed just round the corner. That Christmas, the last before the Liberation, the Holy Family had no little china marshals to protect them.
The trial of Marshal Petain began on 23 July 1945 and lasted until 15 August. The small Paris courtroom was crowded with lawyers, jurors and journalists sweating in the suffocating heat. There was scarcely room to squeeze an armchair past the press box for the accused to sit and doze in. The marshal, now a deaf and sometimes wandering old gentleman of 89, had returned voluntarily from Germany - the retreating Nazis had taken him along with them in the last weeks of the war. Other senior members of his Vichy government thought he was mad to go back. Several of them fled to other countries or changed their names. Most were tracked down and arrested; some ended up in front of a firing squad.
A wild purge of collaborators, male and female, flamed over France in the months after liberation in 1944. Before General de Gaulle established a degree of control, nine thousand men and women had died in Resistance epuration - purification - killings or after death sentences by 'people's courts'. From London, de Gaulle had announced that there would be formal trials: 'France will punish ... the artisans of her servitude.' From Algeria, the Council for National Liberation promised a trial for 'Petain and those who belonged or belong to the pseudo-government created by him, which capitulated, destroyed the constitution, collaborated with the enemy'.
Petain was accused of treason. According to the indictment, he had treasonably asked for and signed the armistice with Germany in June 1940; he had plotted well before the war to overthrow the Republic and replace it with an authoritarian 'etat francais'; he had given France over to German subjection; he had 'colluded with the enemy' in order to advance his own ambitions. But here Julian Jackson, the author of this high-spirited and imaginative book, raises an obvious point. What about Vichy's crimes against humanity, against Resisters and Jews, committed while Petain headed the government? Jackson writes grimly that 'if the trial were reopened today, it would not be by defenders seeking to rehabilitate their hero but by those eager to convict him for Vichy's role in the deportation [almost all to their deaths in Auschwitz and other camps] of 75,000 Jews.' Nothing shows better than this trial the way perspectives on the Second World War have changed almost out of recognition in the course of the last eighty years. In much of the world, children can now leave school vaguely believing that the war was fought to save the Jews from the Holocaust. But in 1945 Petain's indictment included only a brief mention of 'abominable racial laws', referring to Vichy's antisemitic discrimination, and said nothing specific about the mass round-ups and deportations to the gas chambers that were made possible by the collaboration of French police, ministry officials and railway managers.
Incredibly, no Jewish survivors of the camps stood as witnesses at the trial. Antisemitism lay somewhere in the background here, but more immediately important was de Gaulle's shamelessly misleading version of French behaviour under the occupation. Almost everyone, it ran, had supported the Resistance in thought if not in deed, and France had been let down only by a small clique of traitors. This new myth plastered over the fact that Vichy and its policy of keeping the Germans contented had been accepted, with intense and bitter reluctance, by most of the population during the early war years. Later in the book, Jackson makes another significant point. One postwar defence of Vichy argued that the regime had been consistently anti-German because the Nazis had frustrated its benevolent vision of a conservative 'national revolution'. But this rejig of history was impudently false. The truth was that Vichy's fascistic revolution required the backing of the Nazi occupiers to be forced down the throats of the French people. Meanwhile, France was allowed to forget that a French administration had vigorously assisted the SS in the century's most terrible crime.
Philippe Petain, the national hero of the Verdun battles of the First World War, had been summoned to join a desperate French government in late May 1940. The French armies were in full retreat, and on 10 June the government abandoned Paris, initially for Tours. Six days later, Paul Reynaud resigned as prime minister and passed the leadership to Petain. Jackson describes with verve the chaos that followed the departure from Paris, as ministers scattered to various chateaux, most of them lacking telephones. At the Chateau de Cange, there was a telephone kiosk, but it blocked the way to the lavatory. Decisions about the fate of France were impeded as the bladder of General Weygand, the commander in chief, threatened to disobey orders. It was at Cange that Petain decided to ask for an armistice, rather than carry on the war from French North Africa. 'Can we hope for a recovery in an indefinite future thanks to the Allies?' he asked. Everyone there assumed that Britain would soon have its neck wrung like a chicken, as Weygand put it. 'No,' Petain went on, 'we must accept that France and the children of France must bear her suffering.' It was 12 June. On the 18th, de Gaulle broadcast from London, where he had arrived the day before, denouncing the armistice, but most people in France greeted it with a sour blend of shame and relief. In July, parliamentarians assembled at Vichy to confer full powers on Petain. The Third Republic was abolished and replaced by a semi-fascist 'etat francais'. France was partitioned: most of it was under direct German rule, with Vichy governing a so-called Free Zone in the south.
Beside the marshal in 1940 stood the grimy, erratic figure of Pierre Laval, a political shapeshifter who had twice been prime minister and who - after starting as a left-winger - was now the voice of the fascist right. Laval was the favourite of the Nazi occupation authorities, and obediently got into a German car that October as it headed for an undisclosed destination. When his escort finally told him he was about to meet Hitler, Laval exclaimed 'Sans blague!' (others report him saying 'Merde alors!'). This was the first of the two fateful encounters at Montoire, where the Fuhrer's train stopped on its way to and from a meeting with General Franco, and where on the return journey (the photograph is indisputable) Petain grasped Hitler's hand. Nothing much was decided there, but the impact of the photograph was disastrous. Petain made things worse - 'But I only took his fingers,' he said - and then worse still, explaining in a radio broadcast that 'it is ... in the framework of the active construction of a new European order that I enter today down the road of collaboration ... That collaboration must be sincere.' From that moment, the word took on a new and ugly meaning.
In the High Court, there were three judges, Petain's three defence lawyers and a prosecution team led by Andre Mornet, a fierce and reclusive old bachelor obsessed with hunting down traitors. The jury was composed of 24 men (no women), half of them selected from parliamentarians and the other half from Resistance veterans. As Jackson writes, 'this was obviously a "political" trial. It was inconceivable that Petain would be found not guilty. The only uncertainty was the penalty ... But despite many irregularities, what took place in the courtroom was not a charade.' While in Paris the newspapers howled for the 'traitor' to be hanged (denied even the honour of a firing squad), the 'defence lawyers were allowed to interrogate witnesses and consult documents. Over the course of three weeks, 63 witnesses were called to testify in the crowded and stiflingly hot courtroom.'
The defence lawyers were the elderly Fernand Payen, Jean Lemaire (noisy but ineffectual) and Jacques Isorni. Payen, who led the case, laid emphasis on Petain's senility, a defence that was sound in its way but boring for an excited courtroom impatient for thunder and lightning. Isorni, in contrast, met the charges head on, and at once became the star of the trial. A young right-wing advocate, he was not tainted by legal service to the Vichy regime (unlike most of the other lawyers in the room) but would commit the rest of his life to the cult of the marshal and the posthumous repair of his honour. Isorni's closing speech was terrific and is well remembered, even if it made no difference to the verdict. France has a certain tradition of enshrining legendary trial defences, while passing over the fact that the mighty orator's client was often condemned to death or life imprisonment. The late Jacques Verges, whose 'defense de rupture' meant turning a trial inside out and accusing the French state of the crime laid against his client, did the same thing at the 1987 trial of Klaus Barbie, the Nazi torturer in wartime Lyon. (Verges's indictment of France's historical racism and colonialism became a classic. Barbie died forgotten in jail.)
The elementary case for Petain was that things would have been worse without him. If he had tried to carry on the war in 1940, the French state would have ceased to exist and German rule might have been as total and merciless as it was in Poland. The armistice ensured that a deformed but recognisably French administration, with law courts, tax collectors and police, governed at least part of France for a few years. But the justifications put up by Petain's former colleagues and supporters went far beyond this. Petain, they asserted, had played a 'double jeu' throughout the occupation, conceding a minimum to the Germans but always subtly working for an Allied victory. He had not really been hostile to the Resistance, according to this brew of comfort history. Instead, his double game envisaged a sword and shield context, with the partisans in the maquis as the sword and his own supposedly cunning bargains with the Germans as the shield.
It sounds preposterous. But as Vichy began to flounder, and throughout the decades of sulphurous recrimination that followed, many desperate right-wingers clung to this fantasy. It's still faintly present today, an inverted conspiracy theory for which there is no hard evidence whatever. Petain certainly loathed the Germans and their lackey Laval. But he didn't much like the Americans or 'les Anglais' either. Perhaps he hated modernity more than anything or anyone. On the Vichy state's money, 'Liberty, Equality, Fraternity' was replaced by 'Work, Family, Fatherland'.
In court, in the moments when Petain unexpectedly broke his silence, it became clear that he now believed in his lawyers' 'double game' story. This was a myth that would take grotesque forms. The meeting with Hitler at Montoire, far from being a miserable act of fealty to a triumphant German dictator, suddenly became a French victory over Germany comparable to Verdun. Jackson gives the example of a 1948 'history' by a former Vichy official, which claimed that 'it was Petain who had wanted to meet Hitler and that Hitler had fallen into the trap laid for him.' The 'trap' was that by reassuring Hitler 'he had nothing to fear from the French in the West, [Petain] left Hitler free to turn on the Soviet Union'. Thus France had played 'the decisive part in the Allied victory' by precipitating the entry of the Soviet Union into the Allied camp - 'an act of strategic genius'. In other words, Petain and France, not the Allies, had won the Second World War.
Isorni, to do him credit, never entered that zone of idiocy. He showed little interest in the 'double game' scenario. Instead, he challenged some of the most damning prosecution evidence. Vichy, according to Isorni, had cleverly contrived to blunt and deflect some of its own worst pro-German policies, such as the use of French forced labour in Germany, the raising of a volunteer legion to 'fight Bolshevism' and even the persecution and deportation of foreign and then French Jews. It was true that Petain hadn't ordered Jews in the Free Zone to wear a yellow star or stripped them of their nationality. But Isorni sailed on: 'It was only the action of the marshal's government which protected them, perhaps imperfectly, but it did protect them.' 'Imperfectly' indeed! Jackson is remarkably generous when he comments that 'since Isorni knew that the [Jewish] issue was not central to the court - indeed it had hardly figured in Mornet's requisitoire - and since knowledge of it was imperfect, he was able to get away with his approximations.'
Almost  the whole first week of the three-week trial had been taken up with prewar French politics. Had Petain been part of a far-reaching conspiracy to overthrow the Republic, supported by General Franco, while he was France's ambassador in Spain? The lawyers and journalists enjoyed squabbling over rehashed gossip, but nothing solid came out of it. Ill-tempered disputes about the legality or legitimacy of the armistice were just as inconclusive. It wasn't until Mornet, as chief prosecutor, moved proceedings on to what Petain had actually done after he came to power that the trial turned into a coherent contest over specific evidence. The defence, for instance, tried to make something of Petain's astonishing claim that he had struck a secret co-operation treaty with Winston Churchill in October 1940, well after the armistice. All there was to that was a brief meeting between Professor Louis Rougier (a 'self-important and meddling provincial academic') and Churchill, who had vainly hoped that a French visitor might have some inside news about the Montoire encounter.
Two other feeble arrows in the defence quiver were the 'secret telegrams' Petain had sent to Admiral Darlan in Algiers in November 1942. The Americans had just landed in North Africa: Vichy was in a panic. Official messages to Darlan suggested that French forces should resist the landings. But two coded messages sent by Petain at the same time seemed to imply that Darlan shouldn't take this instruction seriously. However, the wording of the 'secret' messages was so cloudy and ambiguous that the High Court couldn't decide what Petain had really wanted to happen. In any case, such evidence was far less persuasive than the emotional plea Isorni made in his final plaidoirie to the court. 'From the beginning Isorni had wanted not to apologise for Vichy but to defend it with conviction; not to explain away Petain's actions but to explain the principles underpinning them,' Jackson writes. Now, theatrically flourishing his hands above his client's head, Isorni declared, 'The policy of the marshal was the following: to safeguard, defend, acquire material advantages but often at the cost of moral concessions ... The moral concessions that affected the honour of the leader were borne by the leader alone. But who were the material advantages for? They were for the French people.'
But nothing said in court could outweigh one fatal fact. The marshal had a chance to change sides - to join the Allies and restore the honour of France. And he chose not to take it. The torrent of events in November 1942, which decided the future of France, began with the Anglo-American landings in French North Africa on the 8th. Admiral Darlan surrendered on the 10th, in spite of the shower of contradictory messages from Vichy. On the next day, German forces poured over the demarcation line and occupied Vichy France. On the 27th, the crews of the French fleet at Toulon scuttled their warships to prevent them falling into German hands. For Vichy, this was the turning point. Petain and his government could have crossed the Mediterranean and resumed the war against Germany with Britain and America. Jackson writes that de Gaulle himself later commented: 'I shall never understand why the marshal did not go to Algiers in November 1942 ... The marshal would have made a triumphant return to Paris on his white charger.' But he stayed in France, for reasons - perhaps including inertia - he never quite explained. Laval effectively took control on behalf of the German occupation, and a brutal period followed as Vichy's paramilitary Milice, set up to crush the Resistance, murdered and tortured its way across France.
The parade of witnesses included what Jackson calls the 'ghosts' of the Third Republic, which ended with the Fall of France. Paul Reynaud and the ancient General Weygand acted out their mutual hatred as they blamed each other. Other politicians followed, justifying their own behaviour in the June 1940 disaster. The exception was Leon Blum, the socialist who led the Popular Front government with the Communists in 1936. Frantically detested by the right as a Red and a Jew ('Rather Hitler than Blum!' became a slogan), he was lucky to survive the war, preserved by the Nazis as a captive who might come in useful. He told the court of his horror at finding Paris undefended and remembered his feelings when he read of the armistice: 'Blum's voice broke as he remembered that moment. "I could not believe my eyes. I saw that France was betraying her allies ... I saw that abominable clause, without precedent, I think, in our history, by which France committed herself to handing over to Germany those 'outlaws', exiles who had found refuge on our soil."' Blum was the only one of the senior witnesses to say that Petain had been a traitor, speaking of Petain's 'massive and atrocious abuse of moral confidence. Yes, I think that can be called treason.'
Jackson describes the main witnesses with skill. Here is sleek little Reynaud, fit from his daily gym exercises and looking half his age. The antique Weygand is seen smashing his stick on the ground in fury. Blum, quiet-voiced, is elegantly dressed in mourning for his brother, killed at Auschwitz. Towards the end of the testimony men about to face their own trials for collaboration, and frequently the firing squad, were brought from prison. Joseph Darnand, the naive ultra-patriot who commanded the Milice, made an almost wordless appearance in a tight tweed jacket and plus fours: 'like a powerful labourer dressed in his Sunday best'. The Comte de Brinon, a prewar socialite who set up a collaborationist French 'government' in Germany in the last months of the war, hobbled unrecognisably into court. A police report describes him as 'emaciated with the appearance of a startled vulture'.
The central figure in this group was Laval. Sacked as prime minister by Petain in December 1940, he had been forcibly reinstated by the Germans in 1942. Now, brought from his cell in Fresnes prison, he seemed shockingly thin and frail, at first identifiable only by his cigarette-blackened teeth and his grubby white string tie. But he was the man the press box had been waiting for: 'The courtroom was like opening night at the theatre - with Laval as the star.' Would he testify for or against Petain? He had sealed his own fate back in 1942, with a broadcast in which he had said: 'I wish for the victory of Germany.' Now, in a four-hour speech, he claimed that his original script had run 'I believe in the victory of Germany' and that Petain, telling him that he didn't understand military matters, had made him replace 'believe in' with 'wish for'. The marshal woke up at this, and - after Laval had left the stand - furiously denied the story and told the court that 'believe' had been his own preferred word. Laval was tried in the same court in October. 'Even Laval's bitterest enemies agreed that his trial was a travesty,' Jackson writes, with jurors bellowing abuse and Laval's attempts to speak constantly cut off. He was shot, messily, a few days later.
The jury finally retired just after 9 p.m. on 13 August. They had been listening to the last defence speeches for eight solid hours and grabbed at a quick stand-up meal (hake, brought over from the police kitchens) before they sat down to deliberate. The judges came with them, to point out articles of the penal code that could be invoked, and at one in the morning, after painful arguments, the jury reached a verdict. Petain was guilty on all charges, stripped of his rank and decorations, and - by a majority of 14 to 13 (the three judges also had a vote) - condemned to death. Most of the jury then signed a letter asking for clemency in view of the defendant's age. Petain ended up serving a life sentence on the wind-lashed little Ile d'Yeu, off the coast of Brittany. He died there in 1951.
What followed - the cult of Petain and the slow change in French attitudes to recent history - forms the most fascinating part of Jackson's book. Isorni appointed himself high priest of the cult, calling for a retrial and for Petain's reburial at Douaumont, the great military ossuary near Verdun. Seasick parties of the faithful crossed from the mainland to stare at his prison and then at his tomb. French presidents from de Gaulle to Francois Mitterrand manoeuvred deviously to appease right-wingers with wreath-laying and half-promises while honouring the Resistance tradition by holding to the trial's verdict. In 1973 the dead Petain was kidnapped. The plot was thought up by the exuberant Jean-Louis Tixier-Vignancour, a lawyer and politician whose rightist views were even more extreme than Isorni's. His henchmen came across on the ferry with a van, had a good dinner at the Hotel des Voyageurs and then drove to the grave. 'As the coffin was raised, the men broke into a rendition of the Vichy hymn "Marechal, nous voila". After a celebratory glass of champagne at the hotel, they took the 4 a.m. ferry back to the mainland.' Then everything went wrong. They drove the coffin up and down the Champs-Elysees, in order to erase the memory of de Gaulle's triumphal parade there at the Liberation, but meeting no enthusiasm, surrendered to the police. The coffin was back on the Ile d'Yeu within three days.
Baffling to the older generation, new understandings of the occupation years were spreading. Marcel Ophuls's unsparing 1969 documentary about a French town during the Vichy years, The Sorrow and the Pity, was banned by shocked broadcasting authorities. But Serge and Beate Klarsfeld, among other young Nazi-hunters, produced evidence that led to the trials of several more Vichy officials. Emphasis was now shifting from treachery to France towards French complicity in the deportation of Jews to their deaths, and the charge of 'crimes against humanity', originally levelled at Nazi perpetrators, was now raised by French judges against Frenchmen. De Gaulle, who had resigned the presidency in 1969, took away with him that reassuring 'only a handful of traitors' myth. He had known Petain well, but used to say that the man had 'died in 1925' - meaning that conceit and ambition had long since fried the hero-marshal's brains. 'Old age is a shipwreck,' de Gaulle intoned in his memoirs. 'In order that France should be spared nothing, the shipwreck of France would coincide with the old age of the marshal.'
To read this book, rich with extraordinary narrative and acute opinion, is to enter a region mercifully unknown to Britain. This is the dark landscape of enemy occupation, a moral blackout of hidden pitfalls and lethal morasses. A Resistance fighter emerges from the sewers, only to find that his unit has been 'turned' and that he has been working as a traitor. Or imagine that you are a loyal and respected official in a conquered country. It seems obvious to you that striving to keep 'our own' law and order functioning under foreign occupation is the patriotic course - even though a few irresponsible workshy types are hiding weapons and provoking the enemy into worse repression. But fast-forward a couple of years, and those reckless layabouts are parading down the Champs-Elysees between cheering crowds, while you are being arrested as a collaborator. As R.L. Bruckberger, a chaplain to the Resistance, reflected afterwards, 'it was the "enfants sages" who lost France, and the "enfants terribles" who saved her.' Jackson's book should leave readers with sympathy for those who were not agile enough to climb through the looking-glass.
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At the Movies
'Conclave'
Michael Wood

1282 wordsEdward Berger 
's Conclave looks rather stately at first, a matter of grand buildings, Michelangelo murals and a simple question: the pope is dead; who will succeed him? But this impression doesn't last long. Roman buildings start to whisper their histories, murals are spectacular but often threatening, and the question is not so much who as how. Robert Harris's novel of the same name tells us that 'conclave' - the private assembly of cardinals to elect a new pope - means 'with a key', and the movie makes even more haste than the book to show us that the key is lost and so are several keys to the key. We are a long way from the comedy of Nanni Moretti's We Have a Pope, even if we do have one in the end.
The plot soon begins to feel like it belongs more to a thriller than to a religious occasion. Visual short stories are woven into the action. We see a man in sharp focus in front of a hazy crowd; then the same man alone against a dark, empty background. We know what his name is, but who is he? We see a pattern of costumed prelates in a courtyard lined up as if for a dance; then a set of buses lined up to take 117 cardinals to the chapel where they will vote on the succession. Of the last image, Cardinal Lawrence, played by Ralph Fiennes, says to himself that 'it could have been the motorcade of a dictator.'
An early shot establishes three of the leading candidates in the coming election by closing in on their faces. They are Cardinals Bellini (Stanley Tucci), Adeyemi (Lucian Msamati) and Tremblay (John Lithgow), respectively American, Nigerian and Canadian. The other favourite, Tedesco (Sergio Castellitto), an Italian cardinal who is less discreet and more stagey, has a scene to himself. He is the film's conservative. He wants masses to be spoken in Latin and thinks that what he calls 'relativism' is the enemy of everything that matters. By contrast, it would seem progressive to choose Adeyemi, and at one point he is leading the vote. Yet he is just as conservative as Tedesco on many matters: according to the relatively moderate Bellini, Adeyemi thinks homosexuals should be in prison while alive and in hell when dead.
Gradually the late pope's final actions begin to take over the story. Bellini tells Lawrence that the pope 'had doubts'. 'Doubts about God?' Lawrence asks. No, Bellini says. 'Not about God. Never about God. What he had lost his faith in was the Church.' He may have lost a few other moral assets too, since we also learn that he conspired to discredit one of the likely candidates in the election that would take place after his death. He fired another potential successor in his last hours, too late for the dismissal to take effect. His faith in the Church may have suffered a recent blow by his learning that certain candidates in the election had bought the votes of a number of cardinals (this chapter in Harris's book is called 'Simony'). Even Lawrence, after an innocent-seeming conversation, wonders whether he has just been offered a job in a future regime for voting the right way.
The late pope did something else, which is essential to the film's plot and meaning. Some time ago he promoted the archbishop of Kabul, a Mexican called Benitez, to the rank of cardinal, although nobody seems to have known about this until Benitez (Carlos Diehz) arrives at the Conclave. He is shy and modest but delivers a crucial speech after shrapnel from a bomb outside has fallen into the chapel, creating a lot of dust and fear, and provoking an impressively intolerant rant from Tedesco. He takes Islam as his target and says the Church needs to declare war on all religions other than its own. 'How long will we persist in this weakness?' The response from the others is a shocked but not unsympathetic silence (except for Bellini, who says Tedesco should be ashamed). And then Benitez stands up and quietly offers the opposing argument. Violence only creates more violence, and he has lived through it in Baghdad and Kabul. This response is more developed in the film than in the novel, as Berger and his screenwriter, Peter Straughan, have made its parallels with an earlier scene clearer. Becoming more emphatic, Benitez slips from English to Spanish. 'What is it you think we are fighting?' he asks. 'The struggle is here. Within us.' Or perhaps we don't struggle enough. 'We are small and mean men.'
The earlier scene is doubtful in all kinds of ways, even to its hero, Cardinal Lawrence. His job as dean requires that he give a preliminary address to the cardinals before the voting process starts. He has a printed homily in front of him, which he has been working on for several days. He begins to recite it, finds it full of platitudes and abandons his script, saying, 'but you know all that.' He talks about St Paul, reminds us that the Ephesians were a mixture of gentiles and Jews, and says that the sin he has 'come to fear more than any other is certainty'. 'Let us pray that the Lord will grant us a pope who doubts, and by his doubts continues to make the Catholic faith a living thing.' He doesn't seem to realise how liberal this line of thought is (he has never seen himself as anything other than a boring, middle-of-the-road minister). His colleagues are shocked and do not comment. Until later. 'Your homily created quite a stir,' one of them says. 'I don't think anyone expected you ...' At this point Lawrence interrupts and completes the sentence: 'to say something interesting?' On first viewing I thought Fiennes's performance was a little too monotone, too wedded to a single idea of worry. On second viewing he seemed to portray monotony itself as erratic and constantly threatened by difference.
Benitez, by contrast, is the loner and outsider (even if he is a cardinal), which is why his embrace of Lawrence's speech both extends and questions it. At a later moment he says, 'I think of what it is to exist between the world's certainties.' Those certainties include doctrines, prejudices and practices. The film invites us to think, as we have seen, about attitudes to homosexuality and war - we are certain that we are allowed to kill our enemies - and shows us throughout that we are in a world of men. Women, including Sister Agnes, played by Isabella Rossellini, are there to do the cooking and make the beds. (Well, Sister Agnes gets to do a little more than that, thanks to some of the dead pope's secretly radical plans.)
I'm not going to flatten the suspense by saying who wins the election, and a final conversation between Lawrence and Benitez - the solution to part of the thriller, let's say - is best overheard in the film itself. But I do want to underline the significance of the converging opinions of the man who didn't know what he thought until he said it and the man who had seen too much fighting not to be afraid of finality. There is also a sense in which the film delicately undoes its own parable, or invites us not to fall too much in love with it. Certainty isn't always a sin and doubt isn't always a solution. And 'between' might be a place to hide rather than a place to live.
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Triple Pillar of the World
Michael Kulikowski

3396 wordsIn the late summer  of 32 BC, Rome declared war on Ptolemaic Egypt and its powerful queen, Cleopatra. In front of the Temple of Bellona, the Roman goddess of war, a member of an archaic priestly order called the fetiales cast a wooden spear into a small square of land that had been ritually designated as Egyptian soil. With the gods and Roman citizenry as witnesses, all appropriate legal formalities having been observed, the republic could go to war assured that it was a just one: bellum iustum. The spear-throwing fetialis might have been the great-nephew, adoptive son and heir of the deified Julius Caesar, whom we call Octavian until his designation as Augustus five years later, in 27. Octavian was responsible for 'reviving' this ritual declaration of war and the priesthood that administered it. It's possible that he invented both: in the course of a very long career, he regularly asserted his respect for the mos maiorum - ancient Roman custom - and claimed great antiquity for brand new practices of his own devising. He was, after all, the man who instituted Roman autocracy while declaring the restoration of the republic.
Among the various successor kingdoms to the empire of Alexander the Great, Egypt had always been the least threatening to Rome. Fabulously rich, protected by their country's geography but reliant on mercenary armies, Ptolemaic kings had difficulty projecting military power as far as Crete or Cyrenaica, never mind the parts of mainland Greece and Asia Minor in which Rome was actively interested. But Octavian needed the pretence of this ceremony. His just war had to be ostentatiously directed against a foreign foe because it was in fact the latest paroxysm of the civil strife that had plagued the republic for much of the preceding half-century. Its target was Marcus Antonius, the noble Mark Antony, Octavian's colleague, rival and, until a few months earlier, when Antony divorced Octavian's sister, his brother-in-law. Cleopatra provided ships and financing from Egypt's bottomless treasury, but the armies that would soon confront each other on the Ionian coast of Greece were Roman, commanded by Roman dynasts, each with a claim to rule as Caesar's true heir.
Antony and Octavian had staved off lethal dissension for as long as they could, keeping their provocations within the bounds of plausible deniability, choosing not to escalate even when the affronts to their dignitas - a word vastly more capacious and meaningful to the well-born Roman than our 'dignity' - would have justified war in any court of public opinion. Such forbearance could not last for ever and, by 32 BC, it was simply a matter of how the final break would come. Octavian's position was strong, but Antony was the better general and had consolidated a large and prestigious, if unharmonious, coalition. With half the Senate and both consuls in Antony's camp, Octavian could not be seen to launch yet another Roman civil war. He needed instead to attack the fatale monstrum Cleopatra, who had ensnared a noble Roman with her wicked magic and was planning to install the sinister, baboon-headed gods of Egypt on Rome's hallowed Capitol.
That was intolerable, not just to Octavian, but to the honour of every decent Roman and the safety of all Italy: a powerful argument. By ancient standards, Rome was amazingly open to new blood and the incorporation of outsiders into its citizenry. At the same time, Roman ideology was fiercely contemptuous of foreign cultures, especially effeminate Greeks and barbarous easterners. Antony understood this, and knew that while Cleopatra travelled with him he could not take the offensive. To do so would prove Octavian's propaganda right. And so he waited in Greece, his fleet anchored in the Ambracian Gulf, his armies crowded into the peninsulas that formed it. Idle armies are always dangerous and Antony himself was a man of action, impatient of constraint, at his best when on the move. He attempted to force a battle but was outmanoeuvred, and then the desertions started. Client kings took their armies home, prominent senators sloped off to join, or rejoin, Octavian. Antony faced a choice: march his legions deep into mainland Greece and resume the fight the following spring, or wager on a sea battle. He decided to throw the dice, entrusting the extraction of his legions to a trusted lieutenant, but he hedged his bets. His ships carried sails as well as oarsmen, which they would not have done had he thought victory likely. On 2 September 31 BC, the fleet left harbour. Cleopatra's squadron, carrying the treasury, broke through a gap in the enemy line and sailed off for Egypt. Antony followed her. His cause collapsed. Much of his fleet retired into the gulf, the ships that did not were sunk at the victor's leisure and Antony's legions refused to fight. He had bet wrong.
Antony's true motives at Actium are buried in legend and hostile propaganda. So too is the record of his final winter, passed at Alexandria in the company of Cleopatra. The ending is well known: turncoat legions declared for Octavian and advanced on Egypt from Cyrenaica; the garrison at Pelusium, near modern Port Said, surrendered, leaving the eastern route to Alexandria wide open. Antony's remaining troops were routed and, retreating to the palace, he fell on his sword on or about the first day of August 30 BC. Cleopatra, until now a consummate political survivor, hoped to negotiate, but to no avail. She did cheat Octavian of a royal captive to lead in triumph, however, choosing suicide on 10 August, whether by the fabled bite of an asp or some more conventional method. She was given a royal funeral and interred alongside Antony. Caesarion, the son she had borne to Julius Caesar, was dead within the month. Of her three children with Antony, two graced the victor's triumph, the younger boy having died en route to Rome. The elder, Alexander Helios, was quietly dispatched, but Cleopatra Selene was raised by Octavian's sister and eventually married to the king of Mauretania. On 29 August, Octavian became the pharaoh of Egypt.
Famous as its denouement might be, the career of Marcus Antonius is somewhat shadowy. He was born a nobilis, which under the republic meant he had a consul as ancestor: since the expulsion of the kings, the Roman people each year elected two supreme magistrates, known as consuls, to lead the state in peace and war, and it was this consular pair who gave their name to the year in the Roman calendar. Mark Antony's branch of the Antonii had been ennobled by the successes of his grandfather, another Marcus Antonius, a brilliant orator who won a consulship in 99 BC after a successful command in the eastern Mediterranean. In the vicissitudes of the civil wars of the 80s, he fell foul of the ageing Gaius Marius and was executed in 87, four years before his famous grandson's birth to the older of his sons, yet another Marcus Antonius. This Marcus was genial, his career successful rather than brilliant; his younger brother, Gaius, Mark Antony's uncle, sided with Marius' enemy Sulla and had a career marked by notorious venality and successfully pliable allegiances. The fact that Antony's father and uncle both survived the violent eclipse of their father reminds us that Rome's aristocracy was so intertwined by birth, marriage and remarriage, friendship and patronage, that the mortal sins of fathers were only rarely inflicted on their offspring. Benevolent as far as it went, that custom was something Antony never forgot; it was his bad luck eventually to find himself locked in conflict with Octavian, for whom aristocratic custom meant nothing.
Antony's father married a Julia, a member of a patrician clan that dated back to before the foundation of the republic. The marriage produced a daughter and three sons. Mark Antony, the eldest boy, was born on 14 January 83, his brothers Gaius and Lucius soon after that, but their father died young, before he was old enough to run for consul. We know nothing of Antony's youth or early career, but he would have received the education of any good Roman aristocrat and he became a fine if florid orator himself. His mother swiftly remarried, to Publius Cornelius Lentulus Sura, a patrician and ex-consul who was executed for his role in the conspiracy of Catiline in 63. Cicero, consul that year, was merciless towards the conspirators but spared Julia and her sons by Marcus Antonius from collateral damage. Indeed, the great orator and statesman maintained cordial relationships with the Antonii for more than twenty years, even if it is the vitriol of his Philippics against Antony that posterity remembers.
Antony's uncle Gaius led the military campaign against Catiline, and that could have been the young Antony's first military service. He almost certainly accompanied his uncle to Macedonia as a junior officer and is known to have led an allied cavalry unit in Roman Syria, where he befriended the Idumaean chieftain Antipater and his son, the future Herod the Great of Judaea. The Mark Antony we know emerges properly into the light of history during Caesar's campaigns in Gaul. When or in what precise capacity he went there is unclear, but he had risen to be one of Caesar's legates when we meet him at the double siege of Alesia, the climactic battle that put an end to the uprising of the conquered Gauls under Vercingetorix. By that point, in 52 BC, Antony was thirty years old and so eligible to stand for quaestor, the first rung on a young Roman's political career and the office that granted membership of the Senate.
Rome  in these years was a chaos of infighting among ever shifting aristocratic factions, each with different connections to the great strongmen Pompey and Caesar, whose ally Crassus had died in June 53 fighting the Parthians in Syria. Working out the precise admixture of family, friendship and ambition that explains who sided with whom at any given moment is a monumental challenge, but one must also remember, as Jeffrey Tatum reminds us in his lucid account, that 'not everything in Rome was about Pompey and Caesar.' It's easy to forget, because we know what happened next, but also self-evidently true, as we know from our own experience: however horrifying the political catastrophe unfolding around us, we still devote ourselves primarily to the interpersonal and institutional jostling of our own little lives. So it was at Rome, and in those arenas, Antony's name, pedigree and talent on the battlefield gave him immediate and lasting advantage. He was quaestor in 51 and in the summer of 50 won election as tribune of the plebs for the following year: it would prove a momentous one, because Caesar's enemies, Marcus Porcius Cato chief among them, combined to require that he give up his extraordinary command in Gaul and return to Rome, where they could ruin him through spurious prosecutions in the courts. Caesar, who valued his dignitas more than his life, refused to stand down. After much vacillation, Pompey came down on the side of Caesar's enemies and, entering his tribunate as Caesar's friend, Antony attacked Pompey for his faithlessness, reminding the Senate of the brutality Pompey had inflicted when still the adulescens carnifex, the 'young butcher' of the dictator Sulla's civil wars. Fierce debate raged in the Senate in December 50 and January 49, with every attempt at compromise scuppered, until Caesar faced an ultimatum: disarm or be declared a public enemy. Antony and a fellow tribune fled the senate house to join Caesar as he rallied his troops, crossed the Rubicon and marched on Rome.
The story of the civil war has often been told: it took Caesar four years to bring the various constellations of his enemies to heel, but Pompey's defeat at Pharsalus in Thessaly was decisive. Antony commanded the crucial left wing of the Caesarian army in this battle, although it was earlier in the same campaign, as Caesar's forces were being pressed to their limits at their Adriatic beachhead of Dyrrachium, that his genius for tactical leadership was most clearly on display. Pompey fled to Egypt, where the young king Ptolemy XIII had him murdered. The pursuing Caesar found himself embroiled in a civil war between Ptolemy and his older sister, Cleopatra, whose victory he eventually secured while she was pregnant with his son, whom she would name Ptolemy Caesarion. In autumn 47, Caesar returned to Italy as dictator with Antony his magister equitum, or master of horse, and thus his second in command.
The chronology of Antony's career is somewhat hazy in the next years, with a period of crippling debt, divorce and remarriage to the formidable Fulvia, great-granddaughter of a consul and previously married into one of Rome's great patrician clans. There was also a sojourn in Athens, where Antony's hellenophilia was given free rein, and service as Caesar's legate, possibly mopping up Pompeian diehards in Spain. On the return journey to Rome, Antony was given the honour of riding alongside Caesar, and he was soon elected Caesar's consular colleague for the year 44, despite being only 38, four years too young to be eligible according to traditional standards.
When his friend and patron was assassinated on 15 March 44 BC, Antony was left as sole consul, the most important man in the republic. Caesar had been planning to depart Rome for a Parthian campaign on 18 March. His assassins, many of them close friends and allies in the wars against Pompey, had differing motives, from the abstract and philosophical to the pragmatic recognition that Caesar's ascendancy spelled an end to the electoral rough and tumble that Roman aristocrats cherished as the measure of their self-worth. In February 44, Caesar had ostentatiously refused the royal crown proffered three times by Antony during the Lupercalia, a festival of misrule that made it possible to mask the gesture's seriousness; but his consistently regal behaviour, and especially his failure to stand to greet his fellow senators, was thought intolerable. Caesar was playing by new rules that he had written, but too many great men looked back wistfully to the old oligarchy. He was stabbed to death at the foot of Pompey's statue. Terrified senators stampeded, retreating to their palaces and townhouses, and Rome fell into suspended political animation.
Antony had control of Caesar's will and his treasury and was in a good position to stand firm against the assassins - the self-styled Liberators - while pursuing compromise: by friendship or kinship, he was related to many of them. Antony's speech at Caesar's funeral on 20 March, though we may think we know it from Shakespeare, is neither preserved verbatim nor reliably recorded in the hostile and conflicting evidence that has survived, but it was clearly a tour de force, in which he laid claim to leadership of the Caesarian party. Thanks to Cicero's speeches, his letters, and those of his correspondents which are preserved alongside his own, we can chart the intricacies of politics in 44 and 43 almost day by day. The arrival on the scene of Caesar's great-nephew and adoptive heir again scrambled alliances and loyalties, though Octavian was only eighteen and held no public position. Antony, it is clear, underestimated him, but then so did everyone else, not least Cicero: he may never have actually uttered the words 'laudandum adulescentem ornandum tollendum', but the sentiment has a Ciceronian ring ('the boy should be praised, decorated and set aside'), misguided though it proved.
The months between March 44 and October 42 occupy eighty pages of Tatum's book and even so only scratch the surface complexity of events. In Italy, virtually every configuration of alliances was tested and found wanting. Octavian, his deified father's legions at his back, managed to extort an unprecedented consulate for himself. Finally, in November 43, Antony and Octavian, with Aemilius Lepidus, another eminent Caesarian, patched up an alliance at Bologna and had a law passed making them plenipotentiary 'triumvirs for the restoration of the republic' for the next five years. Proscriptions of the triumvirs' joint and individual enemies followed: Cicero and Antony's uncle Lucius were among those sacrificed, along with many rich men of no political account whose fortunes were covetable. Antony then led the pursuit of Caesar's assassins to Greece, where they had raised new legions after bleeding the eastern provinces dry to pay for them. It was Antony, too, who won the great victory at Philippi in Macedonia, where Brutus, Cassius and many of the last champions of the old republic fell on the battlefield. Octavian, either ill or feigning illness, had no share in the glory that, by common consent, acclaimed Antony the greatest general of his day.
After Philippi, Octavian faced the delicate and dangerous task of settling tens of thousands of demobilised veterans in colonies across Italy and the provinces. Antony's more satisfying task was the regulation of the east where, for the better part of a decade, his will was law. Like Pompey before him, he attached kings, cities, even whole peoples to his personal clientela, and redrew the borders of provinces and kingdoms from the Black Sea to the Red. His arrangements were sensible and well founded, as shown by how few of them the victorious Octavian altered after his rival's suicide. The two strove for years to maintain their precarious equilibrium after the sidelining of Lepidus, despite the continuing nuisance of Pompey's son Sextus - a free agent in command of a powerful fleet - and even after the failure of Antony's campaigns in Parthia. Although a Parthian victory would have brought him untold glory, the annexation of Armenia was a consolation prize worth having: as yet untapped by Roman business interests, the conquered kingdom was in Antony's gift, which meant that getting and staying in his good graces was essential to senators with a nose for profit. It was only Octavian's ability to play patron in the towns and the countryside of Italy that allowed him, eventually, to rally tota Italia against Antony and his Egyptian consort. Even that required shabby manoeuvring that was beneath the dignity of a true Roman noble, of a Caesar or an Antony: Octavian's seizure and publication of Antony's will was a particularly grotesque breach of faith, no matter how much xenophobic propaganda it could fuel (Antony proclaimed Caesarion Caesar's heir, named his children by Cleopatra his own heirs and asked to be buried beside her in Alexandria). Octavian's total lack of scruple and Antony's undoubted reliance on Cleopatra gained Octavian enough aristocratic support to enable him to risk a final confrontation. Actium, Alexandria and the establishment of autocracy at Rome followed.
Without early and long training in the intricacies of the late republic, writing its history can seem impossibly daunting. There is too much information, too unevenly distributed. Short life expectancies, frequent divorce and strategic adoption make for tangled family trees and a surfeit of homonymous individuals that lead the inexpert or unwary into error. Meanwhile, the authorial voice of Caesar, and still more that of Cicero, dominate the evidentiary landscape. When it comes to Antony, our occluded picture rests on the hostile contemporary polemic of Cicero's Philippics and a long, artful Life by Plutarch, written two centuries after the fact. Both Shakespeare's portrayal of Antony, and the no less canonical scholarly version in Ronald Syme's Roman Revolution (1939), hew very close to Plutarch, and both of these lie behind the Antony of the BBC Two/HBO co-production Rome. The series is more or less worthless as history, but thanks to a superb performance by James Purefoy, it does capture the essence of the Marcus Antonius who emerges from our sources: sensual, handsome, boundlessly arrogant, casual in his cruelty, and an utterly fearless soldier and general - the qualities that brought him down in the end. Tatum does his best to resist this beguiling portrait. He reads Plutarch and Cicero against the grain, he rejects any notion of character as destiny, and yet the same Antony still emerges, if slightly nuanced - which shows that whether Plutarch's Antony was his own invention or captures some fundamental truth about the historical man, it remains indelible, seductive, and the only Antony we have.
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Poem
Outside the Work
Lavinia Greenlaw

505 wordsA hundred days before I met the stranger
who forced me off the road
and did not leave his name
I dreamt of walking out of a landscape
as if out of a painting -
tipped from the picture by its tilting fields.
I was now outside the work
watching the shadow who walked beside me
indicate that I should return.
Where to? The tangled woods.
Brief figures rose beside the path
in encouragement or warning.
When I looked on each, light was cast
as if they were there for me to invest.
That was the night of the day of the dead.
A hundred nights followed in quick winter
and the day came when I was thrown into sleep
and then held under - beyond the woods,
beyond composition, beyond dream.
                              *
What took place was a form of deletion.
I wasn't here.
I wasn't.
When I say I remember nothing I mean
what being nothing is:
within density, without form.
My mind has de-scripted what happened.
I was forced off the road.
It is unwritten down.
                              *
I thought it was the furthest I had been from my body
but I was only my body
Others stepped in to cut out, secure, transport, open,
repair and close my body. They stepped into my body.
It is my body that enacts what happened.
It recognises shape in movement or texture in sound
as if this were music and my body compelled
always to dance, trapped in the song.
                              *
I'm getting better at waking up
and knowing I'm here and where here is.
Where is becoming here and here I am.
I nearly died and I didn't.
As I lay among my medication
news came of friends who died. They are dead.
What aligns?
What opens?
What closes?
                              *
When I first woke and could remember waking
I was outside time and in love with them all.
I held them deep in conflation
at the pure point of recognition.
Oh the falling away!
Walking back along an ancient hall
I cast off my wounds, my armour, my sword,
looking neither beyond nor towards
and without slowing down.
                              *
The shock arrived as an abstract form of horror.
I had no specific fear but could not be alone in a room
and would follow my daughter, my sister, my spouse
if they went upstairs. They had to call out
to let me know of their continuing existence.
I had dreams of ordinary life
in which I moved through the world without thinking
and so was able to think of other things.
A life spent thinking of other things.
                              *
When my mother and I
once manoeuvred a table of several parts
along a narrow passage
with tight corners and heavy doors
she issued instructions on how to proceed
in terms of the movement of a newborn's
unfused skull. I have lost faith
in space, depth, dimension, completion,
in the act of moving through the world in one piece.
In being one piece. My broken head
with its lunar terrain and spectral titanium
holds itself at the ready in parts.
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Incoming!
Eliot Weinberger

2461 wordsThey came from Florida, from Fox News and Fox Business, square-jawed men and women with big hair and collagen lips.
They came from professional football and World Wrestling Entertainment.
They came from daytime talk shows and reality television.
They were 'straight out of central casting', as the future president said.
Some of the women resembled his daughter and some of the women resembled his wife. None of the men resembled him.
A squad of them came with the future president to Madison Square Garden to watch Ultimate Fighting matches.
The future secretary of defence is adorned with the white supremacist tattoos of a Jerusalem cross, the Crusader rallying cry 'Deus vult' and an AR-15 assault rifle flanking an American flag.
The future secretary of homeland security once shot her hunting dog, Cricket, in a gravel pit because it couldn't hunt, then shot her pet goat because it was getting old and 'nasty'.
The future secretary of health and human services once cut off the head of a beached whale with a chainsaw, put it on the roof of his car and drove home. He brags that he has a freezer full of roadkill.
Less than half of all voters voted for the future president, but his team declared it a 'landslide', a 'mandate' to 'drain the swamp' and shake up the capital.
The future White House communications director calls the opposition 'snowflakes' whose 'sad, miserable existence will be crushed' when the future president returns to power.
The future director of the FBI promises a 'government gangsters manhunt' and revenge against disloyal journalists.
The future director of the Federal Communications Commission threatens to penalise television networks that criticise the future president.
They vow mass firings and the deportation of millions.
They vow to cut two trillion dollars from the federal budget - five times the combined annual salaries of all federal employees.
They vow an end to 'wokeness' in all its imagined forms and the return of American greatness.
But they have no connection to the work they will manage, or no experience in the work they will manage, or no experience managing large bureaucracies like the bureaucracies they will manage.
The future secretary of commerce is a billionaire.
The future secretary of the treasury is a billionaire.
The future secretary of the interior is a billionaire.
The future secretary of education is a billionaire.
The future special envoy to the Middle East is a billionaire.
The future director of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (Nasa) is a billionaire.
The future surgeon general, a Fox News regular, and the future administrator of Medicare and Medicaid, a daytime television host, sell dubious health and weight loss supplements online.
The future director of the FBI promotes a supplement to reverse the effects of the Covid vaccine.
The future deputy assistant to the president and senior director for counterterrorism is the spokesman for a fish oil supplement.
The future secretary of homeland security stars in an infomercial for a cosmetic dentistry business, in which she exclaims: 'I love my new family at Smile Texas!'
The future secretary of education is opposed to the Department of Education. The co-founder of World Wrestling Entertainment, she donated $21 million to the future president's campaign. She is currently being sued for enabling the sexual abuse of children recruited to be 'ring boys' at wrestling events.
The future administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency opposes clean air and clean water legislation and does not believe the climate of the world is changing.
The future secretary of energy, the head of a fracking company, insists that 'there is no climate crisis and we're not in the midst of an energy transition either.'
The future secretary of health and human services and the future director of the Centres for Disease Control and Prevention believe that vaccines cause autism.
The future commissioner of the Federal Drug Administration, a Fox News regular, and the future director of the National Institutes of Health do not believe that vaccinations cause autism, but opposed mass vaccinations for Covid.
The future secretary of health and human services has promised to fire six hundred employees at the National Institutes of Health to shift its focus from infectious diseases to healthy diets. He is opposed to the fluoridation of water and the pasteurisation of milk and believes that horse deworming pills are more effective against Covid than vaccination.
The future attorney general, a Fox News regular, was part of the future president's legal team in his first impeachment trial. As attorney general of Florida, she defended the banning of same-sex marriage and sued to overturn the Affordable Care Act's prohibition against denying insurance to people with pre-existing conditions. She dropped a fraud case against the future president's online university after receiving a donation from him, and once persuaded the governor of Florida to delay an execution because it conflicted with her fundraising event. She was active in the denial of the 2020 election results and was a registered lobbyist for Qatar.
The future deputy attorney general, the future US solicitor general and the future principal associate deputy attorney general were all part of the future president's legal team in his recent court cases. The team will now continue as the Department of Justice.
The future US solicitor general, defending the future president before the Supreme Court, stated that there are cases where it would be legal for a president to assassinate a domestic political rival.
The future director of the CIA is best known for promoting conspiracy theories and releasing false information in defence of the future president in his various scandals. He said that there is a 'secret society' within the Department of Justice and the FBI 'working against' the future president.
The future director of the FBI wants to turn its Washington headquarters into a museum of the horrors of the deep state.
The future director of national intelligence, a Fox News regular, is known as 'our girlfriend' when she appears on Russian television expressing support for Putin and Bashar al-Assad and condemning Nato. She was raised in, and is still connected to, the Science of Identity Foundation, a Hinduism-derived cult, known for its Islamophobia and homophobia, whose leader lives in a house covered in tin foil.
The future deputy assistant to the president and senior director for counterterrorism is a former Fox News regular and is banned from YouTube. He believes that violence is intrinsic to Islam. He wears the medal of the neo-Nazi Hungarian Order of Vitez and was a supporter of the Magyar Garda, a paramilitary group.
The future secretary of the navy has never been in the military, but he raised $12 million for the future president's campaign at an event at his home in Aspen, where the future president warned that this 'could be the last election we ever have' if the 'radical left-wing lunatics' win.
The future ambassador to Israel is a Baptist minister and former Fox News host. He has said 'there's really no such thing as a Palestinian.'
The future senior adviser on Arab and Middle Eastern affairs is the father-in-law of the future president's daughter.
The future special envoy to the Middle East is a frequent golf partner of the future president and has donated almost $2 million to his campaigns. He has close ties to Qatar.
The future ambassador to France, the father-in-law of another daughter of the future president, also donated $2 million to the campaign. He spent two years in prison for a number of offences, including hiring a prostitute to seduce and videotape his brother-in-law, who was going to testify against him. He will live in the luxurious Hotel de Pontalba in Paris.
The future ambassador to Greece is the presumably now former girlfriend of the son of the future president. On the day of her nomination, the tabloids revealed that the son had found a new companion.
The future national security adviser, a Fox News regular, opposes further aid to Ukraine, but supports sending troops into Mexico to fight the drug cartels.
The future special envoy to Ukraine and Russia, a Fox News regular, has warned against putting 'the idealistic agendas of the global elite ahead of a working relationship with Russia'.
The future secretary of state is the author of Decades of Decadence: How Our Spoiled Elites Blew America's Inheritance of Liberty, Security and Prosperity.
The future secretary of homeland security, the governor of South Dakota, is prohibited by the state's nine tribes from entering Native land. During the Covid epidemic, she was opposed to all forms of protection, including masks and vaccination mandates. She is opposed to abortion under any circumstances, IVF, stem cell research, the Affordable Care Act, Medicaid, high-speed rail, estate taxes, same-sex marriage and any form of gun control. During the last campaign, she presented the future president with a $1100 bust of Mount Rushmore, with his face carved next to those of Washington, Jefferson, Lincoln and Roosevelt.
The future secretary of commerce personally donated $10 million to - and raised an additional $75 million for - the future president's campaign. He believes we can 'make America great again' by returning to 1900, when there were high tariffs and no income tax.
The future secretary of transportation, a Fox Business host and former reality TV star, supported the ban on Muslims, and as a congressman introduced legislation to end endangered species protections for grey wolves.
The future secretary of housing and urban development is a former professional football player, a former member of the Texas state legislature, the former chief inspiration officer of a software company, the former chief visionary officer of a property developer and the former owner of a men's clothing business. He is the only Black person on the future president's team.
The future secretary of agriculture promotes fossil fuels and campaigns against wind and solar energy. She does not believe in climate change. She is the CEO of the America First Policy Institute, the source of a dozen members of the future presidential team and its ideological foundation. AFPI has already drafted some three hundred executive orders for the future president to sign on his first day in office.
The future director of the Office of Management and Budget has written that 'Muslims do not simply have a deficient theology. They do not know God because they have rejected Jesus Christ His Son, and they stand condemned.' He is the founder of the Centre for Renewing America, which is largely devoted to combating 'critical race theory' and 'wokeness'. He wants to gut the FBI, eliminate the Environmental Protection Agency, fire tens of thousands of civil service employees for insufficient loyalty to the future president, deploy the military against protesters and institute a Christian-based 'radical constitutionalism' that will give more power to the future president.
The future White House deputy chief of staff for policy and homeland security adviser is allied with various white supremacist groups and is the most rabidly anti-immigrant member of the team. He believes 'America is for Americans and Americans only,' which means banning, among others, Muslims, refugees and university students from China, as well as deporting eleven million undocumented migrants. He was the architect of the policy of separating migrant children from their parents, and was seen gloating over photographs of children in cages. He has said that the Emma Lazarus poem ('Give me your tired, your poor,/Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free') at the base of the Statue of Liberty was a later 'woke' addition that has nothing to do with American liberty. He considers the future president 'a political genius'.
The future border tsar, a Fox News regular, implemented the family separation policy during the future president's previous administration. He has initiated a project called 'Defend the Border and Save Lives' in collaboration with an anti-Muslim group, the United West. He has said: 'I will run the biggest deportation force this country has ever seen. They ain't seen shit yet. Wait until 2025.'
The future secretary of defence, a Fox News host, has called for an 'American crusade', 'a holy war for the righteous cause of human freedom', because the 'irreconcilable differences between the left and the right in America ... cannot be resolved through the political process'. He claims there is a 'cultural Marxist revolution ripping through the Pentagon', epitomised by the US military slogan 'Our diversity is our strength,' which he says is the 'dumbest phrase on planet Earth'. He warns that the invasion of Ukraine 'pales in comparison' to the threat of 'wokeness', for 'this unholy alliance of political ideologues and Pentagon pussies has left our warriors without real defenders in Washington.' 'The next president of the United States needs to fire them all.' He is opposed to Nato and the United Nations. He is known for drunken displays in which he rants against Muslims. Accused of rape, he paid the victim to remain silent. His mother once sent him an email saying that he is 'despicable and abusive' and asked: 'Is there any sense of decency left in you?'
The future White House deputy chief of staff for policy and homeland security adviser wrote in a speech for the future president that 'the fundamental question of our time is whether the West has the will to survive ... Do we have the desire and the courage to preserve our civilisation in the face of those who would subvert and destroy it?'
The future president is currently selling caps, wrapping paper, blankets, football jerseys, boat flags, pickleball paddles, necklaces, earrings, silk ties, chopping boards, Christmas decorations, slippers, tie clips, door mats, aprons, pyjamas, socks, Advent calendars, Christmas stockings, mugs, keychains, sweatshirts, note cards, bracelets, scented candles, beach bags, flip-flops, bathrobes, towels, sunglasses, corkscrews, water bottles, stickers, jogging pants, wine and champagne glasses, earbuds, hoodies, jelly beans, cookies, chocolates, honey, jewellery boxes, whiskey decanters, trays, wallets, flasks, wines, coasters, umbrellas, golf bags, plates, ashtrays, sports bras and dog leashes - all with his name on them.
Also available are a $100,000 gold watch, a $11,000 autographed guitar, digital trading card NFTs featuring the future president in heroic historic tableaux, God Bless the USA Bibles, Never Surrender High-Top Sneakers, Fight Fight Fight Cologne for Men ('For patriots who never back down') and a celebratory Victory Cologne, which comes in a bottle in the shape of the future president's head.
The future secretary of state had previously called the future president a 'con artist', a 'Third World strongman', 'the most vulgar person to ever aspire to the presidency', 'a person that has no ideas of any substance' and a 'guy with the worst spray tan in America' who wets his pants. He now says: 'I didn't know him as a person.'
13 December
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'Death is not a stranger in our house'
Zain Samir reports from Lebanon

5132 wordsTo celebrate  the first week of their marriage, Wafiq decided to cook lunch for his wife. He fried eggs on his brand-new stove while Rana arranged the dishes. Wafiq and Rana got married in the last week of October, and moved into the apartment. Thanks to the war, they decided not to have a wedding party, or even a family dinner.
Wafiq was proud of his new apartment, in the village of Maaysrah, north of Beirut. For two decades, since he was sixteen, he had worked in menial jobs - in a petrol station, on construction sites, at a grocer's - until he graduated from university with distinction and began teaching at the local French lycee. Each month he spent only a fraction of his modest salary, entrusting the rest to his mother. When he had saved enough he started building a new floor on top of his father's house. First, the concrete columns, standing alone for a couple of years with steel bars protruding from the top. Then he had saved enough to build a roof, and the work progressed slowly from there - plumbing one year, electrics the next. Finally, last year, he took out a loan, spread over seventeen years, to furnish the apartment: a bedroom, a small living room and an 'American-style' kitchen with a centrepiece he designed himself - a steel and marble island bar.
Downstairs, Wafiq's mother and father were having coffee with some neighbours. Abdullah Amro was a well-known village elder, and people often visited him to seek advice on family and financial matters, or to ask him to mediate in feuds. Usually he received visitors in the diwan, a reception room attached to the main house. Looking out on a garden of pomegranate and olive trees, with a view of the Mediterranean beyond, it was a favourite meeting place in the village. But after the Israeli attacks began in late September, every inch of the house and diwan was filled with relatives who had fled their homes in southern Beirut and South Lebanon to take shelter in Abdullah's house, so the gathering was taking place on the balcony instead.
Wafiq's sister, Sayda, her husband, Jaafar, and their two teenage children were camping on the ground floor, along with Jaafar's brother, his wife, her mother and five more children. The two families had fled their homes in the southern city of Tyre after the Israeli military issued evacuation orders. On the floor above was Wafiq's brother, Muhammad, a teacher at the state technical college, with his wife and children, as well as a distant relative, Rassmiya, and her children. Displaced twice, Rassmiya had fled with her family from their village in the south, first taking refuge in the Msaytbeh neighbourhood of Beirut. But after an Israeli airstrike there killed two dozen people and reduced several buildings to rubble, she decided that Beirut wasn't safe.
The people living in the house tried to maintain a normal routine as they obsessively followed the news, tracking airstrikes on their home towns and villages, taking in reports of the injured and dead. Everyone's life was on hold. Jaafar had put his PhD thesis on a hard drive, hoping he could continue his online studies at an Iranian university, but he couldn't find the focus or the time. Instead, he was working with his brother to collect aid and donations. His son, Hadi, was helping out in the local cafe, where he passed the days serving espressos and narghiles to the villagers - most of them his cousins. Sayda was busy all day. A psychiatrist with the Islamic Health Authority, she had set up a team of volunteers, co-ordinating with Lebanese NGOs to provide assistance at shelters. At night, rather than sleep in one of the bedrooms with the other women, she laid out her bedding beside her husband in the corridor.
Below  the house, on a bend in the road, Hadi stood at the entrance to the cafe and waved to his cousin Ali on the balcony, beckoning him to come down. He had just walked back into the shop when he heard a loud screech overhead. A second screech followed, and then an explosion. When he scrambled back outside, instead of the balcony where Ali had been, he saw a massive ball of white smoke rolling into the sky.
Wafiq had drained some potatoes into a sieve in the sink, turned off the gas on the stove and was turning toward his wife when he saw a flash of light. Then something strange happened. He watched the floor under his feet crack open and collapse. Instinctively, he pushed his wife under the marble bar as they fell.
Hadi began running up the hill through the smoke and ash. The house was gone: a smouldering mound of rubble lay in its place. The explosion had stripped the trees of their leaves. He saw a man sitting on the ground, dazed and staring at his shredded legs. His face was covered in dust and blood, but Hadi recognised Abdullah from the strips of clothing hanging off him. Hadi couldn't do much to help his grandfather, so he left him and rushed towards the ruins of the house, making his way through twisted metal and lumps of concrete. He climbed over what was left of the roof and started digging out masonry.
Jaafar and his brother were driving back from the coast, where they had gone to buy supplies for the cafe, when they spotted a column of white smoke. A few minutes later, a voice message from Hadi arrived in the family WhatsApp group: 'They hit the building ... they're all gone ... they're all under the rubble.'
Beneath the collapsed roof, Wafiq was lying in foetal position. He tried to move, but his body was wedged between the stove and the fridge, which had fallen on his right arm. He called out to his wife and she called back: she was safe, she said, under the marble island. He told her to stay calm, preserve her energy and to keep talking to him. Inside, he was panicking, struggling to breathe and to cope with the pain in his arm. Like all teachers, he had been required to take a first aid course when the war broke out, and one sentence lingered in his mind: 'Don't close your eyes.' He could hear people digging above, so he started shouting 'Ya Mahdi, ya Zahra' - a Shia call to the redeemer, and to the wife of Imam Ali.
Hadi found a body, one of the neighbours who had been having coffee with his grandparents, and continued to dig until the medics arrived and pulled him out, pointing at his bleeding feet. He hadn't noticed that he had been barefoot all this time.
The body of Sara, Hadi's sister, who had just enrolled at university to study graphic design, was the first to be found. Wrapped in a blanket, it was carried by ambulance to the morgue of a nearby hospital. Jaafar stayed behind at the scene, waiting to see if his wife was still alive. He kept hoping - even when they pulled out the bodies of Rassmiya and her five children, who had arrived at the house only two days earlier, and even when the bodies of his brother's family were taken away.
Wafiq, still trapped, could hear people digging above, but suddenly thought: what if he hadn't turned off the gas? What if one of the rescuers was smoking? Would there be another explosion? He was terrified about his wife. 'Ya Hussein, ya Hussein,' he kept calling until he finally saw the beam of a flashlight. Rana was rescued first; he had to wait another two hours. By then, he had lost all feeling in his arm and was sure it would have to be amputated.
Two days later 
, I went to Maaysrah. From the coast, the winding road threads its way up through terraces of pine and olive trees. Modern villas mingle with Ottoman-era houses, overlooking the valley of the Ibrahim river to the north and the sea to the west.
Maaysrah is one of two Shia villages in the otherwise Christian region of Keserwan in Mount Lebanon. The Shia of Keserwan were expelled by the Sunni Mamluks in the 13th century from the strategic mountain slopes close to the coastal plains, but then in the 18th century the Shia Amro clan were granted lands here following a feud with another clan elsewhere in the mountains. The community thrived on silkworm farming and olive oil production. At the entrance to the village is a large Christian monastery; higher up is a mosque topped by a golden aluminium dome, built to honour an eminent local jurist known for his ecumenical writings. The yellow flags of Hizbullah fly from electricity poles as a sign of defiance in a time of war, while a few old stone crosses stand among the trees and shrubs.
At the site of the strike Hadi was hobbling along on crutches, with bandages on his feet. Wafiq, who was with him, had miraculously escaped with only scratches and bruises. With the help of a municipal worker, he was searching for any human remains still buried under the rubble. They came to a spot where a swarm of flies had gathered. Hadi began throwing aside broken masonry. He picked out shreds of fabric and blackened flesh, putting them in a plastic shopping bag to be buried later according to religious custom. Wafiq walked around the ruins of his family house. A few flashes of colour broke the monotony of the grey debris: the orange of a bedsheet, the blue of flattened plastic jerrycans, the green of a book cover, and the red of a shirt tangled in a web of steel bars, the flotsam of the multiple generations who had lived here.
He pointed at where he thought he had been buried, explaining the layout of his kitchen. 'Israel has not only killed my parents and relatives,' he said. 'They also took away all our childhood and happy memories when they destroyed our home. My mother was a frail old woman. For eleven months she repeated that she could only ask god to reward her with martyrdom like the people of Gaza. I would say how? She wasn't going to become a fighter at her age. But the Israelis fulfilled her wishes.'
Jaafar and other relatives were sitting on white plastic chairs in the garden of a nearby house. Jaafar said they hadn't yet buried his wife. They were still waiting for DNA results to identify her remains. 'We have seen a lot as a family,' he said. 'Death is not a stranger in our house.' He told me that he and his siblings had grown up in the holy Shia city of Najaf in Iraq, where their father, a cleric from South Lebanon, had gone to pursue his religious studies. Like hundreds of other foreign students he studied jurisprudence and theology under the guidance of Najaf's leading Shia scholars, following centuries-old traditions. Some of the students were attracted to a new brand of revivalist, revolutionary discourse. This was considered anathema by the traditionalists, who maintained that the clergy should confine itself to religious guidance, jurisprudence and the collecting of tithes. The quietist view held that it was forbidden for the clergy to set up or be involved in a government, since temporal rule was inherently illegitimate until the return of the Imam al-Mahdi. The revolutionary clerics, by contrast, led by Ayatollah Khomeini and Iraq's Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr and influenced by both leftist thinkers and the ideologues of the Muslim Brotherhood, advocated a Shia Islam that would take an activist role in political and social affairs. The clergy should seek to implement Islamic governance across all aspects of life as the only way to achieve justice for the oppressed masses, and to lead the Islamic Ummah in the struggle against Western imperialism, Zionism and communism.
For these clerics the martyrdom of Hussein, the grandson of the prophet and third imam, wasn't merely a tale of suffering and lamentation but a cornerstone of Shia historical memory: a narrative of resistance that stretched from the plains of Karbala to the modern-day fight against Israel and its Western allies. Many of their students, including those who in the early 1980s would found Hizbullah, were deeply committed to that history of resistance. In Iran under the shah and in Iraq under Saddam Hussein, calls for Islamic revolution were met with fierce repression. Jaafar's father survived the Baath Party's purges of the Shia clergy in the late 1970s and 1980s, a period marked by the detention and execution of scores of Shia Islamists and the expulsion of most of the foreign students from the seminaries. Those who were permitted to remain faced severe restrictions and constant surveillance by the regime's security apparatus. In the aftermath of the failed Shia uprising of 1991, Jaafar's father was detained when Iraqi troops retook Najaf. He disappeared, presumably buried in one of the mass graves where thousands of Shia were dumped.
It fell to Jaafar, who was seventeen at the time, to organise his family's escape from Iraq. 'We had no exit permits, and our Lebanese passports had expired,' he said. 'But I found a Jordanian smuggler who took me, my mother, four brothers and a sister across the desert into Jordan. From there, we made our way back to Lebanon through Syria.'
The Lebanon  that Jaafar and his family returned to was drastically different from the one they had left two decades earlier. The civil war had scarred society, towns and cities were wrecked, and their village in the south was under Israeli occupation. Yet at the same time their status as Lebanese Shia had improved. In the mid-20th century the Shia constituted the largest and most impoverished community in Lebanon. Marginalised by the ruling elite in Beirut and oppressed by their semi-feudal local leaders, the peasants of South Lebanon and the Beqaa Valley in the east began migrating to the shanty towns on the edge of Beirut - the 'misery belt' - in the 1950s. Others went to Africa and Latin America. The rate of displacement increased with Israeli incursions into Lebanon and punitive campaigns targeting PLO bases. New waves of Shia migration to Beirut followed the outbreak of the civil war in 1975 and the Israeli invasions of the south in 1978 and 1982.
The difficulties faced by the residents of these shanty towns, mostly but not exclusively Shia, were exacerbated by the exploitative capitalist system established during Beirut's belle epoque. Many young Lebanese Shia gravitated towards communist and labour movements, as well as militant and leftist Palestinian factions. By the late 1960s, Musa al-Sadr, a charismatic Iranian-born cleric, had begun mobilising the Shia by tapping into their socioeconomic and political grievances. He founded a movement called Harakat al-Mahroumin (Movement of the Dispossessed). Rooted in Islam - though infused with rhetoric of social justice borrowed from the left - it sought to empower the Shia within Lebanon's confessional system. Al-Sadr offered an Islamic alternative to the secularist ideologies that prevailed among educated and professional Shia, while effectively breaking the hold of the established Shia leadership of feudal lords and clerical families.
On the eve of the civil war, Amal was founded as the armed wing of the movement. After al-Sadr disappeared in 1978, Amal allied itself to Syria, sometimes fighting alongside the Palestinians, sometimes against them, according to the whims of its Syrian masters. By the end of the war, partly as a consequence of its close connections to Lebanon's Syrian-dominated government, Amal had become a political party with an associated militia, which used its access to state resources to enrich its members through a corrupt patronage system.
As Amal started to decline in the late 1980s, Hizbullah gathered a significant following, particularly in Beirut's southern suburbs. Its radical Islamist outlook, which had once led it to call for the creation of an Islamic state in Lebanon, had been tamed. It gave attention to social and economic issues and participated in national and local elections, while at the same time continuing its armed resistance against the Israeli occupation in the south.
Sect-based, family-based and village-based networks have historically provided essential services to the lower classes in the absence of state-sponsored programmes. Hizbullah, however, replicated an Iranian model, developing its own extensive infrastructure of social support separate from the traditional system. Through its civilian organisations, it implemented ambitious economic projects, transforming the party from one that drew its support primarily from displaced and radicalised lower-class Shia - the backbone of the muqawama (resistance) against Israel - into a broader movement attracting engineers, doctors and teachers from an emerging professional middle class. Jaafar and his brothers and sisters were part of that class. Their children went to schools run by Hizbullah's education institute, they took microcredit from its loan fund, they visited and worked in the hospitals - some of the biggest in Lebanon - run by the Islamic Health Committee.
Despite its close alliance with Iran, Hizbullah had evolved into a distinctly Lebanese party in the years leading up to and following the liberation of South Lebanon in 2000. Its commitment to defending Lebanon's sovereignty and national interests enabled it to appeal to the Lebanese and Arab population more broadly. While its rhetoric remained rooted in Islamic and Shia ideology, it also incorporated elements of Lebanese and even Arab nationalism.
These changes did not undermine Hizbullah's militancy or its commitment to resistance, but strengthened them, by fostering a large popular base. The relationship between Hizbullah and its base in a way resembles that between the vanguard party and revolutionary communities in Marxist-Leninist literature. The resistance - almost exclusively Shia, though some have other sectarian and political affiliations - not only serves as a base of political support but also fosters a wider Shia and Lebanese identity, while reinforcing solidarity within the sect through mutual aid to advance the goals of the resistance. After Israel's withdrawal, Hizbullah countered calls for it to disarm. It rejected the accusation that it was a state within a state, with a near monopoly on decisions about war and peace with Israel, by arguing that the Lebanese state had never been capable of defending the southern population from Israeli aggression, and that disarming it would amount to surrender.
'Ifound your hard drive in the rubble,' Hadi told his father. 'I hope it's still working.' Jaafar was relieved: it held not only his PhD thesis but also family documents and photographs from their life in Tyre. Hadi also found a small leather purse which held a passport photo of Sara in a red headscarf, a black and white picture of her grandparents and her Lebanese passport. Jaafar flipped through its pages. Sara had travelled on it only once, last summer, when she visited Iran with her mother. From an inside pocket of the purse, he pulled out a small white card. It read: 'I, Sara Jaafar, state that I refuse to recognise the state of Israel.' Jaafar turned the card over a few times. 'I never knew she was interested in politics,' he said, smiling. 'I mean, I know that, like all of us, she supports the resistance, but I thought they weren't allowed to discuss politics at school.' He always used the present tense when talking about his daughter or wife, as if refusing to acknowledge their deaths. He picked up the passport again and opened it at the first page, pointing to Sara's date of birth. 'She was born in the last days of the 2006 war. There was a huge bomb near us in Tyre, and Sayda had to be rushed to the hospital for an emergency birth,' he said. 'She was born at the end of one war and died in another.'
During Sara's short lifetime, Hizbullah expanded its institutions and significantly increased its military strength. The civil wars in Syria and Iraq caused its militia to evolve from a highly disciplined commando force that operated in close-knit, religiously motivated units, into a semi-conventional infantry army. Hizbullah led and co-ordinated battalions of Iraqi, Syrian and Afghan fighters, with varying degrees of discipline, and deployed them across multiple borders. It sent advisers to battlefields as far away as Yemen. When the Lebanese economy collapsed, eventually leading to last year's devaluation of the currency by 98 per cent, the party institutions shielded the community from the worst effects of the crisis. It provided healthcare and financial aid, issued discount cards for its supermarket co-operatives and expanded its interest-free microcredit system. It acted effectively as a state in the absence of a state.
The expansion came at a price. As the guerrilla movement, once built on secrecy, transformed itself into an infantry army fighting in several countries, it inevitably came into close contact with people outside its tightly controlled environment. This led to information haemorrhage, a fatal security risk. 'The problem with Syria is that there were many formations fighting on the ground, and the role of the party was exposed,' a senior analyst at a Hizbullah-affiliated research centre told me. 'The Israelis could monitor its fighting and command structures.' And as with most inflated bureaucracies, corruption and nepotism began to creep in, with lower-ranking party officials showing signs of accumulating wealth.
More than  the string of victories won by the party and its allies, amplified by a highly effective multinational media operation, the sense of invincibility generated by the speeches of Hizbullah's leader, Hassan Nasrallah, captivated the community. He had a remarkable ability to modulate his tone - speaking in classical Arabic in moments of fervour, only to fall back into a colloquial accent to mock his opponents. He was attuned to his audience: when they asked why men trained to fight Israel were supporting the corrupt regime of Bashar al-Assad, he calmly explained the importance of Syria to the resistance. He eased their fears again and again and assured them of victory. He promised that Israel, weaker than a spider's web, would crumble, and that they would one day march into northern Galilee.
Hizbullah described the outcome of the 2006 war with Israel as a divine victory. It had denied the Israelis their stated goal of disarming the movement and inflicting heavy losses on its troops. But Hizbullah had to face the consequences of its own miscalculation: the war it had provoked on 12 July 2006 by crossing the border to ambush an Israeli army patrol ended with the massive destruction of Shia areas as well as severe damage to Lebanon's infrastructure. The cost the war had exacted on the country, but especially on the Shia and the resistance community, forced Nasrallah and his fellow party leaders to pursue a strategy of deterrence while continuing to build up Hizbullah's arsenal of weapons and underground fortifications. The deterrence policy worked for several years.
After the war in Gaza began, Hizbullah launched limited attacks on the Israeli border in what it described as a 'support front'. For a while it thought it could maintain the rules of the old game, conducting limited skirmishes to the south. But late this year, a succession of Israeli attacks, starting with exploding pagers, the killing of several senior commanders, the killing of Nasrallah himself and then his successor, left many in the community asking: was supporting Gaza worth it?
'The party had three options,' the analyst said. 'To enter the war fully, but that it couldn't do because of the internal pressure; not to enter the war at all, and that it couldn't do because it would weaken the party; or enter the war according to the existing paradigm. Hizbullah had no delusions, and it knew the Israelis and Netanyahu would go after the northern front. But what surprised it was the level of Israel's technological advance and their capacity to infiltrate the party with electronic weapons. That was the big surprise.'
But the killing of Nasrallah and other leaders did not destroy Hizbullah. For two and a half months after his assassination the fighting went on, with Israel conducting strikes on South Lebanon, Hizbullah missiles still hitting Israeli cities and its fighters resisting the ground offensive. A ceasefire on 27 November, brokered by the US and France, brought a war that had severely damaged the party to an end. The wars in Gaza and Lebanon have had regional consequences. On 30 November, Syrian rebel forces took Aleppo and a week later Damascus fell, weakening the Iranian-built alliance and rendering worthless Hizbullah's sacrifices of men and money. Whatever happens now in Syria, and whether or not the ceasefire in Lebanon holds, Hizbullah will return to its tactics of its guerrilla days of the 1980s and 1990s, in order to rebuild its cadres securely and carry on the fight.
At the funeral  of those killed in Maaysrah, the coffins were draped in Lebanese flags. The prayers were led by an elderly local cleric. Standing beside him was another Shia cleric, Hizbullah's representative in the region, along with a Sunni cleric and a Christian monk in brown habit, attending in a show of solidarity. After the prayers, the Hizbullah representative began his speech by berating the US and other Western powers for enabling Israel's total disregard for international law, ignoring global opinion and setting an unacceptable precedent for future wars. He then turned his attention to the most pressing local question. 'Here in the north we don't have rockets and missiles,' he said. 'We are a very small minority, and all the intelligence services of the world have bases here. Here in the mountains of Lebanon, Lebanese law enforcement - that is, if there is anything like Lebanese law - can enter every house and every village if they want to seek out fighters. So I ask Israel: why are you bombing and killing children? The answer is to stir up conflict within society.'
Earlier that afternoon a missile had struck a house in the Christian village of Aitou, where several displaced Shia families from the south had sought refuge. The stone building was obliterated, killing 21 people. Within days, other Shia families who had rented houses in the village - presumed safe because of its Christian majority - were told to leave. Those who stayed, living on the outskirts of the village, faced daily inspections of their houses by neighbours, who suspected that they might be harbouring militants. For Jaafar and his family, there was no doubt that this was a war on the Shia.
Whether through the systematic demolition of Shia towns and villages in South Lebanon, with non-Shia ones spared, or the live on-camera destruction of residential blocks in Beirut's southern suburbs, Israel's war forced the displacement of more than a million Lebanese - almost exclusively Shia - from their homes. Many were uprooted multiple times. Late-night Israeli warnings sent entire neighbourhoods scrambling - on foot, in cars, on scooters - in search of shelter. Some lived in tents on the side of roads or on the seafront; others were packed into schools and public buildings, crammed into classrooms stacked with mattresses and cooking pots, courtyards strewn with laundry and overflowing bathrooms. Those who could afford to rent homes elsewhere faced discrimination and were forced to pay huge amounts. Everyone frets about the future; the war may have stopped for now, but there is nowhere left to return to.
The tragedy of this war is that it has all happened before. Punitive measures inflicted on the local population in the name of achieving peace and security has been Israel's approach in South Lebanon since the late 1960s. It's an approach that, over the decades, has served only to fuel more aggressive forms of resistance - legitimised in the eyes of much of the population by Israeli actions. Israel's goal of ending the threat to its northern population is as elusive as ever. What set this war apart was its scale - enabled by sophisticated 21st-century American, British and European weaponry, extensive data-farming and AI-enhanced intelligence gathering - and Israel's total disregard for international humanitarian law, with the targeting of medics, rescue teams and journalists.
Previous Israeli campaigns relied on the Dahiya doctrine, a strategy announced by the IDF after the 2006 war: the use of disproportionate force to cause extensive destruction. This war saw the use of what could be called the 'Gaza doctrine': the mass expulsion of a population. By razing villages and towns, declaring largely Shia cities like Tyre and Nabatieh no-go areas, and issuing expulsion orders to people living north of the Awali river, which marks the midpoint of South Lebanon, the Israeli war machine is not only attempting to create a security buffer zone, or to sever the ties between land, community and fighters (denying them their 'water' in the Maoist sense), but also leveraging a theoretical but unlikely 'right of return' for more than a quarter of Lebanon's population as a bargaining chip in future negotiations to disarm Hizbullah. The war has deepened the fractures in Lebanon's already fragmented society, turning the whole Shia population into potential targets. The analyst told me that with the killing of Nasrallah, opponents of the party in other sects will think that they now have an opportunity to uproot Hizbullah.
Men  carried the coffins the short distance to the cemetery. A pack of photographers, foreign and local, jostled for pictures. Women followed behind, among them two girls of Sara's age. In front of the cemetery were the ruins of another house, struck by missiles two weeks earlier, killing another sixteen people, relatives of the Hizbullah representative who had just given the speech. Jaafar's brother-in-law, whose wife and four of his children had been killed, stood inspecting the graves with his surviving 12-year-old son.
'When I arrived at the scene and began pulling out body parts, I said, "Ya Allah, now I understand Karbala,"' the brother-in-law said. 'Every year, on the day of Ashura, we commemorate the killing of Hussein and his children, the cutting off of their hands and legs. Now these body parts are our Karbala.' The seventh-century Battle of Karbala has always been part of the collective consciousness. In times of success, it has been an inspiration, and in times of hardship it has assured believers that defeat can and will one day lead to victory. Israel is present in that consciousness more than ever, standing at the centre of every upheaval and mobilising a whole society. The 12-year-old boy stood beside his father. 'I'm going to start my military training and avenge my mother and brothers,' he said.
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Assad's Fall
Tom Stevenson

1924 wordsThe  Syrian civil war lasted twelve long years, but ended in twelve days. The speed of the rebel advance that brought down the regime of Bashar al-Assad was remarkable. On 27 November, the coalition of opposition forces based in Idlib province and known as Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) announced their first major operation for years. Within days they had swept through Aleppo, Hama and Homs, the ease of each victory a spur for the next. By 8 December they had taken Damascus and Assad had fled to the safety of Moscow.
 From a military perspective there was little to analyse. Government forces fled or collapsed. Syria's army and state security apparatus were revealed to be even more of a racket than had been thought. Even in Damascus there was no last stand by the Republican Guard or 4th Armoured Division, the core of the loyalist forces. At some point, the order was given not to fight. But this was nothing like the situation with Hosni Mubarak in 2011, when the Egyptian army high command shuffled the president off the stage and sought power in its own name. The broken pieces of the Assad state capitulated quietly. In Damascus, HTS's leader, Abu Mohammad al-Julani, met Assad's prime minister, Mohammad Ghazi al-Jalali, who made a symbolic concession of power. The constitution was suspended and Mohammad al-Bashir, who had been president of HTS's administration in Idlib, was installed as interim prime minister. It is unlikely that HTS itself expected such success. The group is not averse to grandiloquence (the administration it ran in Idlib from 2017 was called the Syrian Salvation Government), but its campaign had a more modest name: Operation Deter Aggression. They probably thought they had a chance of seizing Aleppo, but bringing down the regime must have been well beyond their hopes.
 The scenes in Damascus were reminiscent of government collapse elsewhere. Statues were torn down. Militiamen wandered through the presidential palace, gawping at the furniture and going through the fridges. Julani was feted in the Umayyad Mosque. Assad, he said, had spread corruption and sectarianism but now Syria was being cleansed. There was some looting and disorder. The state immigration building was burned down. But a curfew to prevent petty criminality was lifted after only three nights. Meanwhile Saydnaya military prison was stormed and thousands of prisoners released. Relatives of the tens of thousands of disappeared have been visiting the prison complex looking for family members. Many will have to search for their bodies in the mass graves in Najha, on the edge of the capital.
 The horrors of Assad's Syria were similar in kind, though of a greater magnitude, to those of Abdel Fattah al-Sisi's Egypt. Since the Arab Spring uprising in 2011, the government had survived principally because of its brutality. To the extent that it remained a political system, it was one built on mass detention and torture. Hundreds of thousands were killed in the war and by the repressive machinery of the state. In Saydnaya there were regular mass hangings in the basement of the prison's 'white building'. Political power, which had once been expressed through the Baath Party, was increasingly concentrated in Assad's immediate circle and formerly powerful autonomous institutions lost all influence.
 Part of the reason for Assad's rapid collapse is that his international backers - Russia, Iran, Hizbullah - were distracted or weakened at the same moment. But that doesn't explain why the regime had been unable to reconstitute itself in the preceding lull. The intensity of the civil war had declined. The half-hearted attempt by the US and its allies to fell Assad was over. The armed opposition was for the most part contained in Idlib, and Syrian Kurdish forces remained in the north-east. Under those conditions the regime might have consolidated its hold over the areas still under its control. It is now evident that it did not. The economic crisis in neighbouring Lebanon that began in 2019 affected the Syrian economy, so that even in loyalist areas the government was incapable of rebuilding and struggled to pay off local warlords. Perhaps US sanctions, which came into effect in 2020 and doubled the number of Syrians without enough to eat, played a part. It is harder to drum up an army if the potential conscripts are hungry. But the Assad system of minority rule by brutal repression was also exhausted.
 The Baath Party of Assad's early rule, which more or less functioned as a ruling party with a large membership and limited cross-sectarian representation in the state elite, had already ceased to exist. First the ruling party was hollowed out in favour of the army and the air force intelligence service, then the security forces themselves became a shell. Before 2011, the Syrian regime was not a caricature personalist dictatorship with no social constituency outside its ethnic Alawite core. But during the civil war it came to resemble one. Patronage flowed from Assad and his immediate family through alliances with unreliable local militia groups raised to fight alongside poorly equipped Syrian army conscripts and irregulars paid by Russia and Iran. Once the fighting let up, Assad found he was unable either to reconstitute the institutions of the Baathist state or to bring about a new equilibrium. It's possible that fighting the civil war made necessary a centralisation of power that was ultimately the regime's undoing. In any case, that system is now finished. What will replace it?
 HTS is mostly composed of former al-Qaida figures and takfiri-jihadist veterans of the civil war. Julani himself is from a petit bourgeois background. Having grown up in Damascus's wealthy Mazzeh district, he turned to religious fundamentalism in his youth. In 2003 he travelled as a volunteer to fight the Americans in Iraq. There he joined al-Qaida and spent five years detained by the US in Abu Ghraib, Camp Bucca and elsewhere. In 2011 he was released, and returned to Syria where he founded an al-Qaida affiliate, Jabhat al-Nusra, the forerunner of HTS. In 2016 he cut ties with al-Qaida and its transnational vision, focusing instead on the more immediate problem of keeping the domestic armed opposition going.
 In the early years of the war, I spent time in the border towns of southern Turkey. Urfa and Mardin were haunts of both jihadist and religious-conservative militias (Western support for the armed opposition was run from Gaziantep). But HTS's relationship with Turkey is complex and Turkey is unlikely to have foreseen that the group would bring down the Assad regime. HTS ideologues used to deride Turkey and its 'infidel army', although such talk declined after Turkey provided protection for the statelet in Idlib.
 HTS has effectively ruled the province since mid-2017 in an uneasy alliance with Turkey's proxy forces. The group's record in Idlib could be an indication of what its Syria might be like. It provided basic services, collected taxes, imposed conservative social rules and made short work of its rivals. The closest international analogue would probably be the Taliban in Afghanistan. In Aleppo, billboards have been erected dedicated to the 'sons of the mujahideen'. Syrian state television is broadcasting an HTS nasheed called 'Hand in Hand' on a loop, interspersed with images of Julani. HTS has published a wanted list of figures from the old regime, but so far only a few mid-level commanders have been executed and conscripted soldiers have been amnestied. Past iterations of HTS had a record of carrying out massacres in Druze and Alawite villages. There has so far been no repeat and the group has shown military discipline.
 The same cannot be said of the Turkish-backed militia with which HTS is allied. While Julani enjoyed Damascus, Turkey's proxy forces, supported by the Turkish air force, launched a major offensive against the predominantly Kurdish Syrian Defence Forces (SDF), which control large parts of the north-east. Turkey's president, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, described the campaign as an effort to clear out 'terrorists'. But there is already clear evidence that Turkey's proxies have engaged in extrajudicial execution, torture, looting and extortion. SDF forces have fallen back from Manbij to Kobani. When they left Manbij, Turkish-backed militia entered a hospital at the edge of the city and executed wounded SDF fighters as they lay in their beds. The SDF commander, Mazloum Abdi, called the fall of Damascus a historic moment. But the tacit agreements the SDF had with the old regime are now gone. Its position, particularly in Raqqa, is tenuous. During the capture of Aleppo, large numbers of civilians fled into SDF territory in search of safety. Instead the war has followed them.
 Turkey is not alone among Syria's neighbours in its opportunism. On 8 December, the same day Assad fled, the Israeli army crossed Mount Hermon, looking to extend its position in the occupied Golan Heights. The IDF has since crossed the UNDOF Bravo line and taken control of a Syrian military outpost north of the town of Hader. The Israeli air force simultaneously conducted hundreds of air strikes on Syrian military positions from Tartus on the Mediterranean coast to Mayadin, near the border with Iraq. The stated aim is to destroy Syrian military equipment, particularly air assets, putting them out of the hands of a new government. Israel's defence ministry claims it has taken out 80 per cent of the Syrian army's 'strategic capabilities'. On 8 December the US also conducted what it described as 'dozens of precision air strikes' on 75 alleged Islamic State targets across Syria. A network of outposts and small garrisons houses the hundreds of US forces quietly stationed in the country. On 10 December, the head of US central command, General Michael Kurilla, flew to Syria to inspect those troops. There has been no talk of pulling them out, either from HTS or the US.
 What comes next may be couched by international observers in the aseptic language of 'transition', but is there a state left to take over? Julani may not be able to control the forces that joined his push from the south, let alone the country as a whole. The SDF remains in control of large parts of the north-east. The possibility of a fragmentation similar to post-invasion Iraq cannot be discounted. The removal of US sanctions would help, but that would entail either the revocation of HTS's designation as a terrorist organisation or the group's dissolution. For now, there are the immediate problems of reopening the airport and the embassies. But at some point more vexing questions will have to be dealt with. Reassurances that ethnic and religious minorities will be tolerated are not sufficient; it is easy to talk of unity when the struggle over the national spoils is temporarily suppressed. Whoever attempts to govern the country will have to demonstrate that they have some answers.
 The Syrian civil war came to define the post Arab Spring era. With Assad's departure that era draws to an end. The speed of the rebel victory meant that several wars (ethnic, political, petty material, regional) collapsed into one and were resolved as one. But in that resolution those conflicts will separate out and reassert themselves. Assad's legacy is the death of hundreds of thousands of Syrians. It is difficult to imagine how a working Syrian state might be reconstructed, given the damage that has been done. The greatest risk could be a majoritarian correction to Assad's sectarian system: that would be to rediscover the underlying forces that produced the Assad state in the first place.
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Grizzled Eagle
Julian Bell

2702 words[image: ] 'Self-Portrait with Portrait of Emile Bernard (Les Miserables)' (1888)




Broad shoulders  retreating down a gangplank: my mind's eye rests there, after reading two new books about Paul Gauguin. The gait is springy: this passenger pushes away from the others; he strides off. The ground on which he alights is Peruvian, then French, Danish, Panamanian, Martinican and Tahitian, until finally a rowing boat anchors and his feet wade ashore on rocky Hiva Oa in the mid-Pacific Marquesas. I note the force in those shoulders though the face is half-averted. Gauguin appears a lone unit, careering across a globe vexed by European empires. The wake behind him still churns and confuses - his crisp figures in golden oranges and browns set against brooding greens and violets, his sinister pottery, his burnished wooden 'idols' and slogan-incised planks ('Soyez mysterieuses'). One source of the confusion being that we have yet fully to detach ourselves from that era.
Before there are books there are bodies, and it's to a body that these books return the reader. 'Tall, dark-haired, swarthy of skin, heavy of eyelid and with handsome features, all combined with a powerful figure': this is how Gauguin struck an observer who met him in 1886 in a Breton fishing village. The head of Pont-Aven's artist gang was then in his late thirties. Five years later Mette, his estranged Danish wife, found herself faced with a 'grizzled eagle', according to Sue Prideaux, with a 'great hooked beak of a nose'. He 'exuded virility'. The title of Prideaux's biography, Wild Thing, runs with Gauguin's boast of being 'a savage from Peru'. (He had spent his childhood years in Lima, where his widowed mother had relations.) During an early stint as a merchant marine his nose got broken somehow, but Gauguin was a tough: he could claim never to be 'put out of my road by others'.
He was a tough who philosophised. 'Life has no meaning unless one lives it with a will,' Gauguin wrote not long before it ended for him in 1903, his frame giving way after 54 years of hard exertion. In his heyday he had been - as the Parisian journalists liked to repeat - a 'Hercules' with a sweeping range of labours. Prideaux surveys them: here was a master of fencing, a player always ready to strike up on mandolin or harmonium, a navvy briefly excavating the Panama Canal, a carer for one ailing painter (Charles Laval) in a Caribbean beach hut and for another (Vincent van Gogh) in a two-up-two-down in Arles, a government draughtsman in a Tahiti planning office, an anti-government political satirist, a cook 'proud of his skill in making a good French omelette baveuse, runny in the middle'. Forging his own path on limited funds, Gauguin roved the social scale. After their return to France in 1855, his mother became the kept woman of a cultured financier who helped her son move from seamanship to stockbroking. Years of high earning on the Bourse ended with the banking crash of 1882. By this point Gauguin was 38 and a family man with four children. He tried his hand as a rep for a French tarpaulin business in Copenhagen before being reduced to pasting up bills on the Parisian boulevards for five francs a day. From that point onwards, he was forced back on his art. 'A queer mix-up' was Gauguin's take on the change in his fortunes, as he looked back on six turbulent years doing what he could to make painting pay. A buoyant review, nonetheless: 'I stand on the edge of the abyss, yet I do not fall in.'
His footing in the world may have been insecure, but he was dextrous. Nicholas Thomas, whose Gauguin and Polynesia encompasses much that preceded Gauguin's arrival in Tahiti in 1891, observes how swiftly he mastered diverse techniques: lithography in 1889, for instance, and before that woodcarving and ceramics. Entering a pottery in Paris for a few weeks in 1886, Gauguin conjured up, 'at a rate of nearly two pots every day', irregular convoluted vessels that drew on his recherche knowledge of ancient Peruvian ware - innovatory achievements later to be hailed by Degas, Matisse and Picasso. No less deftly, he had nine years earlier carved and burnished slick marble busts of Mette and their first son, Emile. The handiwork in oils - that finicky, almost nervously precise hog-brush hatching that remained his default mode - began somewhere around the time of his meeting with Mette in 1872. Describing a quiet agricultural landscape dated to the following year, Thomas judges it 'extraordinary' that 'a novice, quite literally a Sunday painter with limited time and no formal tuition' could produce something so 'fully resolved and perspectivally complex'. He notes that this canvas nods - not least in its title, Working the Land - to the work of Pissarro, one of the Paris independents in whose art Gauguin's mother's benefactor was taking an interest. I would build on that. In mapping Gauguin's 'wild' zigzag pathway, his dealings with Mette and with Pissarro - both relationships emerging much at the time he first took to painting - offer telling co-ordinates.
Mette, the Danish tourist introduced to Gauguin in a Right Bank restaurant in 1872, was equipped with unflappable self-confidence, backed by a family in the Copenhagen elite. Two handsome strong people matched off - first as lovers and parents, and then, after Gauguin lost his foothold in the Bourse, as wrestlers over cash. Both fought quite low while holding fast to their respective rectitudes. Life together became unsustainable after a dozen years, though they continued to correspond. Gauguin's letters reveal that the marriage was as integral to him as the art which helped wreck it. He butted himself against Mette - his persecutor, his allegiance, his hope against hope. Posting from Paris to Denmark in 1888, he declared class war: he was one of those who must rely on 'the fruits of their labour', opposing himself to a bourgeoise who could lean on unearned income. 'You do not like art,' he wrote. 'So what do you like? Money.'
Gaining no ground, Gauguin went on firing at Mette after relocating to colonial Tahiti. 'The women here admire my wife's photograph,' he wrote to her in 1893. 'I've told them she is dead.' Among the admiring 'vahine' was probably the 13-year-old Teha'amana, whom he had recently painted lying belly down, naked on a bed with her eye on the viewer. In a letter ending 'Kisses for you and the children', Gauguin sent Mette a description of the painting, with a taunting 'this-isn't-what-you-think-it-is' exegesis that he said might be 'necessary' after Mana'o Tupapa'u was dispatched back to Europe to be exhibited. The girl's eye was inwardly fixed, he argued, on a ghost he had inserted to hover behind her, an oil painter's approximation of a Polynesian woodcarving.
The provocations - the didactic mystifications that started with that foreign-language title, indeed the sex tourism itself - were the sharper because he was scratching at his own sores. You don't need to warm to Gauguin personally, as Prideaux does, as Thomas doesn't, to sense that an inner dislocation directed his jagged behaviour, perhaps also resonating in his jittery brushwork and grotesque ceramics. Here in Tahiti, did he remain a 'savage'? Or was he a grounded citizen, a 'courageous colonist' harassed by the thieving 'native'? (His choice of words as editor of a local journal.) He was both and neither: the indigent 'greatest modern painter' (his own words again) and the failed paterfamilias; it became difficult to bear, and in his fiftieth year there was a suicide attempt. It was only in 1901, after his final journey, to Hiva Oa, that a certain composure seems to have set in. Many who had met him back in France - notably van Gogh - looked up to him as a leader. But he had been backing onto a ledge, in retreat from his own reflection.
Compare his own first mentor. Pissarro, eighteen years older, was more fully placeless: a Jew born in the Danish West Indies who retained his original passport throughout a career spent in France. Gauguin records in the memoirs he started writing on Hiva Oa the abiding respect he felt for him. That respect was not reciprocated, however, as Pissarro's letters to his son Lucien make clear. Why should it not have been? 'Working the land' - figures interacting with a certain generous terrain, a vision dear to the painter of paysannes fruit-picking in the Ile-de-France - was a theme to which Gauguin equally liked to return: the Caribbean women porters depicted during his 1887 stay in Martinique echo those in Pissarro's earliest canvases, and later, by Pacific shores, Gauguin again portrayed islanders sustained by an environment that was properly theirs, albeit with less muscular effort. Each deracine yearned for a stable arcadia, each would have been aware of its precarity.
It's true that Pissarro's diffusions of dapple contrast with the chunky compartments of hot colour that Gauguin came to favour, but that was not what caused the former's disapproval. No, what he rejected was the presumption that a global citizen could deliver a global art; what he also suspected was a touristic frivolity about the experience of the persons observed. Pissarro castigated the Vision of the Sermon (1888) - Gauguin's canvas in which a Jacob wrestling an angel manifests itself in the scarlet collective imagination of a Breton village congregation - for pick-'n'-mix appropriation: 'He swiped all that [the components of the vision] from the Japanese and from Byzantine painters.' It was a dalliance with religion that represented 'a step back', he thought. Did Gauguin really see and believe as those coiffed Bretonnes did? Was he not a metropolitan modern? This mere 'sailor's art', this 'bricoleur's' ragbag, looked still worse in 1893, when Gauguin, on a two-year return from Tahiti, exhibited canvases in Paris that yoked iconographies by turns Buddhist, Hindu, Christian or would-be Oceanic (that ghost) to material sketched during his initial stay in the colony. The two painters faced off, as Pissarro related: 'He told me ... that the young would find salvation by replenishing themselves at remote and savage sources. I told him that this art did not belong to him, that he was a civilised man and hence it was his function to show us harmonious things. We parted, each unconvinced.'
Each argument here, as I see it, still has grip. Even as it was in 1893, artists remain torn between the invigorating jangliness of world culture and the urge to compose a clear personal melody. Was Pissarro fair to Gauguin? Prideaux and Thomas each have nuanced answers. The former - a fulsome scene-setter ('Silk and satin dresses susurrated swishily, sexily' and so on) - keeps to the promise of her preface 'not to condemn, not to excuse', but Wild Thing is driven by her partisan engagement with her man in all his manliness and underpinned by her confidence as a tour guide to the intellectual styles of the Belle Epoque. (She has also written lives of Munch, Strindberg and Nietzsche.) Thus she can expound the 'Symbolist-Synthetist' notions aired at soirees held by Mallarme that Gauguin would attend, and defend Gauguin's 'point that worldwide historical references were designed to infer [she must mean 'imply' - where are Faber's copyeditors?] universal human interconnection', all the while insisting that no programme could constrain a painter who believed that 'art must be totally free to roam wild.'
But her most intriguing argument for Gauguin's work is that he kept nagging at a distinctive obsession. A lifelong puzzlement: what may the other, over there, be thinking? Or as Prideaux introduces it, with reference to the portraits of his children, 'the impenetrable discontinuities of consciousness'. Gauguin sometimes guesses specifically. Behind the sleeping head of his second son, Clovis, 'the rich cobalt-blue wallpaper ... has become the night-coloured sea of his dreams.' Beyond the Breton parishioners is the vermilion in which their imaginations might be swimming. In the violet darkness above Teha'amana lurks the crudely modelled bogey that causes her to stare in fright - or so Gauguin tried to claim. For these are additive tactics in picture-making, and therein lies their shakiness. We see one chunky body of strong pigment and we see another of contrasting hue and we are held by the optical vibrancy of colour itself, rather than sent off on a poetic journey. Gauguin seems often to settle for this. He piles on symbols from wherever. They add to the sumptuousness. They don't signify. Eh bien. Soyez mysterieuses.
In this sense, Where Do We Come From? What Are We? Where Are We Going? - the nearly four-metre-wide 'last testament' Gauguin composed before attempting suicide in 1897 - may be considered, Thomas proposes, 'a success as a painting, but a failure as a work of art'. Its blue-greens, golds and browns ravish the eyes but there's a mismatch between the lofty speculations promised by the title and the Tahitian figures to which the hot pigments attach. 'What the painting is emphatically not, is any sort of representation of Oceanic culture, belief or identity,' Thomas states as a lifelong student of those matters. An Australian-born anthropologist, he reviews the extant art-historical commentary on Gauguin's big frieze and remarks on 'the insensitivity to local voice of the ostensibly progressive northern hemisphere academy'. Although, as this suggests, Thomas's pitch is more to the campus lecture theatre than to Prideaux's general readership, his insights are fully as humane.
He opens up a two-way conversation. Here was a European modern interacting not with doomed passive victims of colonialism, but with Polynesian contemporaries fashioning their own forms of modernity. The fabrics, forms of building and everyday dealings that Gauguin recorded in the South Seas testify to communities tackling globalisation with flair and resilience: more, communities that nurtured their own artistic interpreters. Thomas notes that while visiting a museum on a stopover in Auckland in 1895, Gauguin may well have encountered the innovatory woodcarvings of Tene Waitere, produced for colonial patrons; he illustrates an astonishing example, combining the 'classic dense design' of Maori art with naturalistic portraiture. Gauguin's own 'faux-devotional' ironwood idols converge in appearance. What should we make of this? Thomas is left wondering whether in Gauguin and Polynesia he has been describing 'a meeting, or just a crossing of paths'.
His evidence pushes either way. The incomer's political instincts were erratic: now statist-conformist, as we've seen, now subversive - in his last years on Hiva Oa, Gauguin distinctly and honourably stood up for indigenes against empire. His sexual behaviour looks at the very least slobbish. (Prideaux absolves him of passing syphilis to his partners, citing a recent chemical analysis of his teeth which shows that he wasn't given the standard treatment for the disease; Thomas is not so sure.) Yet the light-commitment 'marriages' that Gauguin entered into were unexceptional in Tahitian society, and one of the adolescents involved later remembered him merely as un coquin, a rascal. Thomas thinks it probable that dialogue with Teha'amana about Tahitian beliefs prompted Gauguin to insert the tupapa'u behind her body: there was, in other words, genuine exchange. But, as Thomas repeatedly complains, sifting the data remains difficult because Gauguin was such an unreliable witness. He liked to cover his tracks as a painter and was often his own worst advocate. I can't but side with Thomas: this would have been a tiresome guy to meet, however thankful I feel for the rewards his art offers.
Combine Gauguin's own screeds about his intentions with those of the art historians: set them against the canvases themselves - and what can you then conclude? That Where Do We Come From is 'essentially incoherent'. That Manao Tupapa'u 'simply cannot be made coherent': that 'this painting, if not Gauguin's whole output, is contradictory in the deepest possible sense.' In this ruminative riposte to quickfire commendations and condemnations, Thomas has contrived one of those brow-furrowing counterintuitive claims designed to raise appreciative hmms in a seminar. But no, professor. Category mistake. Those canvases are as coherent as their size, priming and oil medium will allow. Paintings and those who make them are concrete entities around which criticism flits and flickers. We come back to mere bodies.
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The Unfortunate Posset
Alice Hunt

3002 wordsFor Mendoza 
, the ambitious courtier in John Marston's The Malcontent (1603), being in favour is 'delicious heaven'; he is quite 'drunk' with it. Walter Raleigh pined like a spurned lover when Elizabeth I turned her attentions to the Earl of Essex. George Villiers, first duke of Buckingham, told James VI and I that what they enjoyed together was 'more affection than between lovers in the best kind'. Lucy Hughes-Hallett wonders, in her biography of Buckingham, if chiefs of staff or special advisers can be understood as favourites, but really there is no modern equivalent. The royal favourite flourished at the early modern European court. Amphibious creatures, they slid easily between the council room and the bedchamber, crouching close to or shielding the monarch, a kind of human buffer. He (the favourite was usually, but not always, a 'he') could sometimes be found in the royal bed, but our preoccupation with the playful language of love used by kings and queens with their favourites, and with the notion of the favourite as an erotic toy, often means we overlook the significant sway of royal favourites in the volatile, factional and increasingly complex arena of early modern governance. Royal intimacy might have been delicious and intoxicating, but it came with real power.
Francis Bacon - who had known a few favourites and was himself a favourite of Buckingham's - knew it was an office to be discharged carefully. 'You are his shadow,' he warned Buckingham, and since 'the king himself is above the reach of his people,' his shadow could be stamped on instead. Few favourites lasted a reign, let alone a regime change. As Sir Henry Wotton said, 'the state of a favourite is at the best but a tenant-at-will.' Favourites could find themselves out of favour, they could overreach or be pulled down by envy. That astute observer of Stuart monarchs, John Milton, has his Satan describe Adam as God's 'new favourite'.
Buckingham defied the odds - perhaps thanks to his long and shapely legs - by successfully straddling the reigns of James and his son Charles I. For more than a decade, he was the most powerful man in England next to the king. While some described him as a 'rising star', others reached for the more ominous image of a comet, 'drawn out of the dross of the earth' and a harbinger of disorder. Surprisingly, there hasn't been a full-length biography since Roger Lockyer's in 1981, but the 400th anniversary of James I's death next year has given Hughes-Hallett her opportunity. At more than six hundred pages, The Scapegoat is long, but Buckingham's rise and fall is told in a succession of short, vivid chapters. The style is relaxed, sometimes playful. It is a book, Hughes-Hallett says, about big things, such as 'peace and war', and smaller things - 'babies, jewels, anemones'. It moves from the complex power struggles and religious conflicts riddling Europe to the domestic details of the Stuart court and the 'web of love stories' being spun there. The effect is to locate Buckingham, who at the end of his life could be described as 'the greatest and most remarkable favourite', firmly in his material and emotional worlds.
Buckingham began as 'nobody special', born George Villiers in Leicestershire in 1592. He was the second son of Sir George Villiers, a successful sheep farmer, and his second wife, Mary. There was property, but little prospect of a courtly career. Mary, however, was 'pushy', and knew she had a good-looking boy. A well-connected third husband enabled her to send George and his elder brother, John, off to France to be civilised. There, at Blois and Angers, Buckingham learned how to speak French, fence and ride: the skills of a courtier. On his return, he found a mentor in Sir James Graham, a gentleman of the privy chamber (and a former favourite himself). While away from court on progress, James stopped at Apethorpe in Northamptonshire. Buckingham, then 21, was also there. This was no coincidence. Buckingham was smooth-faced and perfect from top to toe - 'the handsomest-bodied man in Europe' - and the 48-year-old king's liking for beautiful young men was well known. Buckingham was dangled before the king like a 'piece of sexual bait', and James bit. The current favourite, Sir Robert Carr, a flaxen-haired Scot, prevented Buckingham from being immediately parachuted into intimacy as a gentleman of the bedchamber. Instead, Buckingham became one of James's cupbearers. He stood at James's elbow, kept his glass topped up with wine and bent his ear close to hear him talk. James drank and talked a lot at mealtimes. Buckingham was, as the balladeers soon had it, Ganymede to James's Jove.
By the time Buckingham arrived at court, James's relationship with Carr, newly created as the earl of Somerset, was vulnerable. Carr was married to Frances Howard, and the Howards supported James's pacifist foreign policy on Europe, then teetering on the brink of the Thirty Years' War. James favoured friendship with Catholic Spain and a fairly tolerant attitude towards Catholics in England. A more militant Protestant faction, led by George Abbott as archbishop of Canterbury, and including James's wife, Queen Anne, saw an opportunity to push their own anti-Spanish agenda by toppling Carr and elevating Buckingham. After a year of cupbearing, Buckingham was made gentleman of the bedchamber, knighted and given an annual allowance of PS1000. In early 1616, when Carr and his wife were found guilty of having poisoned their former friend Thomas Overbury, Buckingham became James's master of the horse. No post in the royal household guaranteed greater proximity or influence. Buckingham was now the 'man by whom all things do and must pass'.
James called Buckingham 'Steenie' - short for St Stephen, who, it was said, had the face of an angel. Buckingham called James his 'dear dad and husband', and himself 'Your Majesty's humble slave and dog'. James, who had exalted ideas of his divinity, believed he and Buckingham were like Christ and 'his John'. Their relationship was almost certainly sexual, as James's with Carr was probably not - in one letter to the king, Buckingham reminds him of 'that time which I shall never forget at Farnham, where the bed's head could not be found between the master and his dog' - but Hughes-Hallett concludes that sex is 'beside the main point'. The main point being that James had 'intensely intimate relationships' with men, and loved some of them.
More honours and offices followed for Buckingham: knight of the garter, Baron Whaddon and Viscount Villiers, lord lieutenant of Buckinghamshire, earl of Buckingham, privy councillor, marquis of Buckingham, and, in 1619, lord high admiral. This last office put Buckingham in control of England's defences, and Buckingham did well in the job - until the country went to war. Eventually in 1623, this 'nobody special' was made duke of Buckingham, the only duke outside the royal family and therefore the highest-ranking nobleman in the country.
Buckingham accrued wealth, property, and, from the rents on his estates, more wealth. In one chapter, Hughes-Hallett, who is fond of a list, catalogues Buckingham's houses: Dalby in Leicestershire, Wanstead and New Hall in Essex, Burley-on-the-Hill, Wallingford House and Chelsea House in London, as well as York House on the Strand, which he bought from Bacon. Buckingham renovated his homes at great expense and shared them with his wife, the heiress Lady Katherine Manners, daughter of the earl of Rutland. They had four children, three of whom survived. Buckingham invited Balthazar Gerbier, an architect and painter, into his household, and Gerbier began to amass an enviable collection of Italian and Dutch artworks (including by Titian, Tintoretto, Bassano and Rubens). John Tradescant was the gardener, sourcing extraordinary curiosities for Buckingham's delight: an elephant's head, Pocahontas's father's seashell robe.
Hughes-Hallett is clear that Buckingham 'recognised, wanted and delighted in beauty'. He was an aesthete before his time. For her own part, she joyfully immerses her reader in the stuff of Stuart England: the clothes, canvases, rituals, masques, ballads, libels and medicines. Her novel Peculiar Ground is set partly in the 1660s, and her novelist's eye lingers on a diamond-encrusted feather, dripping wax, candied fruit on the king's table. She also takes a fresh, unusual and occasionally dislocating approach to narrative. The story of Buckingham and James is interleaved with short essays (the essay being a very 17th-century form). One-word titles usher in discussions of 'horses', 'dancing' and 'magic', among other things. Many of these provide contexts within which Buckingham and James's relationship might be understood. A chapter titled 'Sex' discusses contemporary attitudes towards sodomy. A chapter on hunting explores an activity that both men loved and shared: halfway through, Hughes-Hallett adopts the early modern manual format, moving through the eight stages of the hunt. Other chapters use the diary form, particularly when things get stormy - and interesting - in the House of Commons. I sometimes yearned for a longer sentence and a steadier authorial hand, for more evaluation of motivations and consequences. And I would have liked precise references for the many telling primary quotations that have been filleted from secondary sources, so that I could chase them down for myself.
Hughes-Hallett is interested in seductive, exceptional and paradoxical men, and in the cultures that make them. Heroes: Saviours, Traitors and Supermen (2004) was followed by her innovative biography of Gabriele D'Annunzio, The Pike, which won the Baillie Gifford Prize in 2013. D'Annunzio was a poet and politician who could both attract and repel; he spoke for beauty and for war. In The Scapegoat, Hughes-Hallett's Buckingham is irresistible, charismatic and subservient, looking for a father figure. James, too, is paradoxical: an intellectual, experienced and wily monarch, 'the best tutor in Europe' for Buckingham, but also cowardly, paranoid and needy. He had been a king since he was barely a toddler, and Hughes-Hallett convincingly argues that this, along with a murdered mother and a lonely marriage, made him 'emotionally ravenous'. He wept a lot. So did Buckingham.
Buckingham could also be wily - at least once his master had made him so. James shared everything with Buckingham, and the intimacy of their working relationship is well drawn here. But Buckingham soon moved beyond being the king's dutiful protege, becoming a power in his own right. As Bacon had instructed, a favourite was expected to grant favours himself: a job, a title, some land, a well-paid monopoly. Buckingham's family and relatives were given positions at court. His mother became a countess. His half-brother Edward was knighted and given the monopoly on the manufacture of gold and silver thread. His cousin Giles Mompesson held the patent for regulating inns. The sale of titles increased rapidly under Buckingham, swelling the House of Lords. In 1615 there were 81 peers; by 1628 there were 126. Hughes-Hallett does not consider Buckingham's influence in Ireland, yet his trade in Irish titles and lands - which again largely benefited his own family and connections - not only brought him great wealth but transformed the Irish peerage and Anglo-Irish politics. He enabled a relation by marriage, Oliver St John, to become lord deputy of Ireland in 1616, an appointment that surprised many on both sides of the Irish sea. Charges of corruption began to mount. The lord chancellor, Bacon, who also kept young men in his household, was made the fall guy. Hughes-Hallett interprets this as motivated by homophobia, which could not be directed (yet) at Buckingham, and certainly not at the king, despite allegations that the 'sin of sodomy' was infecting England. But to think only in these terms is to skim over what were, for many, real concerns about Buckingham's abuse of his position.
The turning point in the book, and for Buckingham, is his 'risky and peculiar' trip to Spain in 1623 with James's son and heir, Prince Charles. James was persuaded to let his 'sweet babies' travel incognito to Madrid as Tom and Jack Smith, to bring home the Infanta Maria as Charles's bride. It was a match that James and the count of Gondomar, the Spanish ambassador, had been negotiating carefully for years. Gondomar hoped that the marriage would benefit English Catholics and keep England out of Spain's conflict with the rebellious Dutch in the Netherlands. James - unlike his MPs - believed that an alliance with Spain would restore the Palatinate to his daughter Elizabeth and her husband, Elector Frederick, who had been ousted by Philip III of Spain. Frustrated by the slowness of diplomacy - the pace of 17th-century politics frustrated everyone - Charles believed that a surprise arrival would provide a romantic solution to the deadlock. In reality it was an undignified pantomime that astonished Europe. Charles and Buckingham even wore false beards. And it was a failure. The infanta was not bowled over, count-duke Olivares (Philip IV's favourite) delayed, and the pope's conditions for allowing the marriage would not be accepted at home. Charles and Buckingham departed.
After  the humiliating failure of the Spanish match the tone and pace of The Scapegoat shifts. Hughes-Hallett's narration of the trip reflects its farcical quality (one chapter, 'More Advice on Bargaining', is a paragraph long; another offers two imagined versions of an all-night conversation between Buckingham and Charles). But it is once we're back in England that the political consequences of Buckingham's actions - and of his relationship with the young heir - are most keenly felt. The return of the two knights minus a Catholic bride was initially cause for celebration at home. English Puritans' hatred of Spain and Catholicism - or anything that looked like it - was not fully appreciated by James, and his self-curated role as Rex Pacificus was seen, by an increasingly Puritan Parliament, as unheroic, even iniquitous. Buckingham shifted his loyalties towards Charles, and away from peace towards war. He was, by this point, the country's leading politician, on a par with the powerful 'minister favourites' of the two European superpowers: Olivares in Spain, Cardinal Richelieu in France. Buckingham knew how to negotiate, administrate and strategise. Hughes-Hallett finds his politics 'baffling', but he was attempting to keep everything in play: by appeasing the young heir (who now sought war with Spain) and encouraging a militant Parliament to trust him and raise taxes, while still treading carefully with his 'dear dad' James. Simultaneously, Buckingham began to push for a risky alliance with Catholic France, as a means of stemming the Habsburg tide: Charles should now marry Henrietta Maria, Louis XIII's sister.
In March 1625, James died. Buckingham, no longer the dancing prodigy, stood to be inaugurated as the experienced, trusted adviser to a young king - which is the way Charles saw him. But he began to hurtle towards his fall. A disastrously underfunded expedition to Cadiz in the autumn was followed by Buckingham's refusal, at a conference held at his house, to condemn Arminianism, a newly influential crypto-Catholic strand of Protestantism best represented by another of his creatures: William Laud, the future archbishop of Canterbury. It is an episode about which The Scapegoat is curiously silent, but it cemented MPs' suspicions of Buckingham as the cause of all ills: casualties in war, the dishonour of defeat, 'no money', the country's slide towards popery. Parliament drew up a list of the 'Particular Misdemeanours of the Duke', which included the extraordinary accusation that James had perhaps been poisoned by the 'unfortunate posset and plaster' supplied by Buckingham's doctor. Charles defended his favourite to the end.
After a series of failed campaigns to Ile de Re and La Rochelle to defend French Huguenots, and the imposition of a forced loan on the public, the Commons decided to challenge Charles and remove the man they now saw as the 'evil spirit that walketh between a good master and loyal people'. In a brilliant scene Hughes-Hallett recounts how 'grave men of dignity and substance ... dissolved into floods of tears' - John Pym and Edward Coke among them - as they agreed to print a remonstrance naming Buckingham as 'the chief cause of these evils and dangers to the king and kingdom'.
In the summer of 1628, John Felton, a wounded soldier who had served in both the Cadiz and Ile de Re campaigns, picked up a copy of the remonstrance at a London bookshop. He bought a dagger and made his way to Portsmouth, where Buckingham was staying in advance of another expedition to La Rochelle. On the morning of 23 August, after Buckingham had eaten his breakfast in the parlour of the Greyhound Inn and was making his way through its crowded hall, Felton stabbed him in the heart. When Charles heard that Buckingham was dead, he wept. But others celebrated. An anonymous ballad declared that Buckingham's 'name shall be/For ever hateful to posterity'.
As its title suggests, The Scapegoat is a largely sympathetic portrait of a brilliant man who was deliberately 'paraded before a homosexual king', catapulted to wealth and privilege, and then made the lightning rod for Parliament's constitutional grievances. In time, those grievances would be directed at the proper target: the monarch himself. Hughes-Hallett acknowledges that Buckingham is not blameless but maintains that he was 'really very nice' and saw himself as an 'obliging subordinate', whose great gift to his royal masters was culture. His fall, in this telling, anticipates the loss of the Stuart court Hughes-Hallett has so lovingly depicted: the art, passion and beauty soon to be destroyed by 'the Puritans'. In fact, not all Puritans were like this, and Hughes-Hallett lets Buckingham off too lightly. He was more than an accidental casualty of serious political and religious fragmentation. He was a deeply controversial and, by the end, unpopular figure, loathed by many for corruption and extravagance. While his military failures and their resulting horrors can partly be blamed on Parliament's refusal to raise adequate funds, the policy decisions rested with him and Charles. Being a favourite was a precarious business, but surely, as Marvell wrote of Oliver Cromwell, 'Much to the man is due.'
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The Readyest Way to Hell
Clare Bucknell

4416 wordsCreative  and destructive drives can be hard to tell apart. In Rochester's 'The Imperfect Enjoyment', a poem about premature ejaculation, the speaker blusters about his penis's usual prowess:
Stiffly Resolv'd t'would Carelesly invade
Woman, nor Man, nor ought its fury stayd -
Where ere it pierc'd a Cunt it found or made -

Making and wrecking, in these lines, are one and the same: either the penis gets its way or it forces a new way through. Rochester, who wrote in couplets, used triplets when he wanted to push an idea to breaking point. The final line here, 'Where ere it pierc'd a Cunt it found or made', is so macho that three of its ten words are verbs, which seems as if it ought to be grammatically impossible. It reads as both nasty and silly, tilting the mock-heroic into hyperbole: it's the poetic equivalent of kicking over a chair because you aren't getting what you want.
Rochester could ruin anything. 'Even his most elegant verse often resounds with the crash of breaking glass,' Barbara Everett wrote. Germaine Greer called him 'a poet against his better judgment', drawn time and again to commit 'catastrophic indiscretions' in verse. (Sometimes there was actual broken glass: in the summer of 1675, with a group of friends, he smashed up a priceless sundial in the Whitehall Privy Gardens bearing glass portraits of the king and the royal family.) Aggravated disturbances, big and small, give his poetry its character. The opening lines of 'Tunbridge Wells', a satire on the 'fooles' who flock to the spa town, are casually respectable but unmistakably dirty: 'Att five this Morn: when Phoebus rais'd his head/From Thetis Lapp ...' What has Phoebus been up to? In 'A Ramble in St James's Park', a crazed assault on a mistress who has been unfaithful, there is a comparison between the speaker's ejaculate and the drink passed around after grace has been said: 'I was content to serve you up,/My Ballock full, for your Grace Cup.' The 'Answer', a parody of a conventional love lyric, is a piece of pure vandalism. The original address by Sir Carr Scroope, one of Rochester's enemies at court, ends: 'For such a faithfull tender heart/Can never break, can never break, in vain.' Rochester's ending, aping the syntax of Scroope's but nothing else, imagines what his oversexed mistress might say back:
While yet alone my eies were free
My heart wou'd never doubt
In amorous Rage and extasie
To wish those eies, to wish those eies, Fuckt out.

It wasn't that he didn't have full control of his effects. The impersonations in his poems, of female voices in particular, are near-perfect. 'Pray, who are the Men most worne of late?' demands a garrulous 'fine Lady' in the satire 'Artemiza to Chloe'. 'When I was marry'd, Fooles were a la mode.' On occasion he could be fastidious about stylistic decorum. 'The lousiness of affairs in this place,' he wrote to his friend Henry Savile in 1679, 'is such (forgive the unmannerly phrase! Expressions must descend to the nature of things expressed) 'tis not fit to entertain a private gentleman.' ('Lousiness' is about as tame as it gets in the Rochester lexicon.) One way to understand the rampant unmannerliness of his style in the poetry is as a matter of genre. Rochester wrote as he did because he was shuttling between a decorous, traditional framework and a modern, irreverent one - translating 'out of ... a neoclassical mode of satiric discourse into the reigning native mode, lampoon', as his editor Harold Love has argued. Lampooning demanded a certain degree of obscenity; court satirists who wanted their manuscripts to be read had to play the game.
There are also biographical explanations for the problem of his style. In Rochester and the Pursuit of Pleasure, Larry Carver points out that biographical reading is a risky business. The fallacies that can result from drawing art and artist together, extrapolating the life from the work or taking the work as a pattern of the life, are obvious in Rochester's case. Many of the things that we think we know about him have a basis in unreliable posthumous accounts, or in the libertine speakers of his poetry, who can seem like trick-mirror versions of Rochester himself. Several of the poems that have traditionally been taken to be his - such as 'Signior Dildo', a ballad about a mysterious priapic Italian, beloved of the court ladies - have been shown to be the work of someone else, or of various hands. Nonetheless, Carver argues, there are insights we are liable to miss if we decline to use the evidence that biography provides. Taking Rochester's 'emotional, religious and intellectual life' to have shaped his writing, and his poetry to be reflective of his preoccupations, provides inroads into poems that often seem stylistically at odds with themselves. So much in Rochester is a matter of tone: the way you read something, which voice you consider authoritative. 'Experiential knowledge' - an understanding of the poet's character, intellectual formation, friendships, enmities, the court environment he inhabited - helps us to grasp his work's 'private grammar', its possible 'intended' meanings.
What may account for its wrecking tendencies is the gap between the kind of life Rochester expected to have and the role he found himself playing at court. He spent his childhood at Ditchley Park in Oxfordshire, where he was given a thorough Anglican education by his pious mother and clergyman tutor. His father, the first earl of Rochester, was a royalist general who had fought and spied for Charles I and Charles II and died in exile in 1658. At the Restoration court, where Rochester fils appeared as an impoverished 17-year-old on Christmas Day 1664, neither his mother's piety nor his father's courage were of much use. An early favourite, in the spring of 1666 he was appointed to the ranks of the king's Gentlemen of the Bedchamber, charged with various intimate duties: serving Charles his meals, dressing and undressing him, facilitating his nightly pleasures (effectively, acting as his pimp). He would remain a courtier, tied to Whitehall even during his periods of rebellion and banishment, until his death fourteen years later.
Rochester was conscious, Carver suggests, of being fundamentally 'underemployed' at Charles's court, possessed of old-fashioned capabilities and values that were wrong for it. The world that he had been bred up for was passing. He and his friends, Cavaliers' sons whose families had sacrificed and suffered during the war years and the Interregnum, were united in feeling that their loyalty had been insufficiently recognised by the king's settlement. Disaffected, they drifted into cynicism and self-interest. There were things owing, promised, missing. Liars and opportunists had flourished during the years of upheaval, like the old royalist colonel in the satire 'Timon' (probably by Rochester), who brags about his supposed Interregnum martyrdoms: 'Wee must heare him boast ... [of] an Estate he lost,/For the Kings service; which indeed he spent,/Whoreing and drinking.' Why bother to tell the truth or stick to your principles, if those who didn't got ahead?
Lying ran deep at Charles's court. Credulity made you a fool; the only faith you could afford to have was in others' faithlessness. The culture of dissimulation began at the top. The king, according to Gilbert Burnet, Rochester's deathbed confessor, 'thought no man sincere, nor woman honest, out of principle', and dealt with his subordinates in that light - dissembling, manipulating, 'hearing every body against any body'. Personality necessarily became something performed, unstable. Burnet wrote that Charles 'loved [Rochester's] company for the diversion it afforded better than his person', with the suggestion that the way Rochester behaved in company and the way he really was ('his person') were different things. Play-acting of various kinds was encouraged. The king's occasional trick of disguising himself, going incognito when it suited him, gave licence to his courtiers. When Rochester set up shop on Tower Bridge in the guise of an imaginary quack doctor, Dr Alexander Bendo, or when he 'vanished ... among the citizens of London' dressed as a puritanical merchant (two of his wilder escapades), he was taking the prevailing culture of disguise to its camped-up extreme.
The lying and deceiving leaked into his poetry. The speakers of his lyrics, satires and dramatic works operate in a network of fabrications, both their own and other people's: they are forever cozening others or trying to sniff out the ways in which the world has cozened them. In places, this has a political inflection. Society is built on knavery, the speaker of 'A Satyre against Reason and Mankind' protests; to 'tyrannise' their 'fellow Slaves', politicians, churchmen and scholars invent 'False Freedomes, Holy Cheats and formal Lyes', mysticisms and confusions. In statesmen's hands, 'true or false' are slippery, up for grabs, 'the subject of debate'. ('So you see the Politician is, and must be, a Mountebank in State Affairs,' Rochester announced as Dr Bendo, adopting the 'it takes one to know one' approach.)
Things are not much better between men and women. Promises and fine words prove to be deceitful tokens, which, once spent, have no further use. In a scene that Rochester wrote for an unstaged heroic tragedy, the empress of China declares that patriarchal relations are a cheat, built on a rhetoric of flattery. 'Treacherous man ... misguides' the opposite sex, 'Makes her believe that all her Glories lye/In dull obedience, Truth and Modesty,/That to bee Beautifull is to bee Brave'. Women have their treacheries too. The more sophisticated female figures win their way by manipulating the interests and weaknesses of others. In Lucina's Rape, Rochester's adaptation of John Fletcher's tragedy Valentinian (c.1610-14), Marcellina, a lady in waiting, shows her worldliness by parroting typical male arguments against women's chastity: 'This Honour is the veriest Mountebanke ... what a cheate must that bee/Which robbs our lives of all their softer howres?' (Dr Bendo and his false claims were never far from Rochester's imagination.) Corinna, 'that wretched thinge', the young woman who is the subject of an inset narrative in 'Artemiza to Chloe', finds herself 'Couzen'd att first by Love', taken in by false romantic promises; she learns to survive by 'turning the too-deare-bought trick on Men'. Her victim, a credulous 'unbred puppy' from the country, 'Beleaves, then falls in Love, and then in Debt', in that order.
The most complex deceptions are those that Rochester's figures practise on themselves. In Lucina's Rape, the lustful Roman emperor Valentinian has his eye on Lucina, the virtuous wife of one of his generals. Early in the play, he dispatches his snaky band of courtiers to induce her to be unfaithful to her husband: 'Prepare/To tempt, dissemble, promise, fawne and sweare.' When they return, he grows suddenly horrified by the thought that they may have succeeded:
Is that an object fitt for my desires
Which lies within the reach of your perswasions?
Had you by your infectious Industry
Shew'd my Lucina frayle to that degree,
You had been damn'd for undeceiving mee.

You can tell that these are Rochester's lines and not Fletcher's thanks to the characteristic triplet ('Industry/degree/mee'). As before, it's used to stretch a thought to breaking point. 'You had been damn'd for undeceiving mee' is a tortuous piece of reasoning, but it means something like: if Lucina were to prove as 'frayle' (that is, corruptible) as other women, Valentinian would be 'undeceiv[ed]', which is to say that he has had to lie to himself until this point in order to think her exceptional. To his mind, all women are 'frayle'; it has taken self-deception to believe that this one isn't, but his courtiers cannot be allowed to destroy the fiction, ruin the innocence that you can only enjoy if you are deceived. The irony is that his ethical starting point is the opposite of innocence. By insisting that a belief in virtue makes you a dupe, if a willing one, Valentinian betrays a totalising cynicism about the ability of human beings to act contrary to their interests. What one character in 'Artemiza to Chloe' calls, mockingly, 'the perfect Joy of being well deceaved' is inaccessible to him; he has radically undeceived himself.
Anatomising people, reducing them to their basest motivations, was what Restoration satire did best. Lampoon-writers represented public figures - the monarch, his mistresses, his courtiers - by means of a somatic shorthand, a synecdoche of body parts. 'Why art thou poor, O King? Embezzling cunt,/That wide-mouthed, greedy monster, that has done't,' one lampoon declared in 1681, smearing Charles's hated French mistress, the duchess of Portsmouth, for both sexual and financial greed. Rochester used this method extensively. One of his nastiest images is of an anonymous 'Whore' who is all vagina: 'You might find in every pore/A well stuck standing Prick.' A satire on Charles centres on the royal penis, 'the prowdest peremptory Prick alive', which governs him and, in turn, via his mistresses, the whole nation: 'His Scepter and his Prick were of a length,/And she may sway the one who plays with t'other.' Anxieties about agency run through these images. Rochester was committed to the libertine idea that bodies, with their natural, instinctive desires, were more to be trusted than minds, but occasionally he seems to have doubts. Corinna, the disloyal mistress in 'A Ramble in St James's Park', has no more volition than a sexualised ventriloquist's dummy: 'At her Mouth her Cunt says yes.' In 'The Imperfect Enjoyment', the speaker's penis, 'Worst part of me and henceforth hated most', is a passive, automatic appendage - in charge of him but in thrall to just about everyone else: 'Through all the Town a Common Fucking Post,/On whom each Whore Relieves her tingling Cunt.'
When he satirised his enemies, Rochester pictured them as human assemblages. In 'On the Suppos'd Author of a Late Poem in Defence of SATYR', an attack on Scroope, his subject appears as a mess of a man, a kind of unsolved Rubik's Cube: 'In Thee are all those Contradictions Joyn'd/That make an Ass prodigious and refin'd;/A Lump deform'd, and shapeless wert thou born.' Scroope, Rochester suggests, is a mathematical impossibility, a collection of human 'halves' that refuse to add up to a human whole:
But thy halfe witt will ne're let Thee be wise:
Halfe witty, and halfe mad, and scarce halfe brave,
Halfe honest, which is very much a knave;
Made up of all these halves, thou cans't not pass
For any thing entirely but an Asse.

In 'Artemiza to Chloe', the 'fine Lady' is a similar jumble or puzzle: 'this mixt thinge', as Artemiza calls her, 'Soe very wise, yet soe impertinent'. Fashionable fops, in another poem, are 'Poore broaken Propertyes': fragments of men, not wholes. In the final, vicious section of 'A Ramble in St James's Park', Corinna seems almost to break apart under the pressure of the speaker's hatred. As he curses her and threatens vengeance, she disintegrates, becoming a succession of ruined bits and pieces: 'Womb'; 'Appetite'; 'Mind'; 'Cunt'; 'Arse'.
Swift, who also imagined people as assemblages, used the trope exclusively for misogynist purposes. In 'A Beautiful Young Nymph Going to Bed' (1731), his speaker observes (another) Corinna performing her bedtime routine, dismantling herself bit by bit: 'Now, picking out a crystal eye,/She wipes it clean, and lays it by ... Untwists a wire; and from her gums/A set of teeth completely comes.' In the morning, she must 'recollect' her 'scattered parts', gather 'up herself again' to face the world. Rochester's visions of people as bits and pieces are similar, but they have an additional satirical function. The figures he attacks are selected because they embody, in miniature, a kind of mixing or jumble that he saw in the fashionable world at large: they are disordered and contradictory because society has let them become so, or because it has itself become disorderly. In 'Tunbridge Wells', the satire on the 'Buffoons' who flock to take the waters, the speaker is apoplectic at the mishmash of classes and types he sees around him:
But ne're could conventicle, play, or faire
For a true Medley with this herd Compare:
Here Lords, Knights, Squires, ladyes and Countesses,
Chandlers, mum-bacon women, semptresses
Were mixt together

'Countesses' and 'semptresses' (seamstresses), these lines suggest, aren't supposed to belong together any more than they are supposed to rhyme. 'Lords' and 'Knights' may mix with one another, and with 'Squires' at a push, but none of them should have anything to do with ordinary tradesmen and women ('Chandlers', 'semptresses'); let alone with 'mum-bacon women', the peripatetic figures selling bacon and beer at fairs. The social order that Rochester had been brought up to believe in, Carver argues, was hierarchical, fixed, supposedly inviolable. The society he actually lived in was 'rapidly becoming pluralistic', its new shapes and combinations registered in the poems' images of confusion, mixture, indiscriminacy. Corinna, the unfaithful mistress, who comes 'spewing home/Drencht with the Seed of half the Town', is an emblem of promiscuity in more than one sense.
Rochester  ran risks with his satires. Over Christmas in 1673, by accident and probably while drunk, he handed the king a copy of his lampoon about pricks and sceptres. ('My Lord Rochester is out of Fauour againe about a coppy of Witty, spightfull verses,' Ralph Verney wrote from Whitehall on New Year's Day.) Lucina's Rape, had it been staged, could have landed him in greater trouble. To anyone with eyes, Charles, with his faithlessness and reputation for pleasure-seeking, would have looked suspiciously like Valentinian. The play was also a risky prospect because of its serious critique of a way of life, libertinism, to which Rochester and the court were supposed to be committed. Embodied in its tragic villain, libertinism seems less an exciting proposition than an exhausting one. What Valentinian calls 'That great preservative Variety' - the libertine principle that new pleasures must always be sought to take the place of old ones, that novelty keeps you going - ruins him. Variety can only 'preserve' you so far. In Act V, when Lucina is dead and the implications of relentless pleasure-seeking have become clear, he despairs of what life lived on libertine assumptions boils down to: 'Solid paines succeed our sensless joyes/And short liv'd pleasures fleet like passing dreames.'
There are less explicit critiques in Rochester's earlier lyrics and satires. A song that begins 'Tell mee noe more of Constancy' appears to make a brave case for rapacious self-gratification. Fidelity is a 'pretence', the speaker claims; the only 'constant Lovers' you will find are those who are too old or diseased or foolish to be otherwise. By contrast, he says, 'wee' who 'in Love excell,/Long, to bee often try'd'. But something else rears its head in the final lines:
Then bring my Bath, and strew my Bed,
As each kind Night returnes.
I'le change a Mistresse, till I'me dead,
And Fate change mee to Wormes.

An attitude that looked poised and assured reveals itself to be compensatory, mechanical. Libertinism, here, is less a choice than a 'hedonistic repetition-compulsion', in Christopher Tilmouth's words: 'each kind Night returnes' and with it the speaker and his roll-call of mistresses, until, one day, they don't. No one, especially not the libertine, is getting out alive. The double use of the verb 'change' reveals who is really in charge. Subject becomes object: the speaker may 'change' his mistress, but eventually it is he who will be 'change[d]', and irrevocably. If you are this devoted to your fleshly pleasures, the thought that the worms will come at last must be terrifying.
Libertinism, by parading its heterodoxy, its independence of the rules, risks being just a parade: a firework display that fizzles into nothing. In Rochester's mock-heroic poems, his speakers make claims that read as both chest-thumpingly exaggerated and somehow a bit limp. In 'The Disabled Debauchee', a broken old sinner imagines inspiring a younger rake with tales of his exploits:
I'll tell of Whores attack'd, their Lords at home;
Bauds Quarters beaten up, and Fortress won:
Windows demolish'd, Watches overcome;
And handsome Ills, by my contrivance, done.

There are several things wrong with this. Women are hardly 'Whores' if they have husbands and need to be 'attack'd'; a brothel is not the same thing as a 'Fortress'; anyone can smash a window. 'Handsome Ills, by my contrivance, done', with its pedantic grammar, sounds a bit like something Malvolio might have said if he'd been interested in rule-breaking. A lot of this, Rochester suggests, is talk. The frustrated lover in 'The Imperfect Enjoyment' claims to have 'dy'de' his 'Dart of Love' in the 'Virgin blood' of 'Ten Thowsand Mayds': fine, but if you're going to invent a number, why stop at ten thousand? In 'To the Post Boy', a satire in which a speaker with Rochester's biography accosts an alarmed child and demands to know 'the Readyest way to Hell', there is more dubious mental accounting. The speaker has drunk so much that he has 'out swilld Bacchus', he claims; he has sworn oaths so terrifying that they would 'make Pluto quake'; and, as far as sexual prowess goes, he has 'swiv'd more whores more ways than sodoms walls/E're knew or the Colledge of Romes Cardinalls'. Forget the details: libertinism is just 'more', 'more whores more ways', more drinking, more virulence. The post boy, accustomed to dealing with horses, almost bolts when he is instructed to look at the speaker's poxed body up close: 'Witness Heroick Scarrs - look here - nere goe -'
If this is meant to be taken as Rochester's self-portrait, it is hardly flattering. Ulcered, frothing, recriminatory: he wrote kinder things about his worst enemy. 'To write a lampoon on oneself is not exactly unique,' Anne Barton has pointed out; 'it is, however, fundamentally paradoxical.' Love suggests that 'To the Post Boy' may have been a pre-emptive strike on Rochester's part, an attempt to silence his enemies 'by flaunting a brilliance in invective they had no hope of matching'. Certainly, he had a talent for turning on himself. '[His] excoriations of self were notorious,' Carver writes, and quotes Burnet: 'He would often break forth into such hard Expressions concerning himself, as would be indecent for another to repeat.' In his letters, he took his own measure wryly. 'To bee kind is very easy,' he wrote to his long-suffering wife, Elizabeth, in 1679. 'I say nott this to putt you in mind of being kind to mee ... but to show that I myself have a sence of what the methods of my Life seeme soe utterly to contradict.' To say more was impossible: 'I must not bee too wise about my own follyes, or els this Letter had bin a booke.'
Rochester's satires contain hard self-reflections. 'Witts are treated just like common Whores,/First they're enjoy'd and then kickt out of doors,' the speaker of 'A Satyre against Reason and Mankind' remarks, with a glance at courtiers who are banished if they don't please. In 'Artemiza to Chloe', the careless 'Man of Witt' who dallies with Corinna and then breaks her heart is surely a version of self: '[He] found, 't was dull, to love above a day,/Made his ill-natur'd Jest, and went his way.' There are critical self-allusions that put earlier thoughts or assumptions into question. The speeches Rochester gives to the empress of China, in the abortive heroic tragedy, mock the rhetoric he occasionally used in his own love lyrics. 'Woman henceforth by my Example taught/To vaster heights of vertue shall bee wrought,' the empress announces. 'Train'd up in Warre and Armes she shall despise/The mean pretended Conquests of her Eyes.' On more than one occasion, Rochester had sworn himself 'the slave' of some mistress's captivating 'Eyes'.
The darkest reflections on self appear in Lucina's Rape. The play's satire on Valentinian's courtiers is of a particularly vicious kind, Carver shows, because it involves self-recognition and self-loathing: 'Rochester is lashing what he himself had practised.' His adaptation from Fletcher focuses on the scenes involving the men and women whom the emperor retains to do his dirty work. Much of their cozening and negotiating takes place close to home, in a court environment that looks more like Whitehall than your average Roman palace: there is the emperor's intimate 'Closett', the 'great Chamber', the 'old hall', the 'garden gate'. Lucina is raped in the 'Appartment ... That lies upon the Garden', Rochester's real Whitehall bedroom.
The courtiers in the play, Chilax, Proculus, Balbus and Licinius (in cahoots with their professional 'wives', Ardelia and Phorba), are there to 'fetch and carry', as one of them puts it: to flatter, sweeten up, corrupt, pimp out. At Valentinian's command, they arrange the provision of musicians, dancers, singing eunuchs and women of all kinds, 'Maids, Widdows, Wives of what degree or Calling'. (A letter of Rochester's to Savile in 1677 recommends the bearer, a young French musician, to the king as 'the best present I can make at this time'.) In Act III, Proculus summons a pliable eunuch, Lycias, to the palace to await the emperor's pleasure:
The Emperour Lov's thee, Longs for thy company, will delight in thee and trust thee. What an Opportunity hast thou to destroy thy enemyes, delude thy friends, enrich thy self, enslave the World, raise thy kindred, humble thy Master and Governe him. Hee expects thee about the ev'ning in his Closett, faile not!

This is the definition of saying the quiet part out loud. Good manners and complaisant behaviour were critical at the Restoration court because they allowed you to make your intentions known without having to articulate them. 'What seemed charming,' Tilmouth writes, 'might really be at bottom aggressive or malicious.' In Proculus's radical honesty, it is as if something has been decoded. If Lycias submits to the emperor, he will get it all: riches, power, the whole amoral libertine catalogue, and no one will bother to pretend that it's anything other than what it is.
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At the British Museum
'what have we here?'
Esther Chadwick

1345 words[image: ]

Among the objects  selected from the British Museum's collection by the artist Hew Locke for his exhibition what have we here? (until 9 February) is a silver-gilt dish made in 1874 by the Crown jeweller, Garrard and Co. The dish is a feast of ostentation. Concentric bands of palmettes, floriate scrolls, rippling gadroons and spirals encase an intricate boss, where smaller versions of the outer vegetal scrolls dance around an inner star and twenty finialed zig-zags flash like a sunburst. Yet, on closer inspection, the delicate jauntiness and subtle irregularity of these forms set the central disc apart from the decorative bombast of the surrounding layers. Camouflaged by its Victorian frame, it is one of the akrafokonmu or awisiado (pectoral discs) taken from the Asante capital, Kumasi (in modern-day Ghana) as part of the indemnity demanded by British forces at the conclusion of the Third Anglo-Asante War of 1873-74. Similar discs were worn as badges of status in the 19th century by officials of the Asante king, or Asantehene. Among the ritual duties of these akra ('soul people') was to wash or purify the king's soul. Like much Asante regalia, this one encodes a traditional Akan proverb: 'The evening star, desirous of being married, always stays close to the moon.' The people, symbolised by the twenty golden points, will remain loyal to their king.
For Locke, this incorporation of sacred Asante gold in a fancy dish is an act of violence that has parallels with the British ransacking and demolition of the Asante palace itself: the blingy appropriation of the awisiado by Garrard 'traps it and ... kills it at the same time'. But if the disc is trapped, it is also the engine of the subsequent ornament, setting in motion the surrounding ripples that amplify its forms like rings from a pebble thrown into a pool. If it has been killed, it remains eloquent about the entanglement of African and European aesthetics long before 1874; the Asante disc has already borrowed European motifs in the four peapod squiggles interspersed with bulbous fronds that the Garrard goldsmith re-echoes and elongates in the second of the outer bands. Like Locke's own sculptures, installations and drawings, the dish is an assemblage and a reframing that encapsulates what he calls, simply, the 'messy histories' of imperialism and modern nationhood which have informed his work for more than three decades. Born in Edinburgh in 1959, but raised in his father's Guyana as it was gaining independence from Britain, Locke has described his practice of beguiling viewers with his sculptures' multi-textured intricacies as 'fly-fishing with a fancy lure'. That's what the dish is, too: a lure for the eye, beautiful and disturbing. It's not hard to see why Locke is drawn to it.
The Garrard dish forms the focal point of one of four central displays - on sovereignty, trade, conflict and treasure - that make up the exhibition's conceptual spine. Each freestanding case houses objects or clusters of objects selected from the museum's collection, sometimes interspersed with examples of Locke's own work. In the first case, Parian ware busts of Queen Victoria and two of her successors from Locke's ongoing Souvenirs series - encrusted with his signature additions of cheap imitation gold chains, brass filigree, artificial plants, snakes, skulls, plastic emeralds, fake hair and replica medals - are placed next to boxes of seals used to impress the insignia of empire on official documents in Australia, the Caribbean, Nova Scotia and Sierra Leone. Intrigue in the glitter of the bric-a-brac that encases these royal visages turns to a feeling of repulsion, danger, a growing sense of the untoward - not dissimilar to the effect of the exhibition overall. Locke asks us to consider imperial power as a grim yet alluring excess of the symbolic, not just as the exercise of brute force (although there is a replica Maxim gun elsewhere in the show). The proliferating connections - from object to object and among the intricate details of his work - produce the uncomfortable sensation that empire's manifold effects cannot be fully grasped.
This aesthetic of excess in Locke's work, its 'too muchness', has been described by the art historian Kobena Mercer as a 'postcolonial baroque' in which 'spectacular surfaces' have a double function. They 'solicit and deflect the gaze of others', and at the same time operate like a mask that 'hides and protects the inner world of diaspora subjectivity, acting as a hollow shell that allows the self a contemplative space of melancholy in which to count its losses and hence come to terms with them'. There is a tension in what have we here? between what Mercer calls the 'signifying indirection' of Locke's baroque and the straightforwardness of the classroom. The exhibition is a curious mixture of the didactic and the free-associative, of playfulness and deadly seriousness.
Around the edge of the room, a further series of vitrines elaborates the four themes through wide-ranging historical case-studies and conjunctions, from the formation of the Royal African Company (in 1660) to the Third Delhi Durbar (1911), from England's first contact with the Americas to the plunder of Maqdala (1868) or the British invasion of Tibet in 1903-4. Non-linear and vignette-like, each constellation of objects could be endlessly reconfigured, or approached from any number of possible starting points.
The feeling of the show, then, is of provisionality, of history in the process of being digested and rewritten. Open shelving stacked with foam supports and empty boxes filled with tissue paper give the impression of a storeroom. Tyvek, chipboard and unpainted MDF suggest packing crates and transit. Yellow labels and highlights indicating text in Locke's voice look like Post-it notes or a reader's underlinings. Meanwhile, cardboard figures, masked and dressed in patchwork costumes that refer to the objects and histories on display, survey the gallery from above. These 'Watchers' keep guard, pass judgment, accuse. Locke describes them as a Greek chorus. They turn the museum visit unfolding below into a piece of theatre, holding it up as an object for inspection in its own right. This has the effect of introducing curatorial self-consciousness, prising apart presentation and narrative authority. The Watchers' mood is dark, despite their carnivalesque appearance. Further figures intrude in the museum's Enlightenment Gallery, like uninvited guests at a party.
What have we here? cements a tradition at the British Museum of inviting artist-curators to frame the collection in their own terms. This began with Eduardo Paolozzi's Lost Magic Kingdoms and Six Paper Moons from Nahuatl at the Museum of Mankind (then the BM's ethnographic gallery) in 1985 and continued with Grayson Perry's Tomb of the Unknown Craftsman in 2011. Revelling in what he had learned in the Paris of Picasso and Tzara to call 'primitive art', Paolozzi proceeded as a Surrealist ethnographer whose role in juxtaposing museum objects with works of his own was to defamiliarise and re-enchant. Perry, by turns irreverent, silly and devotional, conceived of his show as a pilgrimage and a shrine, elevating the idea of human making to the status of a religion in which the craftsman of his title was understood as a saint (and his childhood teddy bear its god).
Both Perry and Locke visited Paolozzi's exhibition at the start of their careers. The three projects have a good deal in common. But Locke's show arrives at a cultural moment very different from 1985 or 2011. Where Paolozzi and Perry celebrated magic and the mystical, Locke seeks to demystify. Where they delight in objects as ludic examples of form, materiality and craft untethered from their original contexts, Locke is concerned with provenance and the power dynamics of collecting - although he, like Paolozzi, challenges the notion of cultural purity and singular origins. All three investigate questions of power, but for Locke power is primarily political rather than spiritual. His is a project of ethics as much as aesthetics. He calls for 'serious dialogue' and for the museum to take responsibility for its part in Britain's imperial past. His wit should not distract from the gravity of his demands.
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Saints for Supper
Alexander Bevilacqua

2828 wordsSome time  in the sixth or early seventh century, a woman in Constantinople was suffering from severe abdominal pain. One night she crawled out of bed and dragged herself to the part of the house where frescoes of the Christian martyrs Cosmas and Damian had been painted on the wall. 'Leaning on her faith as upon a stick', she dug her fingernails into the plaster, then dissolved the scrapings in water and drank the resulting brew. Her pain abated immediately. As Jeremie Koering puts it in his new book, 'the woman was healed by eating an image.'
From frescoes and printed devotional images to incised amulets, moulded gingerbread and the stamped Eucharistic host, a wide variety of images has, at various moments in Western history, seemed worthy of ingestion. Koering calls the people who ingest images 'iconophages' - that is, image eaters. What did iconophages think they were doing, he asks, and what can we learn from them about the properties that have been ascribed to images? To answer these questions, he draws on examples from the ancient Mediterranean, Byzantine and Western medieval Christianity, and early modern Catholicism. Building on the work of Brigitte Bedos-Rezak, Veronique Dasen, George Galavaris and Aden Kumler, he takes in not only objects of devotion and theological works but also lives of saints, ephemeral printed matter, even culinary implements.
The premodern cosmos was structured by mysterious correspondences which modern scholars have called sympathies, interconnections between things that shared particular characteristics. Items with such similarities could operate on one another even at a distance. In ancient Greece, for example, it was believed that a bloodstone amulet could cure diseases of the blood. According to this account of the universe, it was plausible that a depiction might be vested with the properties of the thing depicted. And if wearing an amulet conferred power, how much more power might be gained by consuming it. Incised amulets from ancient Greece show signs of scraping, which may indicate that the powder produced was mixed with liquid and drunk. Christianity inherited the sympathetic view of the cosmos, as well as the connection between physical healing and blessing. In the sixth century, a man was cured of his intestinal worms after drinking an infusion of the hair of Simeon Stylites the Younger, an ascetic who lived on top of a pillar, with 'dust of his blessing'. The word 'blessing' (eulogia) in this account may refer to a terracotta disc bearing the image of Simeon, of the kind that pilgrims would have acquired at his tomb near Antioch. To ingest something was to assimilate it; in the Hebrew Bible, Ezekiel is given prophetic knowledge after eating a scroll on the instruction of a heavenly voice. He claims to find the scroll as sweet as honey. Medieval illuminators eagerly depicted this act of bibliophagy, a literalisation of the reception of the divine word.
Yet in spite of Koering's emphasis on the power of images, premodern thinkers did not mistake them for the things they represented, nor were they thought to have powers in their own right. The presence of an engraved image may have helped make a gemstone an amulet, but the image was not consumed as an image. Simeon Stylites's miracle occurred not because of the image on the token, but because the objects had come into contact with the holy man himself. Even Koering's formulation about the woman of Constantinople - that she was 'healed by the image' - is, he admits, misleading. As the anonymous Byzantine Greek writer who recorded the incident is at pains to specify, the woman was not made whole by the frescoed wall, but by the saints whom the painting represented. The woman herself, the writer insists, understood that God was working on her behalf through the good offices of His helpers.
Even so, Koering recovers rich traces of a fundamental human quest: the effort to make contact with the divine. Whether pagan, Byzantine or Western Christian, believers all pursued healing of the body and the spirit, and sought proximity to the sacred as best they could. It wasn't so much that the 'image's power was fragile, relative and mysterious', in Koering's words, but that the workings of the godhead were inscrutable. If seeing is believing, then touching was receiving, and grinding up and drinking holy things the ultimate assimilation.
Medicine offered a naturalistic account of healing through ingestion: Galen, whose school of medical science predominated from antiquity until the 17th century, prescribed the intake of specific liquids or solids to balance out the bodily humours. For Christians, however, accounting for the way sacred power (virtus) was transmitted through objects such as holy icons remained a problem. Medieval theologians struggled to rationalise ingestive practices, redolent of paganism as they were. It was clear to any Christian scholar that painted images didn't heal; God did. For the less educated, however, this distinction was less obvious.
The question of ingestion became particularly contentious during the Iconoclastic Controversy, the violent struggle between Iconoclasts and image venerators in the eighth and ninth-century Byzantine Empire. Iconoclasts viewed the worship of images as a form of idolatry, and accused the image venerators of consuming scrapings of painted icons as if they were equivalent to the Eucharistic bread and wine. The idea was later revived by Protestant reformers: in 1524 a pamphleteer from Zurich claimed that throughout the German lands people were 'gnawing away at images as if they wished to devour their feet'. Two centuries later, William Hogarth's disturbing etching Enthusiasm Delineated, produced between 1760 and 1762, shows parishioners with simian features devouring statuettes of Christ. Hogarth, a deist, was attacking both icon worship and the sacrament of the Eucharist, tarring Christians as idolaters and cannibals.
The Eucharist, Christianity's most important ingestion, had reduced the broad sacrificial menu of Egypt, Greece and pagan Rome to a single main offering: bread. In Eastern Christendom, the leavened Eucharistic bread was marked with a cruciform seal bearing the letters 'IC XC NI KA' to signify Jesus Christ victorious. In the West, the unleavened host was also impressed, but decoration wasn't standardised. Iron host presses made from the 12th century onwards bear witness to the varied design of the Eucharist, from Christ on the Cross and the Christogram 'IHS' (from the Greek name for Jesus, IESOUS) to more literal statements such as 'Qui mi mangara la benedicio de Deu aura' (he who eats me will have the blessing of God).
If the host became the body of Christ, as the Fourth Lateran Council decreed in 1215, why did it need to be stamped? No liturgical rule required it. Rather, the images reinforced the meaning of the sacrament, serving as an 'imaginative support', in Koering's words. Other such supports included paintings depicting the apparition of Christ at the altar in the Mass of Saint Gregory, and monstrances, ornate containers for the host displayed during the festival of Corpus Christi (itself established to raise awareness of the Eucharistic miracle). Mass production of the stamped host made it a material instantiation of the Christian principle of 'the many in the One'. Koering borrows from Georges Didi-Huberman the paradox of the stamp: 'the seal certifies and authenticates, even as it is reproduced ad infinitum.' Perhaps this isn't a paradox, but instead points to the particular qualities of impression as a technology of reproduction. Whether on a wax seal or a stamped host, the impressed image makes visible the matrix that shaped it - an apt metaphor for the word made flesh. The faithful who took the communion wafer did not just consume the same body of Christ, but quite literally the same image.
The earliest  surviving printed document in human history is a scrap of a miniature scroll printed using woodblock between 650 and 670, during the Tang dynasty. It was found in a tomb in Xi'an in 1974 and bears a Sanskrit text, the 'great spell of unsullied pure light'. Similar printed spells have been recovered in Korea and Japan; their purpose was both to ward off evil and to earn spiritual merit for those who produced them. From the very beginning, printing seemed like a way to spread holiness in the world, a new solution to an old problem. The first documented use of block printing in 15th-century Europe was to create devotional souvenirs that could be displayed in the home. These prints could even serve as stand-ins for the icons they depicted: in 1485, Mona Lisabetta, a 26-year-old from Pisa, regained her use of speech when a paper image of Santa Maria delle Carceri of Prato was placed over her lips.
Even before the advent of printing, however, the cult of relics had posed questions about reproducibility. Relics were pieces of saints or objects that had belonged to them; they proclaimed their status in various ways, from their ability to withstand decomposition to the miracles they performed. Pilgrims flocked to relic shrines such as Our Lady of Walsingham in Norfolk or Santiago de Compostela in Galicia to experience these material manifestations of holiness as intimately as possible. They wanted not just to see the relics but to touch them and kiss them, and they hoped to take home something more than, say, the scallop shells that were the traditional souvenir of a visit to Compostela. This cupidity alarmed the custodians of the relics. Montaigne writes of a sign hung at the Holy House of Loreto warning that 'if it were permitted to take anything away, there would not be enough to last three days.' The wardens of Loreto gave away the dust swept from the Holy House in the hope of preventing pilgrims from taking anything more valuable. The pilgrims made the dust into a beverage and drank it.
Some stewards of relics may have been victims of their own success. As the art historian Christopher Wood has shown, German monasteries in the late 15th century took advantage of the introduction of movable type to publicise their collections. St Ulrich's and St Afra's Abbey in Augsburg, for example, printed cheap broadsheets depicting all of its 61 reliquaries arranged in tidy rows. The little woodcuts were simplified representations of each reliquary, an assortment of crosses, altar panels, arm-shaped receptacles, chests, tabernacles and other decorative containers (each figure was furnished with an explanation of what it contained). Ecclesiastical authorities soon published illustrated books of relics in Vienna, Bamberg, Wittenberg and Halle. The relic had entered the age of mechanical reproduction.
This transition was not untroubled. What was the relationship of representation to original? Could a woodcut image really stand in for a physical icon? Touch offered a kind of solution. Contact transmitted holiness; placing things on the bodily remains of a saint, or on items they had touched in their lifetime, created a new class of objects, which historians call contact relics (or third-class relics). This made possible the creation of enough relics to satisfy, in principle, an infinite number of believers. The woodcut that restored Mona Lisabetta's speech in Pisa was a contact relic. Its holiness derived from the fact that the sheet had touched the original icon in Prato. Print represented the Madonna of Prato, but touch guaranteed her presence.
Printed images  or texts could also serve as a kind of warranty. Stamping things as a guarantee of provenance had long preceded woodblock printing. As Walter Benjamin wrote, 'the Greeks knew only two procedures of technically reproducing works of art: founding and stamping.' Since antiquity small tokens of terra sigillata (unglazed terracotta) had been consumed as medical remedies. The images pressed into them did not themselves possess healing powers, but they indicated provenance, much like the words 'Parmigiano Reggiano' punched into the rinds of Emilian cheese wheels today. In the 11th century the papacy created the Agnus Dei, a small wax disc stamped with the figure of a lamb, produced in batches of hundreds of thousands. As late as 1690, two Franciscan nuns in the Veneto from the Order of the Poor Clares were healed of their fever and toothache by nibbling on an Agnus Dei. Yet the very technology meant to guarantee holiness was at risk of undermining it. How to tell authentic sacral object from worthless counterfeit? Mass production sapped the 'aura', to use Benjamin's term, of holiness. But a compensatory ritual, benediction, helped restore it. It was benediction that made tokens of wax into Christian amulets. As Koering writes, 'it was only with the serial production of images ... that the blessing of images was to become more generally adopted by the Church of Rome.' This gave the Church a commercial advantage in 'the devotional print market by rendering unblessed objects null and void'.
Schabmadonnen, terracotta statuettes of the Virgin Mary that represented a particular miracle, were popular in the Catholic German-speaking lands from the 17th century. They were fashioned from clay that had been in contact with the statue or relic on which they were based and could be scraped like a hunk of hard cheese, the flakes mixed with water or wine to make a healing drink. Unsurprisingly, forgeries abounded: as an anonymous 18th-century writer recounted, 'shiftless people, always on the lookout for a sordid profit' gathered near the shrine of the Madonna of Einsiedeln, outside Zurich, to sell fake versions of what the Benedictines gave away for free at the abbey doors.
In one section of the book, Koering describes the pastries, such as German gingerbread and Italian ricotta cakes, that were made with technologies of replication: bread stamps, wafering irons, marzipan and gingerbread moulds. Convents sold or gave away figurative waffles on feast days, adorning them with seasonal images: the Virgin and the Angel Gabriel for the Annunciation, the Virgin nursing the Christ child for the Nativity. The Poor Clares of Monteluce in Perugia lent out their wafering irons to extend their charity even when they weren't making the wafers themselves. Such customs survive today in Catania, where 'minne di Sant'Agata' - individual portions of cassata - are prepared for the feast of Agatha of Sicily, the city's patron saint. Each is shaped like one of her breasts, which were removed with tongs during her martyrdom.
German gingerbread, known as Lebkuchen, was moulded in the shape of images from the Bible. For one 16th-century preacher from Strasbourg, baking gingerbread provided an extended metaphor for the Passion: 'just like [the son in relation to] the father, our gingerbread was formed and made with its own mould.' Baking on a large scale had secular applications too. In 1466, Giovanni Rucellai of Florence ordered four thousand cialde (wafers) for his son's marriage to the daughter of Piero de' Medici. Koering reads this as an almost sacramental injunction that wedding guests 'take into [their] own body a symbolic image of the hereditary blood'. But Renaissance nobles put their coats of arms on all sorts of things; at a banquet, it would have appeared on the dishware and cutlery. Armorial wafers served as a brand extension. Did eating them make guests 'a member of the family', or were the biscuits simply a heavy-handed show of largesse?
Rucellai's wafers are a relatively sober example. From the Renaissance onwards, food sculptures presented allegories at festivities whose ephemerality they shared. Form and function met in edible allegories of charity or liberality. The fashion for large sugar trionfi ('triumphs') decorating princely tables depended on the sugar made available by the expanding Atlantic plantation economy. The viewers who ate these creations with their eyes more than their mouths weren't healed or transformed through the act of ingestion, of course; they merely bore witness to princely splendour.
More emblematic of Koering's concerns are the German Schluckbildchen ('images for swallowing'), printed sheets of woodcut pictures of saints that were produced cheaply in great numbers until the middle of the 20th century. Descendants of the early experiments with printing images of relics, Schluckbildchen could be chopped up and pasted onto a cake, or ground up and drunk. Before that, however, they had to be placed in contact with the icons they represented. How this was done is not clear, since a sheet could contain as many as 130 figures; presumably the faithful did not have to travel to all of the original shrines. Perhaps one holy icon could bless a whole printed leaf - the many in the One.
Not all of Koering's iconophages are equally interesting. Despite the presence of an 18th-century Austrian wooden sculpture of the lactating Virgin, designed to spray water or milk at parishioners, the pages on ingestion as image or figure of speech are less successful than those on ingestion as healing; metaphor pales before miracle. Besides, for my money the imagery of ingestion has never been better used than in the Upanishads (not quoted by Koering), where eating explains the interconnection of the entire universe. As the Taittiriya Upanishad puts it, 'I am food! I am food! I am food!/I eat food! I eat food! I eat food!'
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Use your theodolite
Rosemary Hill

2614 words[image: ] Ring of Brodgar, Orkney




Daniel Defoe 
, in his Tour thro' the Whole Island of Great Britain (1724-26), was unimpressed by the prehistoric remains. Arriving at the circle of nineteen standing stones at Boscawen-Un in Cornwall, he noted with baffled irritation that 'all that can be learn'd of them is, That here they are.' Stonehenge left early modern viewers cold. Pepys looked at the megaliths in 1668 and shrugged: 'God knows what their use was.' John Aubrey, the first person to make a serious study of stone circles, put his finger on the problem: 'These Antiquities are so exceeding old that no Bookes doe reach them.' He developed a more effective method. Using measurements and comparative surveys of different circles with notes 'writt upon the spott', he was able to work out that megalithic monuments were of distinct types and that they predated the Romans, Saxons and Danes. He thus, almost single-handedly, created the concept of prehistory and invented field archaeology. Like many antiquaries, however, he found difficulty in screwing his courage to the point of publication. Aubrey died in 1697, leaving his notes in chaos and prehistory in the hands of a small number of varyingly eccentric specialists under whose influence megalithic sites came to be described generically as 'druidic', while remaining very much a minority taste. Dr Johnson, inspecting the circle at Kinchyle in Inverness-shire on his Highland tour, found 'neither art nor power in it', adding that, as far as druidic temples went, 'seeing one is quite enough.' This was his second. At the first, at Strichen in Aberdeenshire, Boswell acknowledged that he had failed to manage his friend's expectations of the circle, having 'augmented it' in his mind in the fifteen years since his last visit. By the summer of 1773, all that remained at Strichen was 'two stones set up on end, with a long one laid upon them ... and one stone at a little distance from them'.
If Boswell and Johnson returned today, they would find considerably more to look at. As Colin Richards and Vicki Cummings write in Stone Circles, 'to say that [the site] has had a chequered history is an understatement.' Each of the individual standing stones at Strichen has been removed and replaced twice, while the three-stone arrangement has been repositioned once. Enthusiasm has at times been as unhelpful as indifference. Soon after Boswell and Johnson's visit, the fashion for the picturesque led to attempts at making a more evocative scene. The site was 'landscaped' with added soil and an atmospheric planting of trees and shrubs. Then, in 1830, the whole circle was unceremoniously removed by a tenant farmer. He was told by the landowner, Lord Lovat, to put the stones back - which he did, though in no particular order.
As archaeology got under way in the 19th century, a circular bank was identified, and in 1903 the correct site for the stones was located and they were returned to their original positions. All was well until 1965, when the stones were once again removed - this time by mechanical diggers during a tree-felling operation - and dumped in a nearby quarry, triggering local and then national outrage. The archaeologist Aubrey Burl, of whose original Guide to the Stone Circles of Britain, Ireland and Brittany this is a revised and updated version, came to the rescue and started excavation work in 1979. Burl confirmed the correct location of the circle and found that the recumbent three-stone setting had, surprisingly, landed back in the right place. He established that the original composition had been about fifteen metres wide, with the megaliths set in a stone bank covered with broken quartz. Other curious discoveries, some of them dramatic, included an urn containing cremated female remains, a cup-marked stone buried in a rock-lined pit and, in the middle of the circle, a ring cairn with a central 'cist' or stone box grave. There were signs that there had been a timber circle at one time and also indications that the site had remained in use into the Iron Age. With all this information it was felt possible to reconstruct Strichen more accurately. In 1981-82, the stones were re-erected in the sockets that had been found during Burl's excavation and the stone bank was rebuilt. Visitors are now directed to it by a brown 'heritage' sign and, Stone Circles tells us, there is a convenient car park with picnic table.
Strichen's story is not atypical. The appreciation and understanding of stone circles hasn't been a linear process. For every advance there have been setbacks, blunders and some bitter disputes. No site is safe. In 1979, an official from the Department of the Environment was checking arrangements at Stonehenge ahead of a visit from the Prince of Wales when he noticed a bright yellow digger heading towards the Heel Stone. He managed to stop it and was told on inquiry that the Post Office was installing a new telephone cable; the engineers had drawn a straight line on the map that went directly through the circle. Stonehenge by then belonged to the Crown and has been administered by English Heritage since 1984, during which time it has been an almost constant subject of dispute. If, as the archaeologist Jacquetta Hawkes wrote, every age has 'the Stonehenge it deserves - or desires', the experience of the last forty years suggests an uneasy zeitgeist manifesting on Salisbury Plain. In the 1980s, as the Conservative government introduced legislation that made increasingly heavy-handed attempts to stop the New Age Travellers' convoys which were infuriating farmers and landowners, Stonehenge was closed at the summer solstice. English Heritage responded to protests at the site with great force, culminating in the summer of 1989 with the imposition of a four-mile exclusion zone secured by razor wire and patrolled by helicopters. There were multiple arrests and the residents of nearby Amesbury had to prove their identity to get into their own houses.
In the face of this insanity, a test case was brought by the 'Stonehenge Two', Margaret Jones and Richard Lloyd, who had been charged with 'trespassory assembly'. It reached the House of Lords in 1999, where it was decided in their favour on the basis that the right to use the public highway for any reasonable purpose was 'an issue of fundamental constitutional importance'. Since 2000, English Heritage has been obliged to grant access at the solstice. Other disputes have rumbled on, however, including a serious attempt to have Stonehenge placed on the 'at risk' list of the International Council on Monuments and Sites, and controversy over a new visitor centre and traffic management scheme. In 2006, a public inquiry recommended putting the A303 in a tunnel under Stonehenge, a plan which was first accepted and then cancelled by the government on grounds of cost. Eighteen years later, after another study and more recommendations, the government has once again cancelled plans for a tunnel. This has at least spared interested parties a repetition of the undignified scenes that occurred when the earlier proposals were displayed at the Society of Antiquaries. It is the only exhibition I have been to where complete strangers were shouting at each other within minutes of arrival.
It is understandable that Richards and Cummings should sound mildly resentful of Stonehenge and nearby Avebury, for these 'extravagant monuments' do indeed 'dominate the narrative' of stone circles, especially in the South of England. Overall, however, their tone is eirenic and generous when it comes to the wide range of theories, opinions and frankly bonkers beliefs that surround the subject. This attitude is particularly refreshing given the antagonism of the archaeological establishment in the last century to any theory at variance with its own. Archaeology is generally successful in determining the 'what' of neolithic remains and increasingly - with radiocarbon dating and probability theory - the 'when', but without written sources the 'why' remains as elusive as it was in Aubrey's day. 'Why' is usually placed in a vague but capacious category marked 'ritual' into which non-archaeologists have ventured at their peril.
It was perhaps a certain defensiveness about the short history of their own discipline that underlay the violent reaction of 20th-century archaeologists to theories based on astronomy. Hostilities began with Gerald Hawkins's Stonehenge Decoded, which was published in 1965 at the height of the Apollo space programme and became an international bestseller. Hawkins's argument that Stonehenge was 'an observatory ... deliberately, accurately, skilfully oriented' set off a chain reaction, which enraged archaeologists and forged an unlikely alliance between academic astronomy and the emergent earth mysteries movement. Alexander Thom, formerly a professor of engineering at Oxford, published the conclusions of a decade's worth of measurements which had led him to believe that Britain's standing stones were arranged using precise units and sometimes complex astronomical alignments.
Thom's 'megalithic yard' was taken up and popularised by John Michell in The View Over Atlantis. The reaction among archaeologists can only be called hysterical. As Gordon Childe, an Australian expert on European prehistory, explained, this was only to be expected because 'severe emotions' are aroused when an archaeologist is 'faced with mathematical symbols' he cannot understand. Not all the establishment was so blinkered - Burl, for one, became an adherent of the megalithic yard - but, as Richards and Cummings tactfully note, 'times have moved on.' Belief in a universal organising system of megalithic measurement and precise astral and lunar alignments has gone the same way as other total system theories of the later 20th century. Stone Circles nevertheless gives the latitude for each site ('to assist those with astronomical interests') while pointing out that 'just because an alignment exists does not mean that it meant anything to the people who built or used the stone circle.' It also cautions that 'the movement and cycles of the moon are extremely complex' - the lunistices, the most northerly and southerly positions each month, shift over a period of 18.61 years. Unwilling, however, to deter anyone from circle visiting ('one of the most pleasant of pastimes'), the authors conclude by advising the use of a theodolite.
Despite their generous acknowledgment of Burl, this is a very different book from his. Most notably they have excluded Brittany because, while there are parallels with neolithic structures in Britain and Ireland, circles are 'not a convincing component of that Megalithic architecture', which consists mostly of stone rows. Stone circles are found to the north and west of the British Isles and across Ireland. It was this spread which led Aubrey to conclude that, since the Romans had 'no dominion' in Ireland and never advanced far into Scotland, and the Danes never got to Wales, these were native British monuments. He assumed that they were temples and attributed them to the druids. This almost passing remark had huge consequences when it was vastly elaborated by the antiquary and archaeologist William Stukeley in the 18th century. Druidry took on a life of its own, which continues even though it has been known for more than a century that stone circles long predate the Iron Age, when such scant accounts of the druids as exist were written. Exasperation with this side of his legacy turned many archaeologists against Stukeley (Burl was again an exception). Stuart Piggott could barely contain himself, describing modern druidry as the refuge of 'many a psychological misfit and lonely crank' - despite the fact that Elizabeth II and Winston Churchill were both inducted as druids.
Stone Circles takes a balanced approach, appreciating Stukeley's contribution to the scientific as well as the mythic. Having trained as a doctor, he transferred his skills from anatomy to field archaeology, where he pioneered the technique of vertical dissection. His observations were careful; he was probably the first person to recognise the inter-visibility of megalithic features and to study the sightlines between them. He also made notes of features that have since been lost. The druid obsession got the better of him, however. The stones at Boscawen-Un, so mute for Defoe, spoke volumes to Stukeley, revealing themselves to be the first British druid stone circle, built by the first Christian druid, the 'Tyrian Hercules'. Treading a delicate path between accuracy and empathy, Richards and Cummings remark that, even if this designation is false, it is 'completely comprehensible', given the 'splendid form and constitution' of 'the most beautiful stone circle in Cornwall'. They also acknowledge that myths, if they are believed for long enough, seep into reality; not so much 'build it and they will come' as 'believe it and it will happen.' In 1928, Boscawen-Un was the site of the inauguration of the Gorsedh of the Bards of Cornwall.
The use of the term 'architecture' in Stone Circles is another sign of the way archaeology has mellowed. If architecture is defined as construction aesthetically conceived, then stone circles, which often have a clear entrance and worked surfaces to distinguish between the interior and the exterior, are unquestionably architecture. Indeed that is one of the few things that can be securely said about them. Some recent investigations suggest that neolithic architects were as liable as their modernist successors to put artistic vision before responsible construction. At the Ring of Brodgar on Orkney, both Burl and Thom drew conclusions from which contemporary archaeology differs, since it has become apparent that many of the stones fell in antiquity, having been set in sockets too shallow to support them. It would seem, Stone Circles notes disapprovingly, that for the builders 'imagery was of far greater concern ... than endurance.'
Prehistory moves constantly in dialogue with archaeology, which, until about 2000, was primarily concerned with excavations undertaken by bearded men with monosyllabic forenames who courted publicity. The late Geoff Wainwright embodied the type. Having caused a stir in the 1960s with his use of bulldozers on Salisbury Plain, he went on to become chief archaeologist for English Heritage. Today's archaeological investigations are subtler. Ground-penetrating radar and magnetometry have made findings more accurate and their retrieval less invasive. Sites that were interpreted in the Cold War years by a predominantly male and often classically educated profession as the work of 'savages', possibly practising human sacrifice, are now seen as the cultural and spiritual expressions of an organised society. Once it was assumed that the Beaker people had killed the native population; now it is suggested that they were successfully integrated migrants.
On the ground, meanwhile, circles come and go, lost by carelessness or erosion or suddenly appearing - like Bluestonehenge, a circle henge at the end of the Stonehenge Avenue, found by chance in 2008 during a small excavation. Drones can spot henge outlines from the air, especially when drought exposes their outlines, but observation with the naked eye should not be underestimated. The carvings of axes on the megaliths at Stonehenge were first spotted by a visiting schoolboy. The Stones of Callanish on Lewis, one of the most complex and spectacular of the Hebridean monuments, have been closely studied since 1857, but only in 2013 did the archaeologist Ian McHardy notice that the sun cast a single shaft of light out of the cave-like opening. The effect - a line pointing along the narrow avenue that leads to it - was certainly intentional.
Richards and Cummings urge their readers to be thorough when visiting a circle, to consider the views from it and through it, to walk across as well as around it, to make notes and take measurements and consider the inter-visibility of sites. Stone Circles is the I-Spy book of megaliths, with its blend of up-to-date information and sensible advice about waterproofs and footwear, instructions for calculating the weight of a stone and a brisk list of dos and don'ts. 'Sticking pins in the ground is prohibited.' 'Never scrape a stone or remove lichen.' And the best advice: 'Always keep an open mind.'
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Weird Things in the Sky
Edmund Gordon

4270 wordsThere are  approximately twenty billion Sun-like stars in the Milky Way. Scientists think that up to a quarter of them are orbited by planets where water could be present; if the same holds true in other galaxies, it would mean fifty sextillion or so planets in the observable universe where intelligent life may have evolved. The chances of Earth being the only one to have realised that potential seem ridiculously small. It's safe to assume we're not alone.
That's one way of looking at it. Another is that the chances of intelligent life developing on Earth were ridiculously small; the chances of it having developed on another planet are that much smaller. The chances that another planet is currently home to a civilisation more advanced than our own (but sufficiently similar in biological, cultural and technological terms that our two species could meaningfully interact with each other) must be smaller still. And the idea that an alien civilisation is making regular visits to our planet and that our governments are systematically covering up the evidence - Occam's razor makes pretty short work of it.
A growing number of people can't see the problem. According to the latest YouGov polling, 34 per cent of Americans and 22 per cent of Britons believe that extra-terrestrial beings have visited Earth. Not all of them are obvious cranks. Greg Eghigian's fascinating history of the phenomenon shows that a weakness for UFOs has affected an extraordinary range of people and penetrated to just about every corner of society.
Take Prince Philip. A longtime reader of Flying Saucer Review (very much the prestige publication in the field), he would request reports on the latest sightings from RAF Fighter Command, and invited witnesses such as Stephen Darbishire, a schoolboy who in 1954 took photos of a UFO in Cumbria, to meet him at Buckingham Palace. He also amassed a large collection of books on the subject. Towards the end of his life, he read The Halt Perspective (2016), about the Rendlesham Forest incident of 1980, when several UFOs were spotted over US airbases in East Anglia. After his enthusiasm for this sort of thing came to light, the Sun contacted John Hanson, one of the book's authors, who declared that 'any sensible person' would be interested in a phenomenon 'that has baffled mankind for millennia'.
The extent to which Philip was a sensible person remains open to debate, but as a UFO buff who was on familiar terms with world leaders he was well placed to be an interplanetary ambassador, and it must have been frustrating that aliens never made contact with him. For one reason or another, they've preferred to deal with people like George Adamski, a Polish-American handyman and 'minor figure on the California occult scene'. Adamski claimed to have first spotted a UFO in 1946, having acquired a fifteen-inch telescope for the purpose. Six years later, after reporting nearly two hundred other sightings, he described tracking one down to the Colorado desert, where he was approached by a member of the crew, a young man of 'Nordic' appearance, wearing what appeared to be ski pants. He had soft, unblemished skin, long, flowing hair and sparkling white teeth. Communicating telepathically, he explained that his name was Orthon, that he came from Venus, and that he was on Earth to warn mankind that the testing and use of atomic bombs was putting the entire galaxy in danger. 'The beauty of his form surpassed anything I had ever seen,' Adamski wrote of the encounter. 'The pleasantness of his face freed me of all thought of my personal self. I felt like a child in the presence of one with great wisdom and much love, and I became very humble within myself ... from him was radiating a feeling of infinite understanding and kindness, with supreme humility.'
Huge if true. By way of evidence, Adamski provided photos of the Venusian spaceship. Not everyone was convinced - Arthur C. Clarke pointed out that the pictures bore an 'uncanny resemblance to electric light fittings with table-tennis balls fixed underneath' - but thousands were, and Adamski became an international sensation. His book Flying Saucers Have Landed (1953), co-authored with the Anglo-Irish aristocrat and Spitfire pilot Desmond Leslie, went through eleven printings in two years, and he was soon a regular presence on radio and TV. In 1959, he embarked on a lecture tour across five continents, and was granted an audience with Queen Juliana of the Netherlands. At a press conference in The Hague, he declared that the British royal family were keen to meet him too and that 'Prince Philip so far has been the most interested.' When it came to the crunch, however, Adamski was too much for Philip, who scrawled 'Not on your Nellie!' across a letter from Leslie offering to make an introduction.
'To those who held themselves up to be "serious UFO investigators"', Eghigian writes, Adamski was 'an outright embarrassment'. But his story has much in common with other, less blatantly bogus accounts. As Eghigian points out, aliens - whether or not they come in peace - are always 'identified with superior knowledge evident in their technological achievements and mastery of languages'. Again and again, they're reported as saying that humanity's rampant warmongering and use of nuclear weaponry is what has drawn their attention to Earth. It's an idea with appeal: our delinquent species could benefit from external supervision. The same year that Adamski made his world tour, Carl Jung's Flying Saucers: A Modern Myth of Things Seen in the Sky appeared in English, setting out his 'psychosocial' analysis of the UFO phenomenon. He saw them as objects of quasi-religious longing, 'technological angels' offering hope of spiritual redemption in a secular, science-stunned age. In recent decades they've often been described in more menacing terms, but that hasn't invalidated Jung's central point: the way a society talks about UFOs provides insights into its deepest fantasies.
People have been seeing weird things in the sky since the beginning of recorded history, but popular fascination with the phenomenon - what Eghigian calls 'the UFO era' - didn't begin until after the Second World War. In other words, it emerged in the context of an unprecedented expansion of military and civil aviation: there were more things up there to see. One of the earliest modern witnesses was Kenneth Arnold, a businessman and amateur pilot from Chehalis, Washington. On 24 June 1947, he reported seeing nine bright objects flying alongside his plane in 'chain-like' formation. Describing the incident to the East Oregonian shortly afterwards, he said that the objects were 'flat like a pie pan and somewhat bat-shaped', and that they moved 'like a saucer would if you skipped it across water'. In a report published the following day, a writer for the Associated Press used the phrase 'flying saucer'.
The story was picked up everywhere, prompting a torrent of other witnesses to come forward. 'By the end of the first week of July,' Eghigian writes, 'almost every US state had at least one report of a flying saucer sighting.' The phenomenon soon spread abroad, though with important local variations. In Brazil, there were 'flying platters'; in France, 'flying crepes'. A second wave of saucers made headlines in 1950. If we reject the idea that a sudden influx of low-flying spaceships was responsible, it doesn't mean all the witnesses were lying. Perhaps they saw shooting stars, comets or lenticular clouds. At the beginning of the UFO era, the idea that flying saucers were from other planets was confined to a negligible minority. A survey conducted by George Gallup in 1947 didn't even raise the extra-terrestrial hypothesis as a possibility: if anyone believed in it, they were lost among the 9 per cent of respondents who plumped for 'other' explanations. Four years later, Popular Science magazine polled the witnesses themselves, and found that only 4 per cent believed they had seen a 'visitor from afar'. Many of them - including Kenneth Arnold - suspected that the US Air Force was responsible.
Eghigian suggests that the popularity of science fiction in the 1950s - magazines such as Amazing Stories, films like The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951) and Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956) - played a role in connecting the happenings to little green men. There were also influential works of non-fiction, such as a widely read article in Life, 'Have We Visitors from Space?', which appeared in April 1952. That summer, the number of reported sightings 'skyrocketed'. It wasn't long before people like Adamski were corroborating the most outlandish speculation with eyewitness accounts. By the mid-1960s, it's estimated that there had been between two thousand and five thousand reported contacts between humans and aliens.
Given the variety of life-forms that evolution has produced on our own planet, you might expect an even bigger range of types elsewhere in the universe - but the vast majority of witnesses claim otherwise. A 1970 study of 333 reports from around the world suggested that 96 per cent of aliens were 'basically human in form'. The interplanetary visitors of the 1950s and 1960s wore cartoonish sci-fi clothes (helmets, jumpsuits, capes) and had cartoonish astro-kitsch names (Aetherium, LeLando, A-Lan). Female aliens were 'pleasant-appearing' and 'well-proportioned', while the darker the visitors' skin, the more hostile they were likely to be. It's no surprise that the majority of witnesses were 'white American and English men'.
What ultimately did for Adamski-style encounters, however, wasn't their narrative shortcomings so much as their scientific ones. The Mariner space probes of 1962 and 1964 revealed that Mars and Venus - the two planets most often cited as the homes of alien visitors and said to be teeming with futuristic cities - were desolate environments blighted by extreme temperatures. Further advances in space exploration dashed hopes of discovering life elsewhere in our solar system.
Venusian hippies went the way of fairies and elves, but a more troubling sort of contact narrative survived. One of the earliest examples had come to light in 1957, when Antonio Villas Boas, a 23-year-old Brazilian farmhand, approached a journalist at O Cruzeiro to report a harrowing encounter. He had been out on his tractor at around 1 a.m., he explained, when a glowing egg-shaped machine with three metal supports suddenly descended from the sky. A group of tiny men speaking 'an unintelligible language that sounded like the barking of a dog' emerged and dragged him inside. After they had stripped him naked and sponged him down, a beautiful woman entered the room and proceeded to have sex with him. Before leaving, 'she turned to me, pointed to her belly and then pointed towards me and with a smile (or something like it), she finally pointed towards the sky.' He had no doubt that this gesture meant the same to a barking alien as it meant to him, concluding that 'she was going to return to take me away with her to wherever she lived.' His account caught the attention of the ufologist Coral Lorenzen, head of the Aerial Phenomena Research Organisation, who found it basically credible. The reason the aliens thought it better to seduce a man is 'obvious', she wrote to a colleague. 'An Earth woman ... would be rendered useless at the moment of kidnapping, because she would probably lose her mind from the shock.' It must have been nice for Villas Boas, who worried that he was just 'a good stallion to improve their stock', to have heard that the aliens also valued him for his mind.
The most famous case of alien abduction is said to have taken place in 1961, though it didn't receive widespread attention until the mid-1970s. Betty and Barney Hill, an interracial couple (at a time when that made them conspicuous) from Portsmouth, New Hampshire, were returning late at night from their honeymoon at Niagara Falls when they noticed strange lights in the sky. They arrived home, two hours later than expected, in a state of extreme confusion and anxiety, their clothes unaccountably scuffed and torn, with odd fragments of memory: a large cigar-shaped craft with extended wings following their car down the highway; a glimpse of humanoid figures with shiny dark uniforms. Over the weeks that followed, Betty was tormented by dreams in which she and Barney were taken onboard the ship and subjected to a variety of medical tests.
Eventually, with the help of investigators from the National Investigations Committee on Aerial Phenomena (NICAP), which Eghigian describes as 'the most prominent UFO organisation in the United States', the Hills consulted Benjamin Simon, a psychiatrist trained in hypnotic regression, who conducted sessions with them over the course of six months. The audio recordings of their conversations, available online, are disturbing. Describing the abduction, Barney in particular seems overwhelmed with fear. He alternates between an eerie, zonked-out monotone and blood-curdling howls and whimpers. There's no doubting the authenticity of his distress. Dr Simon viewed the case as a classic folie a deux: he argued that Barney must have assimilated Betty's nightmares into his memory of the incident. 'The fact that they proved it under hypnosis does not prove it was a reality. It only proves that they believed it.' His distinction has been lost on some UFO enthusiasts, who regard the tapes as clinching evidence of the Hills' reliability.
The UFO Incident, a film about the Hills, starring James Earl Jones as Barney and Estelle Parsons as Betty, was broadcast by NBC in October 1975, bringing their story to millions of American households. It suited the paranoid mood of the times. Two weeks after watching it, Travis Walton, a forestry worker, was reported missing. When he reappeared five days later, he said that he had been held captive on a spacecraft by short, bald, dome-headed beings. The National Enquirer arranged a polygraph test, which he spectacularly flunked, the examiner remarking that he was a 'grossly deceptive' witness. The Enquirer ran the story anyway, and why not? Everyone knows that polygraph tests are unreliable.
By the early 1980s, hundreds of alien abduction cases had been reported, most involving memories recovered under hypnosis and closely conforming to the scenario presented by the Hills: a late-night journey along a lonely road; a glimpse of something following the car; physically invasive experiments and examinations. The leading practitioners of abduction-hypnosis were the artist Budd Hopkins, who had started receiving letters from witnesses after writing about UFOs for the Village Voice, and David Jacobs, a historian at Temple University who had written the first academic monograph on the subject. Believing that abductions were now at epidemic level, part of a sinister intergalactic breeding programme, Hopkins and Jacobs treated their subjects as victims of abuse, going so far as to arrange support groups. Their approach made them superstars in the field, but not all ufologists were happy. The horror novelist Whitley Strieber, whose bestselling Communion: A True Story (1987) recounted his own experiences with paranormal phenomena, was especially hostile: 'It is beginning to seem more and more that the whole alien abduction/alien rape scenario may be a fantasy that started in the minds of the "abduction" researchers themselves.' Even Hopkins's wife, the filmmaker Carol Rainey, queried the ethics of an artist and a historian with zero clinical training putting vulnerable people in hypnotic trances.
Abduction-hypnosis acquired a new sheen of respectability in the 1990s thanks to John Mack, a professor of psychiatry at Harvard and the author of A Prince of Our Disorder (1976), a Pulitzer Prize-winning biography of T.E. Lawrence. Mack's decision to use hypnosis with patients reporting strange dreams and memories wasn't unusual for a mental health professional with an interest in trauma; what did raise a few eyebrows were the conclusions he reached. In 1992 he told a conference at MIT that 'the people with whom I have been working, as far as I can tell, are telling the truth.' In April 1994 he published Abduction: Human Encounters with Aliens, which discussed the experiences of thirteen abductees and gave tacit support to the Hopkins-Jacobs theory of an intergalactic breeding programme (it was dedicated 'to Budd Hopkins, who led the way'). That same month, Time ran a takedown of his work, including allegations that he provided his subjects with UFO literature to read in advance of their sessions, asked leading questions, and edited their responses to support his conclusions. Most damning of all, the article revealed that Donna Bassett, one of Mack's 'experiencers', had actually been 'an undercover debunker'. She'd cooked up a story that culminated in her meeting JFK and Khrushchev onboard a spaceship during the Cuban Missile Crisis. Mack appeared to lap it up. 'I've never seen a UFO in my life,' Bassett afterwards confirmed to Time, 'and I certainly haven't been inside one.' The article compared Mack's practice to the moral panic over Satanic ritual abuse, which had shown how easily false memories could be implanted under hypnosis. None of this seems to have damaged his reputation: his book became a New York Times bestseller.
The original and most influential debunker was Donald Menzel, director of the Harvard Observatory from 1952 to 1966, who proposed three reasons that 'so many civilised people' had 'chosen to adopt an uncivilised attitude toward flying saucers':
First, flying saucers are unusual. All of us are used to regularity. We naturally attribute mystery to the unusual.
Second, we are all nervous. We live in a world that has suddenly become hostile. We have unleashed forces we cannot control; many persons fear we are heading toward a war that will end in the destruction of civilisation.
Third, people enjoy being frightened a little. They go to Boris Karloff double features.

These remarks went somewhat beyond Menzel's area of expertise (theoretical astrophysics, with particular emphasis on the chemical composition of stars), but that didn't hold him back. He compared himself to Sherlock Holmes as he doggedly traced UFO sightings back to tricks of the light produced by such mundane phenomena as water droplets, ice crystals and dust. Many ufologists concluded that he was being sponsored by the CIA.
There are in fact often good reasons for doubting the official line on UFOs. Faced with speculation that a flying saucer had crashed in Roswell, New Mexico, in 1947, the US government flat-out lied, claiming that the debris had been caused by a downed weather balloon. It wasn't until 1994, more than a decade after Charles Berlitz and William Moore's book The Roswell Incident (1980) had spawned a new generation of conspiracy theories, that the Clinton administration fessed up: the crash was related to a secret surveillance programme, in which balloons had been equipped with listening devices to monitor Soviet atomic tests. There's also evidence that the first major government-sponsored investigation into UFOs was conducted in bad faith. The committee, which began work in October 1966, was led by Edward Condon - a scientist who had flounced out of Los Alamos after a few weeks on the Manhattan Project - and headquartered at the University of Colorado. It took pains to appear open-minded, employing a panel of consultant ufologists from NICAP. They soon became disheartened, feeling that the 'overbalance of psychologists' on the committee showed that Condon was treating witnesses as essentially delusional. Things came to a head in July 1967, when the ufologists uncovered a memo in which Condon's right-hand man, Robert Low, argued that the study should be staffed 'almost exclusively by non-believers':
although they couldn't possibly prove a negative result, [they] could and probably would add an impressive body of evidence that there is no reality to the observations. The trick would be, I think, to describe the project so that, to the public, it would appear a totally objective study but, to the scientific community, would present the image of a group of non-believers trying their best to be objective but having an almost zero expectation of finding a saucer. One way to do this would be to stress investigation, not of the physical phenomena, but rather of the people who do the observing - the psychology and sociology of persons and groups who report seeing UFOs.

It never looks good to be framing your research in terms of an underlying 'trick'. By the time the Condon Committee's report was published in January 1969, its conclusion that 'further extensive study of UFOs probably cannot be justified' surprised no one.
The debunkers are, in some respects, richer subjects for psychological study than the true believers. If you think there's a realistic chance that aliens are visiting Earth, you're going to want to make your case as noisily as possible. But if you think it's all a bit far-fetched, why bother getting involved? Eghigian sees figures such as Menzel as public moralists, intellectual descendants of the early modern sceptics of witchcraft, but that doesn't explain why they think rational arguments are the best tool for combating beliefs that don't have a rational basis. You start to suspect that many debunkers are contending with their own latent wish to believe. That would explain the trajectory of the astrophysicist Allen Hynek, whose classification system for witness accounts, from minor (seeing lights in the sky) to major (actual contact with aliens), was made famous by Steven Spielberg's Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977). Hynek started out as a debunker - in the 1940s and 1950s he was employed by the US Air Force to call out the cranks - but later became openly agnostic about the extraterrestrial hypothesis.
A not dissimilar narrative arc drove The X-Files, the show that introduced people of my generation to the tenets of UFO lore. Its conspiracy-minded hero, FBI Special Agent Fox Mulder (David Duchovny), constantly had his belief in paranormal activity challenged by his sceptical, scientifically minded partner, Dr Dana Scully (Gillian Anderson). Almost all of the episodes began with a motto blazoned across the screen: 'THE TRUTH IS OUT THERE.' Viewers were left in little doubt that the truth in question was Mulder's version, and as the series progressed (it ran for nine seasons, from 1993 to 2002), Scully was reluctantly won over. The show's creator, Chris Carter, whose interest in the paranormal was first piqued when he read John Mack, said he wanted to reverse gender stereotypes - to have the male protagonist instinct-driven and emotional, the female more rational and cool-headed - and was widely praised for it. If the trade-off was that Mulder and Scully inhabited a world in which instinct and emotion always came out on top, then nobody seems to have minded.
UFOs have been back in the news in recent years. In 2017, the US Department of Defence revealed that between 2007 and 2012 it had run a secret investigation into what are officially referred to as Unidentified Aerial Phenomena (or UAPs), with a budget of $22 million. Three years later, following a leak by the ufologist group To the Stars (headed by Tom DeLonge, a member of the pop-punk band Blink-182), the Pentagon declassified three videos of UAPs, and on the face of it they're not easy to explain away. In the most compelling sequence - known as GIMBAL and filmed in 2004 from a US Navy Super Hornet fighter jet - a vaguely saucer-shaped object can be seen moving rapidly, in a smooth trajectory, above a bank of clouds. The voices of the Super Hornet's pilots can be heard. 'There's a whole fleet of 'em,' one says. 'My gosh,' the other replies. 'They're all going against the wind! The wind is 120 knots to the west!' Before the video ends, the object seems to rotate ninety degrees. A gasp comes from one of the pilots: 'Look at that thing!'
It does send a little shiver down the spine, but the debunker Mick West has argued on his YouTube channel that the object in GIMBAL is probably just another plane, whose apparent speed and direction of travel result from the parallax effect (the optical illusion that makes nearby objects appear to move more quickly when viewed against a distant background), and that what's rotating is the camera rather than the UFO itself. The 'unprecedented velocity' ufologists have attributed to the object at the centre of another video, GOFAST, may be a product of the camera changing its zoom level, making the object seem to accelerate suddenly to the left, when in reality its position relative to the viewer hasn't changed.
If there is a case for taking such incidents seriously, then it hasn't been materially helped by David Grusch, a former US Air Force intelligence officer, who last year went public with claims that the federal government had for decades been running a top-secret UFO retrieval programme and was in possession of not only numerous alien spacecraft but also the corpses of their pilots. The Republican-led House Oversight Committee arranged a hearing, at which Grusch repeated many of his allegations, but failed (at least in the open sessions) to provide any supporting evidence. That didn't faze some members of the committee. The Tennessee congressman Tim Burchett, who co-chaired the hearing, told reporters that the government was clearly engaged in a massive cover-up, and that the 'technology' seen in the declassified Pentagon videos 'defies all of our laws of physics'. He demonstrated his grasp of those laws when he explained why he thought Grusch's claims about alien bodies being recovered from UFOs were credible: 'I don't want to oversimplify things, but how are you going to fly one? You got to have somebody in it. That seems to be pretty simple.' It's a strange cast of mind that credits aliens with the power of intergalactic travel but not the wherewithal to manufacture drones.
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Short Cuts
Trusting the Trustees
Thomas Jones

1850 wordsIn the early stages of the Covid pandemic, Captain Tom Moore decided to try to raise PS1000 for the NHS by walking up and down his garden in Bedfordshire a hundred times before his hundredth birthday on 30 April 2020. Donations reached the PS1000 target on the 10th. The media seized on the story and more and more money poured in. Moore completed his hundredth lap on the 16th. By the time his JustGiving page closed on the 30th, more than 1.5 million people had donated more than PS32 million between them. All of that, plus another PS7 million or so in Gift Aid, went to NHS Charities Together. Moore's birthday was marked by an RAF flypast. He sang 'You'll Never Walk Alone' with Michael Ball and it went to number one. The queen knighted him in July. In December he won a BBC Sports Personality of the Year award and British Airways flew him to Barbados for a holiday. Trains, buses, police dogs, horses and a fireboat were named after him. He was admitted to hospital in January 2021 with Covid and pneumonia, and died a few days afterwards.
Meanwhile, the Captain Tom Foundation was incorporated with Companies House on 5 May 2020 and registered with the Charity Commission a month later. According to the application to register the charity, submitted on 13 May, it was being set up by 'the family of Captain Tom'. It was a busy day for them: a private family trust was also established on 13 May, and the centenarian Moore handed over all his intellectual property rights to it. The trust, in turn, licensed the IP to a company called Club Nook Limited, which had been incorporated on 24 April, with Moore's daughter, Hannah Ingram-Moore, and her husband, Colin, as directors and shareholders. The third thing that happened on 13 May 2020 was that Penguin Books signed a four-book deal with Hannah Ingram-Moore, on behalf of her father and Club Nook, for PS1.5 million.
A press release went out the following day announcing the imminent publication of Tomorrow Will Be a Good Day and an as yet unnamed children's book, both by Captain Tom, to 'support the launch of his newly formed charity'. 'I am so looking forward to sharing my autobiography with you which will help launch my new Foundation,' Moore is quoted as saying. 'I'd better get writing!' Tomorrow Will Be a Good Day was published on 17 September 2020 and the children's book, One Hundred Steps, a fortnight later. 'Given the way the books were advertised and promoted', in the words of the Charity Commission's recent inquiry into the Captain Tom Foundation, 'members of the public are likely to have bought' the books 'thinking they were supporting the charity financially by doing so'. 'To date,' however, 'the charity has not received any money from the first publishing agreement.' The inquiry's report was published on 21 November this year.
One of the four books from the original deal was dropped - the advance was consequently reduced to PS1,466,667 - and a second publishing agreement was signed in June 2021, between Club Nook and Penguin, for a book titled One Hundred Reasons to Hope. (The third book, Captain Tom's Life Lessons, had come out posthumously in April 2021.) Club Nook got an advance of PS30,000. In a separate, three-way contract between Penguin, Club Nook and the Captain Tom Foundation, it was agreed that one pound from the sale of each hardback copy of the book would go to the charity. According to the inquiry report, 17,862 hardback copies of One Hundred Reasons to Hope have been sold and an equivalent number of pounds have been paid to the foundation.
In August 2021, the Ingram-Moores made a planning application for a Captain Tom Foundation Building in their back garden. Six months later, as stories began to appear in the press about the foundation's accounts (the Daily Mail reported on 8 February 2022 that the charity had paid more in management costs, including to Club Nook and other companies owned by the Ingram-Moores, than it had distributed in grants), they submitted a revised, retrospective planning application without any mention of the charity: the new structure was now called only the Captain Tom Building and included a 'spa pool'. The application was denied and a demolition notice issued; the building was eventually demolished in February this year, and the TV cameras were there to capture the moment the hot tub was lifted through the roof by crane.*
The Charity Commission inquiry report goes patiently through all these details and many others, looking at the Captain Tom Foundation online store (where 'limited information ... is likely to have confused or misled supporters of the charity'), the sale of Captain Tom barrel-aged gin (mismanagement) and Captain Tom roses (no mismanagement), and Hannah Ingram-Moore's salary as interim CEO of the charity: the inquiry found that her claim not to have been 'offered a six-figure salary' was 'factually correct' but 'disingenuous' since 'she was very much involved in the discussions around setting her salary and clearly influenced the initial proposal submitted to the commission to employ her on a salary of PS100,000.' They agreed on PS85,000 and she did the job for nine months, from August 2021 to April 2022. During that time she was also personally paid PS18,000 to help judge the Virgin Media Captain Tom Foundation Connector Awards while the foundation itself received PS2000. 'Had the unconflicted trustees been aware' of the agreement, the report says, they could 'have intervened to ensure that the fee ... was received in full by the charity.' As for the payments that sparked the media backlash in February 2022, however, the commission 'was satisfied that these specific payments were reasonable reimbursement for expenses incurred and that the conflicts of interest in relation to these third-party payments were adequately identified and managed.'
Overall, 'there were serious and repeated instances of misconduct and/or mismanagement in the administration of the charity' by both Hannah and Colin Ingram-Moore, who have been disqualified from being charity trustees or holding senior management positions at a charity for ten years and eight years respectively.
They aren't the only ones. In September, the Charity Commission published the report of its inquiry into Fashion for Relief, which was registered in January 2015 and removed from the Register of Charities this March. Its three trustees included the supermodel Naomi Campbell. Between 2015 and 2020, Fashion for Relief had a total income of nearly PS4.8 million and expenditure of PS4.6 million. In May 2018, it organised a runway show in Cannes, during the film festival, as a charity fundraiser. The trustees spent EU14,800 on a flight from London to Nice, EU9400 on a hotel room for Campbell and EU7,939.75 on such necessities as spa treatments, room service and cigarettes. The inquiry decided that not all of these expenses were reasonable.
One of the beneficiaries of the 2018 fundraiser, according to the inquiry, was supposed to be Save the Children. (The only beneficiary mentioned on Fashion for Relief's own website is Time's Up, a US non-profit established by Hollywood stars in early 2018 to support victims of sexual harassment; it got into trouble in 2021 after its chair was alleged to have been involved in attempts to discredit one of the women accusing the governor of New York, Andrew Cuomo, of sexual misconduct. Time's Up was wound up in 2023.) Fashion for Relief paid PS325,361.09 to Save the Children between March 2017 and September 2019, but 'PS147,000 from funds raised for its benefit' were still owing. The interim managers appointed to run the charity in 2022, 'to the exclusion of the trustees', paid the outstanding sum.
Campbell was disqualified from being a trustee or senior manager of a charity for five years. I'm not sure there's much to be gained from trying to decide who behaved worse, Campbell or the Ingram-Moores, though it may be worth noting that guests at the fundraiser in Cannes, according to Fashion for Relief's website, included Carla Bruni-Sarkozy, Bella Hadid, Kendall Jenner and Prince Azim of Brunei: unlike the unsuspecting souls who bought copies of Captain Tom's books on the understanding that some of the proceeds would go to a good cause, it's hard to imagine that many of Campbell's worldlier guests would have raised an eyebrow at her hotel bill.
It isn't only the rich and famous who get investigated: the most recent report on the Charity Commission's website is the result of an inquiry into a charity called Muffin Pug Rescue, founded in 2015 by Kristine Lovelady of Cheshire 'to relieve the suffering of pugs in need of care and attention'. Between April 2019 and February 2022, the report says, Lovelady and her son, Declan Poole, were the charity's only trustees. Between 2017 and 2021, despite repeatedly failing to submit its accounts on time, the charity received Gift Aid payments from HMRC of PS250,708. 'Numerous errors' in completing the returns 'resulted in the charity owing HMRC PS213,567 in Gift Aid that had been claimed in error'. The charity paid the trustees' rent (PS2000 a month), utility bills and Sky TV subscription, and the inquiry found 'numerous instances of non-charitable expenditure', including PS7000 on a Rolex watch, with total 'unverified expenditure' of PS361,951. Lovelady and Poole 'are now disqualified from being a trustee or senior manager of any charity'. The new trustees have changed the charity's name to Pug Life Rescue, and it's now up to date with its accounting information, while 'robust financial controls and policies have been put in place.'
The censuring of a few rogue trustees ought to reassure the public that other charities really are doing the good works they claim to be, though the recent flurry of revelations may also foster distrust of charities generally (the latest 'UK Giving Report' by the Charities Aid Foundation found that only 55 per cent of people 'across the country in 2023 agreed that charities are generally trustworthy', which is unsurprisingly about the same proportion as donated to one). While some charities provide services that ought to be supplied by the state, others work to mitigate or challenge harm caused by the state, such as those that help victims of police violence or refugees held in immigration detention centres, and it doesn't require an enormous leap to imagine a malign government looking for ways to legislate them out of existence. The US House of Representatives last month passed a bill that would give the secretary of the Treasury the power to remove the tax-exempt status from any NGO that he considers a 'terrorist-supporting organisation'. Opponents of the bill (which has yet to pass the Senate) have described it as a 'death penalty for non-profits' that Donald Trump could use 'as a sword against those he views as his political enemies'. What the Charity Commission does in holding charities to account is obviously a very long way from that. But it would be unfortunate if the fog of bad publicity from Naomi Campbell's extravagant cigarette budget ever drifted far enough to help a government shut down charities whose work it found politically inconvenient. Or, to put it in more charitable terms, it's OK for an undeserving chancer to get an occasional free lunch if that's the only way to ensure that nobody goes hungry.
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American Unreason
Emily Witt

2747 wordsMany TV  shows are set in hospitals, but fewer novels, at least ones that take place outside the psychiatric ward. Hospitals make for good drama: the path to diagnosis is a mystery plot with inherent narrative tension; the stakes are life and death. The best physician-novelists - Arthur Conan Doyle, Michael Crichton (who was also the creator of the show ER) - deploy technical language and scientific reasoning to produce an effect of dazzling competence. For the lay reader, the presence of a scientific authority figure is soothing, the revelation of biological cause satisfying and incontrovertible. Consider the pivotal moment in A Study in Scarlet, when Watson places his hands on the chest of the murder suspect and discerns 'an extraordinary throbbing and commotion'. 'Why,' Watson quickly deduces, 'you have an aortic aneurism!' 'That's what they call it,' replies Jefferson Hope, who has just murdered two people because he has been told he has nothing to lose.
 That's what they call it - the patient submits not only to the authority of a doctor but to his unassailable medical terminology. Jefferson Hope's condition seems similar to the one that threatens the unnamed narrator of Garth Greenwell's Small Rain, although in this novel it takes the doctors a while to figure out what's wrong, and diagnosis doesn't bring resolution. Instead, the hospital is a place of bureaucracy and confusion, where you might be kept alive but left in debt, the course of treatment is decided by unseen administrators, and a few acts of negligence can kill you.
Small Rain begins with pain. It's the summer of 2020, in Iowa City, and one Saturday the narrator suddenly doubles over in agony. 'The pain defied description,' he says. 'It was like someone had plunged a hand into my gut and grabbed hold and yanked, trying to turn me inside out and failing and trying again. Like that, while somebody else kneed me in the groin.' He is dazed and incapacitated. For the next few days he does nothing to address the pain. His partner, L., who is Spanish and 'has a European sense of what it means to be ill', urges him to see a doctor, but he refuses. The first summer of the Covid pandemic is not a time to go to the emergency room. And the narrator is wary of the American health system, where 'doctors waste your money and your time, and send you home the same or sicker.'
 He waits. A fever sets in. He is lucky to be covered under L.'s health insurance, which is subsidised by the university where L. teaches. Their monthly payments are twice as expensive because they aren't married, but not marrying is a small protest against the ordering forces of society. The narrator finally goes to a university clinic. The nurse there sends him to the emergency room. Sick and injured people are sitting on the floor, 'like an airport in bad weather'. As he waits for hours to be seen, he exchanges texts with L. 'He couldn't believe I hadn't seen a doctor yet, how could the system be so dysfunctional, why did we put up with it.' The American narrator, and perhaps the American reader, has given up asking such questions. 'I remembered my outrage, in middle school or high school, when Congress passed a resolution declaring global warming a myth,' he thinks, while he waits in pain.
 What assholes, I thought, these men who were like children, thinking wishing makes it so. But it had become impossible to ignore, American unreason, it had come to seem less aberrant, less a thing of the margins than at the heart of what we were, it had corroded the idealism that had always also been a part of my sense of my country, I mean my sense of myself; corroded it not just for me but for nearly everyone I knew, for nearly everyone altogether, it seemed, for that weird intellectual weather we had taken to calling the Discourse, the amorphous impersonal sense of things that came from scrolling through social media, from watching fifteen-second video clips on YouTube. It was like we had outsourced consciousness, turned inwardness inside out, we thought now in other peoples' memes. It made me despair for my country, not just my country, for the endeavour of humanness - something it had become impossible to think of unironically, an idea that could only be mocked. 

 'American unreason' is the atmosphere that pervades this novel, which is in part about how a near-death experience puts one in confrontation with the American myths of independence and agency. Greenwell's clauses pile up like cars hitting a traffic jam on the highway, building a pressure that in certain passages generates a thrilling anxiety and in others stagnates into the boredom of a long wait. It's a book about the era when Americans put out lawn signs that read 'In this house we believe science is real,' and when they also began to understand that what one believed in one's house no longer had much bearing on a society increasingly ordered by 'other peoples' memes'.
 Once he is finally seen in hospital, the narrator finds some relief in submitting to an ordering force. Between long waits, his name is occasionally called. His vitals are taken and he is given a bracelet with a barcode on it. His blood is drawn. He has a CT scan. It's only when the results of the scan arrive that urgency sets in. No longer allowed to walk, the narrator is put in a wheelchair and rushed through the halls of the hospital. A room is found for him. 'A lot of people want to talk to you,' a nurse practitioner tells him. He is told what's wrong, 'but the words didn't mean anything. I could only understand one of them, aortic; there sprang into my mind a scrap of a poem, the blown aorta pelting out blood, which I couldn't place and was of no help at all.' (In his acknowledgments Greenwell names the poem, Geoffrey Hill's 'The Triumph of Love'.) I was reminded of Ben Lerner's 10:04, another first-person novel about a Gen X American poet living with the knowledge that his aorta might rupture - 'an event I visualised', Lerner writes, 'however incorrectly, as a whipping hose spraying blood into my blood'.
 A doctor finally explains the diagnosis, a tear in the inner wall of the aorta called an infrarenal aortic dissection. 'I asked her to repeat it before she went on, then I repeated it myself. Right, she said.' Greenwell describes each aspect of the treatment that follows in exquisite detail. It is both extremely advanced and utterly rudimentary: the ICU is less about curing than stabilising, bringing all the numbers into normal range. The narrator is attached to IVs, flooded with antibiotics and blood thinners, and inserted with an arterial line after his veins give out. He must bathe with antibacterial wipes that smell of chemicals. 'Everything around me was a mystery - which is always true,' he says. 'I don't know how anything works: my computer or a light switch or an airplane or a car.' He ponders the uselessness of the things he does know - 'iambic pentameter, functional harmony'. Hooked up to machines, he clings to every instance of the human: the nurse wearing pins that indicate she's queer ('everyone else had seemed so relentlessly heterosexual'); the orderly who gently strokes his ankle. His favourite nurse is named Alivia, the Spanish word for 'relief'. He is at once special - 'an ER doctor's dream, you come in thinking you have something simple but it turns out to be much more interesting,' a nurse tells him - and cursed. His condition has a ten-year survival rate of 10 per cent. He is reprimanded for not having gone to the doctor immediately, and told he is lucky to be alive.
 Greenwell's previous books, the novella Mitko and the novels What Belongs to You and Cleanness, had a different tenor. They focused on expatriate life in Bulgaria and the intense sexual pursuits of their first-person narrators. While his books share biographical continuity - the narrators seem to be the same teacher from Kentucky with a homophobic father - their specific plots hardly intermingle. Mitko, the troubled gay hustler at the centre of Mitko and What Belongs to You, is not among the people from the narrator's past recalled during his illness. The first two novels are in part about the non-belonging of the foreigner, for whom the stigmas and social hierarchies of the country he lives in don't apply. Always present in Bulgaria is the knowledge that the narrator can simply leave, and that he eventually will. The sexual relationships in those books are furtive, charged with risk and sometimes violence, but contain defiance and possibility. I read them with an envy for the freedom of male sexual adventure and found it hard to reconcile the narrator of What Belongs to You, who has sex in a public toilet, with the narrator of Small Rain, who is now either monogamous or just discreet. Some step seems to be missing from the raw exposure of the earlier books to the uxorious descriptions of L.'s taste in interior design, as if the emergency has landed the narrator not only in hospital but within the domestic contours of a David Sedaris essay. In the new novel, one of the only references to that earlier life is the mention of a syphilis infection contracted in Eastern Europe; the doctors investigate this as one possible cause of the aortic dissection, before ruling it out.
 Even before his health crisis, the narrator had accepted that one cannot live without enduring commitments. As he undergoes treatment, he recounts the history of his recent domestication: moving back from Bulgaria, quickly falling in love, buying and renovating a house with L., putting down roots in the Upper Midwest. 'I had never imagined I might be responsible to someone in the way I was to L.,' he says. 'I had never imagined anything but a solitary life, maybe I still couldn't imagine it.' There's a way in which the nimbleness of an itinerant life leaves one with a false sense of safety - if there's nothing to destroy there's nothing to lose - and now, as illness strikes, the narrator understands the strength of his ties, that he now exists in the world with its rules and not in the safety of its margins. There is no escaping his dependence on others nor the ordering of society, the cruelty of a country that punishes the sick and vulnerable.
 Published in September, just before the US presidential election, Small Rain reads as a document of the interregnum between the two Trump administrations. Greenwell's narrator isn't sure what the upheavals of 2020 portend. One reason the hospital is full is that Iowa had been aggressive about ending its lockdown. The return of students to the university, 'to everyone's dismay', caused a surge in Covid infections. When the narrator turns on the TV from his hospital bed, images of 'armoured men with batons striking figures huddled on the ground' fill him with 'grief and rage'. Describing Breonna Taylor as 'a sleeping woman murdered in her bed' by police officers in his hometown of Louisville, he feels 'an impossible dismay'. The protest he had attended in his college town that summer 'just felt like theatre'. All the emotion of those months, whether about the protests for Black lives or the controversies over anti-Covid measures, seems ineffectual. 'What was it for, I wondered. I watched the news, I sent money to bail funds, I brooded on my uselessness.'
Small Rain also contains the passages mourning ecological destruction and the excesses of consumerism that have seemed almost compulsory in recent self-reflective fiction. The art on the walls of the public areas of the ICU shows a Midwestern prairie in bloom, 'though there wasn't a prairie any more, not really. It was the most devastated ecosystem in the world.' The narrator meditates on a bag of crisps, a 'chichi brand made with avocado oil', which contains 'histories of conquest and colonisation, industrial agriculture and ecological devastation, and along the whole chain the devastation of human bodies, from labourers in the fields to fat Americans shopping organic markets'. L. is horrified by the ultra-processed food at the hospital; the narrator, who was raised on it, less so - 'if you taste it as a child, you crave it your whole life.'
 Reading these passages before the election, and again after it, I was surprised by how upset they made me. Not at Greenwell, who was only putting his thoughts in writing. But the pining for an idealised European-style healthcare or for intact ecosystems, the marvelling at the labour involved in the production of a snack, now only reminded me of the recent electoral failure of the politics of concern. Other people were acting without this futile performance, and they made the world around us. In seeing the history of empire in a crisp, Greenwell conveys only the uselessness of his knowledge - the literary equivalent of a land acknowledgment. This fretting may come to be seen as an artefact of its time, as marginal as the medium delivering it. Small Rain is, among other things, a lament. The narrator sees signs of the rise of right-wing politics in the gun rack of the contractor renovating his house and in his estranged father's move to Florida - 'his Facebook was full of posts about the president and rigged elections; if he were younger and well, if he had more courage, he would have been out marching with guns, another terrified old man desperate to feel strong.'
 Greenwell's narrator tries to stop thinking about the systems over which he has no control and to focus on his relationship, his home, poetry. The hospital stay redirects the normal paths of his attention away from his phone. He is too sick to read, but one day, while staring out of the window, he sees a sparrow and thinks of a poem by George Oppen. L. brings him the book in hospital. 'The poem has been about the one and the many, the individual and so also about the mind that can distinguish the individual,' the narrator says. 'Maybe that's why I wanted the poem, because it understood that, it explained to me why the particularising attention of the doctors and nurses, all the precise data they collected from my specific body, had nothing to do with me, really, left the crucial me unseen, untouched.' He reflects that 'the disciplined attention of art is a moral discipline, even when the content of that morality isn't obvious.' The suggestion is that we might control our attention, if nothing else, but the narrator finds that there are limits even to the autonomy of the mind.
 The most propulsive parts of Small Rain are the descriptions of medical treatments. In one passage the narrator describes the panic of undergoing a positron emission tomography scan while desperately needing to urinate, a scene that has Mission Impossible levels of tension. Trapped in a tube, his veins having been injected with radioactive tracer, he tries to calm himself by reciting scraps of poetry. It doesn't work. In the end he can only repeat two words, a mantra: 'naked rock'. The test results are inconclusive. But the narrator's condition has finally stabilised, and the tear has healed sufficiently that he is no longer in excruciating pain or in immediate danger of dying. He is sent home with prescriptions for blood pressure medication, Oxycontin and a laxative. 'Everything was unresolved, why this had happened and what happened next: they had never even found an infection.' Under the circumstances it's difficult to wrap up the novel. 'I can't believe they are letting me go,' the narrator says as he is discharged, left to climb down the stairs 'one by one, like an old man'. It's the opposite of a show like ER or House, where the application of medical knowledge explains the world. The doctors and nurses saved the narrator but can offer no answers. The book concludes with a meditation on the pleasures of watching a dog play - an unsatisfying ending, but perhaps that's the point.
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Disguise-Language
Andrew O'Hagan

3657 wordsIonce  witnessed Stephen Spender being evil in a London club. A mandarin of poetry, he seemed almost fluorescent with stories and vital resentments, twisting the stem of his glass as he offered opinions about Sergei Diaghilev and the Maharishi, with stop-offs at T.S. Eliot, Judy Garland and the queen mother. I had no time to roll my eyes because I was busy concentrating and trying not to laugh. I wanted to know if any empathy could be detected through the thicket of names. 'A wonderful, dainty, very loving little novelist', he said of his friend Christopher Isherwood. As with many of those who are dependent for their status on the high status of others - none more than Spender, who thought 'continually of those who were truly great' - there appeared to be a measure of disdain in the well-stirred cocktail of familiarity.
 He had met the little novelist in the spring of 1928, and Isherwood later recalled Spender's 'scarlet poppy-face, wild frizzy hair and eyes the violent colour of bluebells'. Isherwood, in those days, considered Spender 'the slave of his friends', but it is an aspect of the wonderful storytelling in Katherine Bucknell's biography that we only become incrementally aware of Spender's duplicity, much as people do in life when they are subject to the progressive smears of others. Spender might have plumed all his life on his important friendship with Isherwood, but he was not a good friend to him, his competitive edge being rather more sharpened than blunted by experience. Though he enjoyed a spell as Auden and Isherwood's ambassador in London, he resented Isherwood's use of their Berlin years in his fiction, stories that challenged Spender's sexual caginess. In the name-dropper's way, it was his friends' growing reputations that Spender found most invigorating, and the work was treated by him merely as a diplomatic passport to their affections (writers will generally forgive you anything if you say nice things about their writing). In real life, he appeared either to dislike or to envy the freedoms associated with Isherwood's character. Spender's ambition, in the end, flared with long-standing enmities masquerading as critical distinctions, and he betrayed Isherwood several times, in print and in deed.
 It was Nabokov's notion that the only biography of a writer that matters is the biography of their style, and Bucknell is better on this, in relation to Isherwood, than anybody has ever been - the editing of his diaries and letters has made her an authority. With this biography, we end up with an electrifying portrait of an entire period in British letters, yet the focus is where it should be, on the question of what made Isherwood the stylist he was. He was born in 1904 in a medieval manor house in Cheshire and his mind would all his life pullulate - like that of his mother's cousin Robert Louis Stevenson - in a 'nursery-sickroom atmosphere'. His father, a captain in the York and Lancasters, was killed at Ypres in May 1915. His maternal grandmother, Emily, was 'a great psychosomatic virtuoso'. And his mother Kathleen's 'intense emotional needs were to crack through Isherwood's youth like a bolt of lightning'. Like many emerging novelists, Isherwood appeared to be cast in a preternatural story. During meals at Marple Hall, his grandparents' grand house, he was 'trapped in a Jacobean dining chair staring at a tapestry of winter and a painting of a dead virgin queen'. His first sexual fantasy was of lying naked on a battlefield. Such are the images that can speed a young person into prose, living out the reality of a martyred mother and a dead father.
 His first attempt at authorship was 'The History of My Friends', a tiny manuscript he dictated to his mother. It taught him, Bucknell writes, that 'friendship could be a performance, acted out for the entertainment of others.' What had started as a bid for popularity before an audience of dolls and teddies would grow into an all-consuming lust for attention. 'In later years,' Bucknell goes on,
 Isherwood was to undergo an extreme and difficult inward revolution, throwing off his mother's shyness and snobbery in order to embrace the so-called inferiors that she feared and did not understand - the servants, the life of the streets, the boys of the Berlin slums, and the barely clothed beachgoers of Santa Monica who knew each other by first name only without any title or rank ... Auden 'couldn't understand my capacity for making friends with my inferiors', Isherwood was to write in the 1970s. The theatre critic Kenneth Tynan, by contrast, admired in Isherwood 'the classlessness that he shares with almost no other British writer of his generation. (I've seen him in cab-men's pull-ups and grand mansions, with no change in manner or accent.)' 

 He wasn't quite a social novelist, except he was. He wanted opposing parts of society to work together in his books, and these novels offer places where public and private life are seen magically to coalesce. 'I imagined a novel as a contraption - like a motor bicycle,' he once wrote, 'whose action depends upon the exactly co-ordinated working of all its inter-related parts; or like a conjuror's table, fitted with mirrors, concealed pockets and trapdoors.' Yet he was classless in the sense that he wanted his characters to be subject to the same moral conditions - you couldn't say that of Evelyn Waugh - appearing and disappearing via the same mirrors and trapdoors. There are novelists who can only fully realise characters who are in some strong degree like themselves, characters they expect the reader will naturally approve of, or instantly believe in. But only bad novelists are editorialists for their own convictions. The reader is right to ask that even terrible characters be terrible in strictly human ways, and, in pursuit of that, that a decent novel can animate class differences without seeming to be a fan of them. This was instinctive for Isherwood, and works its way out in his books as dramatic empathy and a calm inclusivity of style. You can tell he would be a generous friend just by reading his sentences.
 To be the best prose writer in England, Isherwood had to invest in the idea of life as a form of play and the writer as a kind of actor. At Cambridge, he and Edward Upward invented personae for themselves to inhabit, as well as a place, Mortmere, a sort of nursery habitation full of gothic fantasy, surreal antics and sexual innuendo. 'Isherwood always found or invented someone or something to scrutinise and question his authenticity,' Bucknell writes. 'He was unsure of his identity, anxious and even guilty about his enthusiasms and pleasures, searching for a singular self.' It can be a dangerous game, but investing in other selves, in less tribal ways of accessing your 'authenticity', may be a stylist's chief prerogative. The heroes of prose fiction are not merely good at doing voices (as Dickens was, on the page and in the room), but are able to bury their personhood in ghostly acres of common ground. Isherwood called Cockney his 'disguise-language', and we find in his work a succession of visions that he was able to make human. Sally Bowles, in that sense, is everyone who ever felt the need to hide, everyone who felt the need to remake themselves in order to survive. Isherwood had a powerful family, but he wanted one he could manage himself, one he could steer, and that is what gives his famous friendships much of their collective power. Not all writers are like this, but some have the capacity to fall in love with a family as much as with a person, just as E.M. Forster did with the family of Bob Buckingham and Helen Schlegel does with the Wilcoxes in Howards End, thinking she has found a way of life to love, or a lost tribe to which she might belong.
 Whatever the anxieties, a writer's style will often enough be a homemade affair, a mesh of material discovered and material retrieved, before all of it is shaped by accident into literary principle. 'Mr Norris Changes Trains is set in Germany,' Bucknell writes, 'but it smokes with the fires of home.' Germany seems to have sharpened Isherwood's strangely personal way of seeing. Whatever the reason (sex or local colour or the historical moment), it seemed finally to free him to become a character on the page. Enter 'Isherwood', or 'Ishyvoo', the man who sees brilliantly and is brilliantly seen, caught like everybody in the drama of history. We now take it for granted, in reporting, in film and in the novel - in the art world, indeed, where the artist may be nothing but a leviathan of mirrors - that the creator is the thing that sees itself at the same time as it sees the world, and is never less than the thing regarded.
 'I, a Camera.' That is echt Isherwood: the camera that records itself. There are of course other writers of his period who were influenced by the cinema (Dorothy Parker, Graham Greene, Scott Fitzgerald) but none of them quite allows the camera to examine its own processes, owning its own artifice. The famous passage comes in 'A Berlin Diary, Autumn 1930', a section of Goodbye to Berlin: 'I am a camera with its shutter open, quite passive, recording, not thinking.' The 'thingness' of Isherwood's writing provides an object lesson - or a lesson in objects - to any serious student of fiction. 'Everything in the room is like that: unnecessarily solid, abnormally heavy and dangerously sharp,' he writes. 'Here, at the writing table, I am confronted by a phalanx of metal objects - a pair of candlesticks shaped like entwined serpents, an ashtray from which emerges the head of a crocodile, a paperknife copied from a Florentine dagger, a brass dolphin holding on the end of its tail a small broken clock. What becomes of such things?' The dolphin clock was real. Isherwood travelled to Berlin in 1952 to write a piece for the Observer about his old haunts, and spent hours with his former landlady, Fraulein Thurau. 'As a memento of their reunion', Bucknell tells us, she gave Isherwood 'the brass dolphin clock that had stood on the writing table and which he had described in Goodbye to Berlin'. Bucknell quotes from his Observer piece:
 'During the war, the dolphin was hurled from the table by a bomb-blast and its green marble base slightly chipped; the tiny scratches are its only record of the passage of those violent years.' He proposed to treasure it 'for the rest of my life, as a souvenir of my dear friend and a symbol of that indestructible something in a place and an environment that resists all outward change'. The dolphin clock still sits on the table in his workroom in Santa Monica. 

To Louise Bourgeois, the word souvenir meant the remnants of one's deepest past, the building materials of memory. 'You pile up associations the way you pile up bricks,' she said.
 Early Isherwood shuttles stylistically between Germany and England, 'experiencing personally', as Bucknell writes, 'the doppelganger fate of the two warlike empires'. Sharp and waspish, his prose turns storytelling into a melody of manners and mysteries, a brazier of new opportunities and new heroism. In some ways, he is an English Hemingway, conjuring 'the sexy, witty atmosphere of Weimar'. Sally Bowles (over familiar now from the Bob Fosse jazzster in the musical Cabaret) is, in the original, a poor little English girl, the daughter of a Lancashire mill-owner who speaks of her 'mummy'. She adores everything. Her German is 'all her own'. Sally is too much, of course, but in her kimono and with her cigarette holder and green nail varnish, she is a little like everybody who tries too hard. More than anything else, she is a lonely person in a foreign city, forced to make something of the night. Isherwood had an eye and a lot of language for people who swear by their own sense of publicity, and he understood the impulses that might lead a girl to Hollywood. Before Holly Golightly or any fictional character of that sort, he invented the type. For Sally Bowles, he drew influence from Balzac, from Louise Brooks and from a dozen girls he knew. But she was also, as Bucknell tells us,
 Isherwood's own boy-girl alter ego, his female double, enthusiastically sleeping her way to nowhere. Casting his alter ego as a girl had the advantage of neutralising his own sexual transgressions since any bad girl was, in the 1930s, far more shocking than any bad boy. As a woman, Sally is far more 'lost' than the Isherwood character, and the Isherwood character can even masquerade as her protector. 

In a way,  Isherwood was pre-acclimatised to American unreality. 'He holds the future of the English novel in his hands,' Somerset Maugham had said, but the man who turned up in Los Angeles in May 1939 was less in love with his own potential than he was in thrall to California's potent mix of youth and constant sunshine. He and Auden would be heavily criticised (in a piece by Cyril Connolly in Horizon, which Connolly edited and to which Spender contributed) for seeking hedonistic freedoms in the US while the bombs fell at home, but it's probably a mistake, overall, to look to creative writers for moral perspicacity, regardless of what they said about Spain. 'I feel as if we'd arisen from the tomb,' Isherwood wrote to his mother, 'full of energy and gaiety.' He felt the future of English culture was in America, but writers might say anything in the bid for material. All the same, Isherwood at his desk would make up in literary endeavour for what he lacked in patriotism.
 'The simplicity of Mr Isherwood's style,' Diana Trilling wrote, 'is a reflection neither of condescension nor assertion. It is the style of a free and generous intelligence, most happily balanced between self-tolerance and tolerance of others.' The Trillings, it must be said, were always on the lookout for a tasteful little moralist to include in their intellectual suppers, but she was right about Isherwood, realising that his manipulations of selfhood were crucial to the contemporary scene.
 'Mr Isherwood?' 
 'Speaking.' 
 'Mr Christopher Isherwood?' 
 'That's me.' 
 'You know, we've been trying to contact you ever since yesterday afternoon.' 
 The voice at the other end of the wire was a bit reproachful. 
 'I was out.' 
 'You were out?' (Not altogether convinced.) 
 'Yes.' 
 'Oh ... I see ...' (A pause, to consider this. Then, suddenly suspicious.) 'That's funny though ... Your number was always engaged. All the time.' 
 'Who are you?' I asked, my tone getting an edge on it. 
 'Imperial Bulldog.' 
 'I beg your pardon?' 
 'Imperial Bulldog Pictures. I'm speaking for Mr Chatsworth.' 

That's the opening to Prater Violet, his novel about the film industry. It couldn't be cleaner, more self-referential, more knowing or more minxy. In relation to Hollywood, Thomas Mann (from his perch at Pacific Palisades) had pronounced Isherwood 'starry-eyed', but Isherwood had learned more than Mann about gay sexual deportment. Carrying the Weimar spirit with him, writing with vitality, irony and humour, Isherwood deserves credit for volumnising the gay liberation spirit, and he married it, in his life and in his work, to a Socratic vision of California, where old hands and young men, sex and drinking, might reach for a new notion of enlightenment. He had many boyfriends, but what he was looking for was a 'comfortable, predictable, quiet daily life', the conditions for happiness and work, and he found them in the not uncomplicated figure of the artist Don Bachardy, who gets more than a fair shout in Bucknell's story.
 Isherwood liked getting 'down to the nerve', as he appreciated Francis Bacon saying in the 1950s. Earlier novelists he admired, such as Forster, couldn't offer any lessons in how to live as a gay writer in the second half of the 20th century. This was something Isherwood had to invent on the hoof. 'This place is a jungle, a wilderness,' he wrote of his new home, 'it isn't venerable and traditional and mentally cosy, like King's College. One can only live here by being strong and standing alone. And how does one get to be strong and stand alone? By opening the heart to the source of all strength and all love and not-aloneness.' In the conditions he both adopted and created with Bachardy, he forged the thing he had decided was most necessary to his talent, an 'Anglo-American style'. Forster suggested that it was only in a novel that we can know people perfectly, but Isherwood injects growth hormones into that theory, allowing for an intimacy between the world of observable facts and the mysteries of the period. In The World in the Evening, the story of an aimless lover trying to find himself in America, we come to see that queer sensibility could be a way of understanding modern culture. Homosexuality, as Bucknell puts it, 'is not only about sex', a truth we can now take for granted. We find it in Isherwood's sentences and in the quiet places of his paragraphs, a more complete idea of love.
 He was rickety with imperfections, of course. He never really understood bisexuals, for instance, and was in that class who like to range themselves against those whose struggles are different from one's own. 'Goodness,' for Isherwood, 'was telling the truth,' but while he swore loyalty to his swami, he didn't follow Vedanta's demand for chastity, ruthlessly repressing that particular truth. Giving yourself up to an ecstasy of self-belief can be a hazardous hobby for novelists. Isherwood walked the walk, but he sometimes over-talked the talk, and this made his necessary silences (with the FBI for instance, to which he denied his sexuality) seem like betrayals. They're not, of course, but he gave in to the belief that the multitudes he contained were his alone, when in fact he was as contradictory in his own way as other people were in theirs. He co-operated with the House Un-American Activities Committee in a way that did him no credit.
 Isherwood was 'not quite as overwhelmed by bliss as he claimed', the writer Gavin Lambert later commented. 'Otherwise ... why did he get drunk so often?' And why was he so given to hypochondria, paranoia, sobbing, rivalry and religiosity? Bucknell provides a feast of answers, giving subtle animation to the hoopla of Isherwood's existence while offering a permanent uplift to our sense of what matters in his work. For me, the strange beauty of his talent was dependent, as such things often are, on the complexities of his distress, yet what wins out in Isherwood is a great spirit of survival. His best novel, A Single Man, concerns a cultured Englishman, George, an academic at San Tomas State College in California. George's lover has died and he is reaching for his next move. He must make a life out of believing life is not over, which is hard if you're feeling lost. The novel is an ode to persistence, revealing that the future is never dead. 'Life-energy,' George perceives of himself,
 surges hotly through him, and delight, and appetite. How good to be in a body - even this old beat-up carcase - that still has warm blood and live semen and rich marrow and wholesome flesh! The scowling youths on the corner see him as a dodderer, no doubt, or at best as a potential score ... He wants to rejoice in his own body; the tough, triumphant old body of a survivor. The body that has outlived Jim. 

 Nobody really believes that beauty can rescue the world, but there will always be writers whose main talent is to imagine it could. Walking across the campus, George sees two young men playing tennis with their tops off. He continues to discuss with a student the argument between Leavis and Snow about two cultures, but for the reader, a delicious moral pointillism blesses the scene, as two cultures of a different sort play out: one in which the young tennis players are ignorable, and a second culture, beloved of Isherwood, in which good energy is always holy. 'From his heart,' George 'thanks these young animals for their beauty. And they will never know what they have done to make this moment marvellous to him, and life itself less hateful.' This novel seems to me a great boost to the normalisation of things previously unsaid, including the normalisation of gay chauvinisms. He dedicated it to Gore Vidal, and wrote to him, Bucknell tells us, implying that this was the kind of novel they'd been trying to write since 1947, 'a beautiful work of art that was also a powerful piece of propaganda presenting a well-adjusted homosexual to a mainstream audience'.
 Isherwood was aware, when writing his book about his parents, that he had made a myth of himself, 'created out of the materials of experience', and it seems elegant of his best biographer not only to identify his problems but to celebrate his solutions. 'In what voice should he speak about the past to the generations of the future?' she asks, and that - for Isherwood, trying to bring together an audience in his mind made up of old Apostles, friends, theatre people and beach boys - was the central mystery for him as he flowered into old age. 'I believe that my Mother and Father are not only alive inside me but becoming more alive,' he wrote. As much as any novelist I can think of, he was always in the middle of youth, trying to filter its bold vitality through the light of his sentences.
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Poem
Orion
Karen Solie

437 wordsSmoking in the yard two weeks before Christmas
out of the wind, under Orion,
inhaling anger, exhaling sorrow,
which is how anger metabolises,
the end product always a sorrow
of remorse or failure. I would give this anger
to Orion, whom I've only recently learned to identify,
forever on his back foot, his stories go
from bad to worse, and the benzene rises
like a prayer, arsenic on the breath
cold makes visible, that makes visible
the cold. A wider range of words exists
to describe effects of cold than heat.
Where somatosensory modalities are concerned
it's one of the more ambiguous precepts.
Being cold is not the same as feeling cold,
just as Seneca, who wrote on anger,
said it's different to know a thing
than to feel its truth. In the lab a single rat
restrained on a chill plate
will exhibit robust escape behaviour later
than will several others free
to shelter together in their enclosure
when temperature is slowly but drastically lowered -
I suppose with everything else going on
it can pretend it's not happening. Deception,
self-deception, advance by degrees,
my dead friend reminds me, and who hasn't
brought themselves to harm because
they thought they had to? The dead can be kinder
than the living, if you are not related to them.
The anger I would give Orion
is what has been given me, bitter shear
above the sea, empty pockets
planes fall through, and according to the Proverbs
to which I guiltily return,
sliding another out of its pack,
he who troubles his household with groundless anger
will inherit the chaos that some of us
truly seem to prefer. But Orion doesn't care
what anyone thinks and doesn't care
when this is weakness. Each day he pursues
what he considers his due
with a traitor's expectation of exacting fidelity,
no one more full of suspicion,
mistaking anger for courage, for reason,
and the same scorpion kills him.
One could try to filter anger
as a plant might, then through a coarsely-woven
logic, then as would a machine
whose selling points are that it's cheap
and nearly silent, and still be
unequal to it, smoke rising
to Orion, and my friend, who was not immune
to anger, says I need to look past
the constellation, he can see further than he ever has -
beyond the Horsehead Nebula, De Mairan's Nebula,
through hallways of the stellar nurseries,
beyond pattern (if it is pattern), and colour
(if it is colour), beyond narrative, he says, Okay
I'm being practical now, there is a clearing.
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At Camden Arts Centre
On Nicola L.
Jo Applin

1171 words[image: ] 'Little TV Woman: I Am the Last Woman Object' (1969)




Nicola L.  is best known for the soft vinyl sculptures of feet and other body parts she made in the 1960s and 1970s. These giant cushions were paired with other 'functional objects' including plastic lamps shaped as eyeballs and lips, curvaceous wooden chests of drawers and head-shaped bookcases. In I Am the Last Woman Object (until 29 December), soft sculptures dot the gallery space. Many of the works on display have a nascent feminist edge. Woman Cut in Pieces (1968) is a startling group of pastel-pink severed body parts shoved inside a transparent Perspex suitcase. In Little TV Woman (1969) a series of stuffed plastic cushions hinge together into a single collapsible body, complete with furry pubic hair and sex-doll mouth. The sculpture is propped awkwardly against the wall and set back on its haunches, knees splayed apart on the floor. The breasts double up as drawers and white buttons stand in for nipples. A working television set has been inserted into the abdomen, periodically broadcasting a series of messages that begin 'I am the last woman object.' Any viewer who seeks to 'touch my breasts' or 'caress my stomach' will do so, it announces, for 'the last time'.
Born to French parents in Morocco in 1932, Nicole Leuthe spent her childhood in North Africa. She changed her name to the more masculine form 'Nicola' on her application to the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in 1954. (The L. came later.) After training as a painter, she became involved with the Nouveaux realistes, whose gritty torn posters and assembled junk stood in stark contrast to the slick surfaces of their American Pop art counterparts.
In his 1967 essay 'The Poetics of Softness', Max Kozloff challenged the unspoken assumption that if sculpture was to be taken seriously, it had better be solid. Kozloff was revising his earlier criticism of Claes Oldenburg's oversized soft sculptures of everyday objects: hamburgers, ice creams, toilets and trousers. Kozloff came to recognise that soft sculpture was an uncanny analogue for human flesh. Nicola L.'s functional objects ratchet up the intensity: her soft sculptures are laced with menace. A tugged-open drawer for a vagina, a grasped nipple for a handle: this is the female body served up hard and unflinchingly.
Photographs show Nicola L.'s Femmes Commodes (1969-2008) cluttering the rooms in her apartment. Voluptuous pieces of wooden furniture are shaped into female bodies, a series of built-in drawers where breasts, belly and vagina should be. The critic Pierre Restany referred to Nicola L.'s sculptures as 'object lessons'. The body, we're meant to understand, is a receptacle into which things can be stuffed, and from which things can be taken away. These sculptures resemble giant bobbin dolls, as if posing before the camera. In one photograph, the naked artist peers out from behind one of her giant vinyl feet.
Nicola L. made her first vinyl 'skin' in 1964. Conjoined capes, punctuated by a series of holes and hoods, the skins were designed to be worn by multiple bodies in a performance of solidarity and collectivity. Restany called these works 'penetrables'. They were performed around the world, from Cuba and China to Franco's Spain. Red Coat (1969) was made from a sheet of red plastic with eleven hoods. It was first 'activated' by the Brazilian musician Gilberto Gil at the Isle of Wight festival in 1970. Gil joined a troupe of game, naked participants to clamber inside the sheet and parade in an awkward huddle. It was an especially warm day and 'the heat inside the coat becomes unbearable,' Nicola L. later reported. At the end of the performance mauve gloves were handed out, printed with the words 'same skin for everybody' - a phrase the crowd picked up and began to chant.
It is a phrase we encounter repeatedly at the show, in one instance applied in tangerine letters to a white, wearable banner. Eleven face masks droop from the surface, stitched into the fabric of 'Same Skin for Everyone' (1975). Participants were meant to press their heads into the masks and march in careful lockstep to keep the sheeting taut and the banner fully splayed. Other banners read 'We Want to Breathe' and 'The World Goes Pop' (which lent its title to Tate Modern's exhibition of global Pop art in 2015). An oversized mouse-grey acrylic furskin lies on the floor like a discarded onesie. Above it, another skin hangs from the ceiling in a sheet of fine, billowing fabric. Fur Room, a rectangular tent-like enclosure whose walls, ceiling and floor are made from sheets of deep purple acrylic fur, is a fitting centrepiece to the show. (The original 1969 version was included in Camden Arts Centre's 1974 exhibition Soft Sculpture.) Up to fifteen people are invited to stuff their extremities into the dangling arm and head holes. Those who enter (shoes off) are warned that the activated limbs might reach out to poke, stroke or otherwise interfere with them. As people get into the swing of things, the room becomes a writhing mass of purple furries. That's the idea, anyway. It's all a bit silly, a bit pervy, a touch unhygienic. The earnest muddle of liberatory politics and raucous group participation seems utterly of its time. It's hard to recapture the utopianism of the original work, not least because most visitors to the current exhibition are too self-conscious to participate.
Nicola L. first visited New York in 1966. In the late 1970s, she moved there permanently and began making films. Doors Ajar (2013), her final film, was set in her rooms at the Chelsea Hotel, where she lived for thirty years. In the 1980s she made documentaries about the Yippie leader Abbie Hoffmann, and the punk group Bad Brains, although these feel like a sideshow to the earlier soft sculpture. In 1977 she made a film, Les Tetes sont encore dans l'Ile, about a drug deal that goes wrong. Around the same time, she began a correspondence with the imprisoned Basque separatist Eva Forest, whose prison memoir she wanted to use for a film (the funding fell through before it could be made). Money was often short. In 1986 she made the first of many sculptures of heads in profile, a motif which, alongside the spiralling form of a snail, she would draw on over and over again. In the early 2000s she photographed dozens of people wearing the same yellow coat in a return to her earlier slogan, 'same skin for everybody'.
By her own account, Nicola L. was not an activist, and the label 'feminist' was not one with which she especially identified. In the early 1990s she began her Femmes Fatales series, banners dedicated to various women, from Eva Hesse to Joan of Arc. This celebratory pantheon, with icon-like portraits of each woman accompanied by quotations printed on crumpled sheets, is probably her most explicitly feminist work, but it is also her least provocative. It's in the earlier work, when things were weirder, less didactic and more uncertain, that her dysfunctional forms offered their most uncomfortable object lessons.
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Tropical Trouser-Leg
Ruby Hamilton

3907 wordsShe first saw him  walking 'rather contemptuously' across the Pont Marie. Frock coat, tall hat, 'gone-bad, luminous look'. Risen from the pages of Enid Starkie's Life, here was her hero of heroes, Charles Baudelaire, and he was staring right at her: 'He wanted to impress himself on me - young clay takes the print better. And the message was totally cynical. It wasn't a "follow me" message. It was a quizzical, satirical: "You too?"'
This is how Rosemary Tonks retells her ghostly visitation in The Halt during the Chase (1972), the last book she published before she disappeared from public life, like a true poete maudit, only to re-emerge after her death in 2014, when a full collection of her poems appeared. Tonks loved Baudelaire in the same self-conscious way the young Patti Smith loved Rimbaud and Tom Verlaine loved his namesake. On the centenary of his death in 1967, she lay down next to his effigy in Montparnasse to confirm they were the same height, the king and queen of a rainy country.
What they had in common wasn't just masochistic moodiness, though there's plenty of that in her verse, but the same galvanic experience of being in the world, as if she too was plugged into the 'immense reservoir d'electricite' described in 'The Painter of Modern Life'. 'The main duty of the poet,' Tonks declared, 'is to excite - to send the senses reeling,' but hyper-receptivity often seems like a cross she had to bear. In one of her poems, she is a 'zoophyte' 'sponging up gravy, nightmares, dullness!'; in another, her 'sugar-loving nerves' have 'battered her to pieces'. Elsewhere, she adopts the same tawdry Hellenic register as the Symbolists - apostrophic, over-punctuated, exclamatory - where falling drunkenly into the gutter might as well be a katabasis (though in Tonks's underworld there are more dressing-gowns). Al Alvarez saw in her poems 'a real talent of an edgy, bristling kind'; Ian Hamilton found 'noise and vanity'.
But before she gave it all up, and renounced poetry to live alone by the sea as a born-again Christian fundamentalist, there were also the novels. Six acid comedies of bad manners, at least as splenetic as the poems, if not as feted. A faultline divided her prolific 1960s: on the one side, Opium Fogs and Emir (both 1963), two quasi-Waughian works which have never been reprinted; on the other, four semi-autobiographical romps - The Bloater (1968), Businessmen as Lovers (1969), The Way out of Berkeley Square (1970) and The Halt during the Chase - which are now available again as Vintage Classics. She claimed not to care much for them ('the English like their porridge,' she responded when her editor told her of the fifth novel's success), but spending too much time with Tonks will teach you not to take anything she says too seriously. Whichever way you look at them - as confessions of an irrepressible ego; as experiments in whether or not English satire can bear the weight of Baudelairean malaise; as works of a woman who couldn't turn a forgettable phrase, no matter her insistence that she just dashed them off to make 'a lot of red-hot money' - the novels are thrillingly strange things. She had the knack.
In The Bloater, her first obviously autobiographical novel, she hones her insult-toting, bon mot-slinging voice through the character of Min, an audio engineer at the BBC Radiophonic Workshop, where Tonks herself worked. 'None of the staff then in residence can have easily forgotten [her] visit to Maida Vale,' Desmond Briscoe, manager of the studio at the time, later wrote. Tonks had arrived to record 'Sono-Montage' (1966), 'an experiment in combining spoken poetry with electronically produced sounds', on which she collaborated with the downbeat Scottish poet Alexander Trocchi, Delia Derbyshire - the maven of early electronica - and others, and which features Tonks's cut-glass accent enunciating over warblings from another world. One of the poems included in the montage is 'Orpheus in Soho', in which she imagines the hero roaming 'an underworld ... hastily constructed,/With bitch-clubs, with cellars and passages', secretly consoled by the fact 'there is so little risk of finding her.' A version of the project forms the backdrop to Min's working life in The Bloater:
There's no air in the workshop, we're sealed in like tinned shepherd's pie ... We are setting a poem about Orestes to electronic sound. We're taking the sentiment straight, no wit, no discords. We know that however well we succeed, fifty 'experts' (people who acquire theoretical knowledge without using it) will pour cold water on the result. And then five years later, grudgingly, and ten years later, publicly, stuff our work into the sound archives, and refer to it incessantly to intimidate future electronic composers.

Min argues with her colleagues over her recording of a heartbeat from a hospital, which they don't think sounds enough like the real deal ('it sounds as though it's got heart disease ... it sounds like an old blackbird flapping a pair of rotten wings'). As she and her co-worker Jenny, modelled on Derbyshire, sit about 'waiting for a left-wing bureaucrat with no imagination to make a heartbeat', they long for 'flashy continental composers in white macs' carrying 'pamphlets and lectures in bison-skin despatch-cases'. It's partly meant to be a parody of the English arts scene - there was less shepherd's pie in Dusseldorf, probably - but when you look at photographs of Tonks from the time (blonde bobbed hair, black sunglasses: pure mod), it's hard not to see the whole project as a rebellion against staid English dreariness. The Radiophonic Workshop, which closed in 1998, had exactly the legacy Tonks imagined. Derbyshire remains best known for the Doctor Who theme, which now sounds like tea-time background noise and not - as it must have done in 1963 - like a meteor landing in the garden. Nevertheless, Min is still bored, bored to tears as she finds 'layers of brand-new tiredness inside the massive, overall exhaustion, so that you go on falling through one after another.'
Min is also ill. Somebody in a Tonks novel is always ill. Already plagued with eye problems, Tonks was struck down by something wherever she travelled, and she travelled a good deal, both during her itinerant childhood and later thanks to her husband's work as an engineer: dysentery and malaria in Nigeria, typhoid in Calcutta, polio in Karachi. (The title of her Collected, Bedouin of the London Evening, was taken from one of her poems, but another could have served: 'Twentieth-Century Invalid'.) Min's affliction is gout, which seems ironic given her circumstances: 'Gout! High living, pate, port?' 'Mens sana in corpore sano' is the subtitle of the wellness book she is reading; for her, the body is sick and the mind is sicker. She is also, crucially, 'caught in the more than half-serious dilemma of whom to choose as a lover'. When it comes to romantic escapades, Tonks's women are beleaguered by male idiocy. Wherever they look: weedy poets, slow wits, Wodehousian knuts and blimps. Standing too long under an awning is a dangerous game when any old sexually aggressive bore might pop up with that ghastly greeting, 'hullo!' In Min's case, the options are a malodorous opera singer she's nicknamed 'the Bloater', who has convinced her that her revulsion might really be desire, and her divorced musicologist friend, Billy. It's not so much a marriage plot - Min is already married to George, a man so useless he 'hasn't got the larynx' to deliver 'Umm?' convincingly - as a peg on which Tonks can hang Min's longing for a less immediately stultifying life.
Tonks is an aphoristic writer in the sense Susan Sontag meant it: 'to write aphorisms is to assume a mask - a mask of scorn, of superiority.' She throws out aphorisms, and scorn, like loose change ('beauty is not in the eye; it is in the pocket'). The novels are like Flaubert's Dictionary of Received Ideas dragged through the Hampstead mud. 'After reading the book, one would be afraid to talk,' Flaubert confessed, which is pretty much how those who encountered Tonks must have felt as she terrorised London's literary salons with 'an intensity bordering on active aggression', as one person put it. She was pugnacious and proud of it: the precocious schoolgirl who never lost her competitive, out-manoeuvring edge. (She held on to a childhood trophy inscribed: 'Rosemary D.B. Tonks. All events. Under 11.')
Like so many other repackaged writers of the mid-century, Tonks's reputation now is about the legend of rediscovery, as if she had emerged ex nihilo like one of those stowed-away Radiophonic tapes. So it's strange to think of what must have then felt like her oversize presence in literary life. From her late teens she made a home of the Mandrake Club and Caves de France in Soho; she argued at the soirees held by the literary journalist and Romanian emigre Miron Grindea. In every interview - there were several - she bemoaned the 'dry', 'academic' consciousness of her English peers, all so woefully 'terrified of writing passions'. From the mid-1950s, Hampstead was Tonks's stamping ground. She lived with her husband on Downshire Hill, where she hosted dinner parties, 'hobnobbed' with the then septuagenarian Edith Sitwell (a neighbour), and held court at a local cafe with Elias Canetti. A profile in the Guardian in 1970 reports her turning up in a purple trouser suit and a white sports car, before walking so briskly over Hampstead Heath that the interviewer has to run after her. If all this suggests something close to what Baudelaire called the dandy's 'haughty exclusiveness, provocative in its very coldness', it's by her design.
The two novels before The Bloater are more obviously the work of the gutter poet who produced the collections Notes on Cafes and Bedrooms (1963) and Iliad of Broken Sentences (1967). They're made of the same stuff - meat, cabbages, grease. Opium Fogs opens with a man choking on a mutton bone outside one of London's 'steamy eating-houses'; Emir starts with a character taking a fungus found in their flat to a French chef for identification. What The Bloater and her other later novels have in common with the poetry is the commanding 'I': Tonks's sulky and self-destructive mouthpiece. It would be unbearable if she wasn't so good-humoured. Entire groups run afoul of this speaker, adding to a seemingly endless list of personae non gratae: waiters, Wagnerians, doctors ('far too scientific these days'), flamenco dancers, seatbelt-wearers, 'the sort of people who know the date'. It's ridiculous for somebody who can refer with ease to Diaghilev and Chaliapin to scorn the supposed affectations of others, but Tonks's speakers wear their hypocrisy lightly, or at least without shame. (If anything, it buoys them along.) Sometimes this misfires, as in Businessmen as Lovers, Tonks's least successful novel and one that calls to mind a phrase from The Bloater, 'rank silliness', but mostly she succeeds - brilliantly, effortlessly - at making a virtue of scorn.
Min and her diseased heartbeat make the case for 'taking the sentiment straight' even when to others it seems phony, and Tonks's prose is at its best when she strikes on the same strange passions that drive her poetry. This is where Businessmen as Lovers falls flat. The Min figure is now Mimi, a woman en route to an English colony in Livone, where she and a friend will spend the summer holidaying with their rich peers and lovers. This coterie consists of the usual gadflies and rogues, including an archaeologist, a sadistic dentist and two well-heeled businessmen. It's Tonks's only novel not set in England, but it betrays the worst excesses of English satire: shallow apoliticism, vague exoticism, a madcap plot that nevertheless leaves the social order totally undisturbed. There are repeated threats that Daniel Cohn-Bendit might turn up on the doorstep - probably to remind us it's 1968 and the English are holidaying while Paris dissents. The story's ludic machinations are tedious to recall, but at one point Mimi finds herself asking, 'Am I to protect a Viennese doctor's lemon tree from three English journalists?' - a question you can imagine being spoken with the overexcited self-absorption of a 1960s Carrie Bradshaw.
The book isn't without Tonks's usual epigrammatic flourishes ('it isn't the adultery that bothers me, it's the bad behaviour'), maledictions ('Rabid puritan bull! Barrett of Wimpole Street!') and mad imagery (a man eating grapes 'like a lion gobbling earrings'), but she should be judged by the quality of her contempt - her maniacal precision - and the strokes here are too broad to justify such preening. The central conceit is given away in the title: businessmen are the real lovers, wooing one another with deals and gifts, and women are merely caught up in their courtship. When an Iranian magnate known as 'the Persian' is introduced, you wonder whether Tonks has any grasp at all of what she is trying to satirise. Wyndham Lewis suggested in Tarr that English humour is a 'means of evading reality'; Tonks puts that to the test with such zealousness that she surely misses the joke.
Tonks deploys  comic exaggeration throughout her writing, generally as a way of skewering the English. The real object of her contempt is the narrowness of English manners, the focus of her final books. The Way out of Berkeley Square is a novel about the family and - as Colette did to Sido in Claudine at School - she has done away with the mother. Arabella is instead raised by a despotic, pettifogging father:
When he rests his gloved hand on my shoulder it's unaccountably heavy, really heavy, like a small leather dog, and seems to push me down - suppose we're standing out in the street, saying goodbye to friends - I feel that I must struggle to throw off the weight of it. And when I wriggle it gives him an opportunity to smile at me, and at the same time to reproach me: 'Rejecting my hand?'

He is not so much a faithful version of Tonks's own father, who died before she was born, as he is a fine embodiment of stifling upper-middle class couth. Equally dominant in Arabella's life is her brother, Michael, a poet who has absconded to Karachi. (In the gender-swapping way of the novel, nixing the mother in favour of the father, Michael is a better mouthpiece for Tonks than Arabella.) Caught between the poles of 'art and matter' represented by brother and father, she desperately wants out.
Arabella is thirty, but she's so thoroughly infantilised by her father that it's hard not to think of Tonks's own upbringing: the only child of a widow, she was shuttled between homes and countries ('to avoid bombs and people') and then off to boarding school, where she was expelled for some form of mischief ('it never occurs to you you'll be rejected'). In interviews, she claimed both James Boswell and Giuseppe Verdi as ancestors; it's not impossible, with the middle name Boswell and a mother nee Verdi, but there's a whiff of family romance to this self-construction. She wrote little about her mother, though it's clear their relationship was delicate, and the only thing she said of her turbulent upbringing, in a diary, is that it left her with 'no sense of self'.
If The Way out of Berkeley Square is about the father, then The Halt during the Chase is about the mother's overbearing presence. As the book opens, Sophie is caught in another game:
It was never said that it was my mother who was the child, and myself who was the mother. Most of the time she was a wholly unreliable schoolgirl accomplice of my own age, because, although she was part of me, on account of the blood tie, she was in violent competition with me ... There was a [further] catch to these manoeuvres, and that was that occasionally my mother played at being my mother.

Along with the infantile mother, Sophie is saddled with an unloving fiance, whose 'half-baked and half-hearted' proposal suggests the Jean Rhys line: 'Oh, God, what depressing places hotel bedrooms can be.' Philip brings 'all his strength and youth' to working in the Treasury and is a total dullard: the sort of person Tonks must have been thinking about when she wrote about her 'double life among the bores and vegetables'. He's the son of a rich antiques dealer, Rudi Horner, who - like the father in The Way out of Berkeley Square - represents what's so suffocating about the scene around her. (Also in this circle is a Russian princess, Melika, one of those aristocrats without money who often pops up in these books.) Sophie's rebellion against this world is to start following the teachings of a man called Mr Ruback, Hampstead's very own mystic, variously referred to by others as a 'psychic', 'Sufi' and 'drug-taker'. Philip was 'turning himself into a perfect little Englishman', Sophie laments, 'whereas I'm going back ... to being continental ... [He's] going West and I'm going East.'
It's a book of hauntings, from the ghost of Baudelaire to Philip turning into his father (a fate 'worse than being haunted': 'you wanted to say to Nature: "Not again! We've just had all that"'). But the most unavoidable of these is the resemblance the novel bears to Tonks's own life at the time. In his introduction to Bedouin of the London Evening, Neil Astley cites 'the sudden death of [Tonks's] mother, Gwen, in a freak accident in the spring of 1968' as the first in a series of tragedies - including the end of her marriage, the loss of her vision and a burglary in which all her clothes were stolen - that would eventually lead to her breakdown in the 1970s. During this period, she would also begin to meet with a series of spiritualists.
The miraculous thing about the clairvoyants and psychics in The Halt during the Chase is that their advice - not least, packing off Sophie to a chateau in Alencon - actually works. She is a woman on the verge of a nervous breakdown who never reaches the brink. At the end of the novel, she is 'cut loose' and ready to embark on a 'new life'. It's striking how happily Tonks's novels end, when you set them beside Waugh's death-filled Vile Bodies (by suicide, motor racing and dropping from a chandelier), or the wonderful dispatch in Beerbohm's Zuleika Dobson (now there's a woman Tonks would love): 'And last of all leapt Mr Trent-Garby, who, catching his foot in the ruined flower-box, fell headlong and was, I regret to say, killed.' Cultural conservatism and anti-sentimentality have body counts, but Tonks isn't a moraliser, and she cares too much about feeling. Her characters fall ill, but never fatally - if anything, illness quickly becomes a quirk of personality, and nobody has ever died of that. What's at stake, then, if not the temporary bruising of ego?
The title of The Halt during the Chase is from a painting by Watteau. It's a verdant scene of aristocratic couples lolling about - a vision of lightness and purity so at odds with the mad rush of Tonks's city living that it's hard at first to parse the connection, though the chateau in Alencon may be just out of the frame. Yet Watteau, admired by the French Symbolists for his balance of gaiety and melancholy, is not un-Tonksian. His great subject was sad clowns; it might be hers too. Walter Pater said that Watteau 'was always a seeker after something in the world, that is there in no satisfying measure, or not at all'. It's fair to say that little measured up for Tonks either: not her peers, not the city, not any of the Sufi 'seekers', psalmists, Chinese spiritualists, American yoga gurus, mediums, tarot readers, Charismatics or Pentecostalists she turned to for help, and certainly not the English 'porridge' of her novels.
It didn't matter, in the end, that she preferred the poems. Revulsion is a great equaliser, and she was hardly distinguishing between verse and prose when she wrote to herself in 1999: 'What are books? They are minds, Satan's minds. How foolish they are!! When you think of the Lord!' All the copies she had of her own books were destroyed, allegedly, along with her collection of 'Oriental treasures' (three Tang horses with riders, four Sung priest figures, a Japanese warrior and dozens of other objects) and the unpublished manuscript of her final novel, which was about a man's search for God. 'Never mind the fame, I was burning many thousands of pounds ... I can tell you I meant business!' This period in Tonks's life is so sad and strange you find yourself scrambling for continuity, reasoning that the set of personal misfortunes she underwent are so awful in their arbitrariness that they belong to tragicomic picaresque, like one of her novels, or that the single-mindedness of her faith lies on a continuum with the near Nietzschean resolve of her incorrigible speakers. And is exorcising your house of a poltergeist, as Tonks did in 1981, any madder than seeing the ghost of Baudelaire on his way to the Ile Saint-Louis? Her critics tend to cling to her description of her smashed treasures as 'dog biscuit size', which sounds so much like her poetic idiom it's almost comforting. Such attempts to square the life with the work are at best quaint and occasionally crass. The worse temptation is to read her - like the young character in Opium Fogs 'worn out by narrow, accelerated passions' - as a cautionary tale about burning the candle at both ends. It does little good to schematise an exceptional case.
Astley is right that the woman who wrote the two collections and these six novels is 'a very different person' from the one who destroyed them. At their best, the novels are feats of that earlier personality, shining and acrid in its 'fierce hot-blooded sulkiness'. This might be why the most exciting passage in any of them is the ending of The Way out of Berkeley Square, when the poet-brother returns from Pakistan after catching polio. Arabella watches anxiously from the window as the car carrying Michael pulls up to the house. The driver gets out,
takes a crutch in either hand and lodges them in the gravel on either side of the opening. But instead of bending to the interior and making some motion of assistance he stands well back. A moment later a right foot, together with tropical trouser-leg of manila colour, is struck out of the car, and it gives the right crutch a sharp kick that puts it into a flowerbed ... Oh yes, I know that egocentric foot.

There it is again: the glittering triumph of an unscathable ego. Tonks dedicated The Way out of Berkeley Square to three hotels in Karachi, where she presumably wrote it, and where, in 1952, an attack of polio left her with a withered writing hand that she took to styling out with a modish black glove - just like Michael. It goes without saying, of course: that foot is hers.
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Twinge of Saudade
Chal Ravens

4283 wordsIn  1977, Abba were waiting at Arlanda Airport in Stockholm when they noticed a dishevelled young man charging towards them. Their security guards spotted him too, along with the spatter of dried vomit on his leather jacket. 'You're my favourite band! I love you!' a 20-year-old Sid Vicious slurred, as his idols were hurried to safety. Improbably, Vicious's favourite Abba song was the gloopy ballad 'Fernando', which, in its English-language version, imagined a conversation between two old Mexican revolutionaries: 'Do you still recall the fateful night we crossed the Rio Grande?' The punks loved Abba. The Sex Pistols songwriter Glen Matlock borrowed a few notes from 'SOS' for 'Pretty Vacant'. Siouxsie Sioux and the teenage misfits who hung out at Club Louise, a lesbian bar in Soho, danced to Abba and Diana Ross in the basement. Elvis Costello lifted the piano frills of 'Dancing Queen' for 'Oliver's Army'. Abba seemed to hark back to the early days of rock'n'roll, capturing its bubblegum paradox of disposability and durability, its youthful immediacy if not its charged libido. They steered clear of 1970s excess, indulging in neither progressive pomp nor sidelong voyaging.
Agnetha, Bjorn, Benny and Anni-Frid hailed from the exotic frozen north, a Sweden then known to outsiders chiefly for Ingmar Bergman, tinned herring and a relaxed attitude towards pornography. The band became a vehicle for a kind of wholesome perversity, a nonconformist conformism: two picture-perfect couples shattered by divorce; four unimpeachable heterosexuals beloved by multiple generations of gay disco dancers; a gender-balanced quartet where the men put words in the women's mouths. The compilation Abba Gold (1992) has sold more than thirty million copies worldwide. But Abba's nine studio albums are notoriously wobbly. Listen to Arrival (1976) and boggle at the sequencing that leads from the inane woah-woahs of 'Dum Dum Diddle' ('To be your fiddle!/To be so near ya and not just hear ya!') into the domestic chill of 'Knowing Me, Knowing You': 'In these old familiar rooms, children would play/Now there's only emptiness, nothing to say.' Or Super Trouper (1980), where the mock-medieval theatrics of 'The Piper' are followed by 'Lay All Your Love on Me', an ur-text of Hi-NRG disco. Alongside the rococo fizz of their wedding playlist hits, Abba were masters of kitchen-sink realism - the diaristic 'The Day before You Came', the post-divorce tremors of 'The Winner Takes It All' - but could also dish out drippy platitudes without embarrassment: 'Happy New Year', 'Thank You for the Music', 'The Way Old Friends Do', 'I Have a Dream'.
It was obvious to fans that Abba weren't on the hard stuff, not like their doomed American counterparts in Fleetwood Mac and the Carpenters. Parents loved Abba. So did children, transfixed by their spangles and cosiness. 'For adults, it's a pleasure to be able to enjoy watching a group their youngsters like, a group without unpleasant gimmicks like pop star Alice Cooper's killing chickens,' an Australian reporter said in 1977. 'Two nice clean-cut heterosexual couples.' Abba appealed to almost every base except the archetypal white male rock critic. In mini hatchet jobs for the Village Voice, Robert Christgau declared war on 'the enemy'. He situated Abba in the tradition of the advertising jingle and sniped that their 'disinclination to sing like Negroes reassures the Europopuli'. The Anglo-American pop-rock canon had by then established templates for Great Artists - anguished bluesman, impassioned diva, troubadour poet, with an optional Pop Art wink for the big-city kids. Abba, by contrast, were portrayed as Brill Building factory hands pumping out cheap hits for mass consumption. At the peak of worldwide Abbamania, British reviewers sneered at the 'almost glacial atmosphere' of their concerts, where these 'shrewd manipulators' rolled out 'single after single with robot-like precision'. Abba were no more than empty vessels. 'They say we have no soul,' mourned Bjorn, the band's de facto spokesman, 'but in Europe, and especially in Sweden, it's a different kind of soul.'
Delivering Abba's Rock'n'Roll Hall of Fame acceptance speech in 2010 - eat that, Christgau - Benny itemised the pan-European influences that made up the band's sound:
When all of us grew up in Sweden in the 1950s, we had no radio. So therefore we couldn't hear rhythm and blues, or rock'n'roll. There was a radio, there was one channel, a public service channel, and they would play maybe one hour or two hours of music per day ... So we were fed with Swedish folk music, Italian arias, French chansons, German schmaltz and John Philip Sousa. Not so bad actually, because if you put all that together, it becomes what you can hear - well, some of it - on Abba records.

To this hodgepodge, known as schlager in its mass-produced pop form, Abba added the Anglo-American songbook - from Leiber and Stoller to the Beach Boys, the Beatles and Motown - and a dollop of classical flair via Benny's ornamented arrangements. Like so many of their songwriting heroes, the group specialised in hiding their sadness behind smiles. 'Even the happier songs are melancholy at their core,' Benny told Jan Gradvall for the band's 'approved' biography. The blues weren't native to Sweden, but 'we had some kind of blues,' he noted in his Hall of Fame speech, 'because above the 59th latitude from eastern Russia, through Finland, into Scandinavia, there is this melancholy belt, sometimes mistaken for the vodka belt.'
Yet no constituency hated Abba more than their own countryfolk, whose cultural elites were repelled by their success - anathema to the Swedish model, which prized fairness and hated commercialism. Abba were the thin end of the wedge: empty-headed stooges for capitalism, imperialist collaborators writing ditties in dumbed-down English. Naturally, they got their big break by winning a competition. I wasn't born in 1974, the year Abba won Eurovision, but I can instantly call to mind the royal blue sequins, the tightly tucked velvet, an orchestral conductor in a Napoleon hat. Britain's judges awarded nul points on the night, but the country took Abba to heart at once. 'Waterloo', a shrink-wrapped glam-pop symphony made for colour TV, shot to number one.
Back home, Abba were already household names. All four had been performing since their teens: Benny Andersson as the live-wire keyboardist in Sweden's biggest beat combo, the Hep Stars; Bjorn Ulvaeus as guitarist and singer in the implausibly named, hugely popular folk-schlager outfit the Hootenanny Singers; Agnetha Faltskog as a teen ingenue inspired by the American singer Connie Francis; and Anni-Frid Lyngstad, or Frida, as a budding chanteuse singing jazz standards in touring bands. The boys had met on Sweden's 'folkpark' circuit in 1966 and quickly started writing songs together, encouraged by their soon-to-be manager and label boss Stig Anderson. In 1970 the four of them went on a couples' holiday to Cyprus, where they marvelled at the combined effect of their voices during evening singalongs. Within three years they had pooled their individual careers, and names, into Abba - with permission from the original Abba, one of Sweden's biggest producers of herring.
By August 1975, Sweden's Social Democrats had been in power for 39 years. The prime minister, Olof Palme, was one of the few Western leaders to openly criticise America's war in Vietnam and the overthrow of Salvador Allende. This was the backdrop to the socialist 'music movement' - also known as 'progg' (from progressive) - which dominated the Swedish music industry at the time. Rooted in Dylanesque folk pop, progg had nothing to do with the symphonic rock of Yes and the like, but shared something of punk's do-it-yourself attitude and scruffy dress code. In the mid-1970s, prompted by a progg action committee, Sweden even abolished radio broadcasts of the pop charts. The progg movement took Abba's Eurovision victory as a provocation.
Anderson had built up his pop empire by buying the rights to foreign hits and re-recording them with Swedish lyrics. After Eurovision, he cannily leveraged his network of international contacts to release 'Waterloo' in 54 countries. On the night, however, a Swedish interviewer didn't offer congratulations, but accused a stunned Benny of making light of a military massacre: 'Last year you made a pop song about calling someone on the phone ['Ring Ring']. This year you made a pop song about how forty thousand people died.' When Sweden hosted Eurovision the following year, progg musicians responded with their own televised variety show, in which one act mocked the winners of the 'immoral schlager festival': 'Here come Abba, dressed up in plastic, just as dead as tinned herrings/They don't give a damn about anything, just want to make a quick buck.' But as Bjorn points out, 'if you look at record sales during that time, you get an entirely different picture of what music resonated deeply with the public.' Their Swedish fans - typically more working-class than the proggers - kept Arrival at number one for twelve consecutive weeks.
Benny briefly envied the 'burning ideological conviction' of progg. 'When you have all these forces working to make things better in society, it can be very provocative with a band that just runs around in platform boots and plays music.' While Abba themselves were treated with derision, their brash and ambitious manager fared even worse. Mr Trendsetter, a TV documentary from 1975, portrayed him as a cynical megalomaniac and a drunk. Unlike nice, polite Abba, Anderson was happy to be a lightning rod for hate. He once quipped that 'people are not as stupid as you think - they are even more stupid.' The antagonism grew as the money, money, money rolled in. 'The Rolling Stones' manager never spoke of how much his band made, but ours did,' Bjorn said. Complaining that the taxman was the chief beneficiary of Abba's success, Anderson embarked on a series of avoidance schemes, including an umbrella company called Abba Invest, the purchase of a sports equipment firm that went bust after a bad winter, and a bungled deal for crude oil that lost the band several million dollars. Yet Abba themselves have always defended Sweden's redistributive system, choosing to stay put rather than flee to tax-friendly domiciles; only Frida left, moving to Switzerland in the late 1980s to live with her third husband, Prince Ruzzo Reuss.
Carl Magnus Palm 
's brick-like Bright Lights Dark Shadows, now in its third edition, attempts a complete chronology of Abba, juiced with surprisingly candid quotes from old interviews. It's a fan's compendium, though not overly fanatical about its subjects, who come off as lifelike rather than stiffly iconic. Gradvall's slim and digressive biography, on the other hand, finds space for interviews with fans - the brain surgeon who blasts Abba in theatre, the music critic whose immigrant parents loved 'Money, Money, Money' - and detours on Bjorn Borg's tennis training regime, Swedish pizza toppings and the train journey from London to Bristol. His book is concerned less with the band members' inner lives than with situating the Abba phenomenon historically: their roots in working-class 'dansband' culture, the social democratic milieu that regarded them as grasping capitalists and the melding of anglophone rock with European schlager that came to dominate pop after Abba.
Agnetha and Frida were in their teens when they started singing in dansbands, the steady-rocking Nordic equivalent of country music, with a touch of cabaret thrown in. Bjorn and Benny toured the same circuit, and Abba never quite shook off the theatrical impulse: the chintzy outfits, stilted between-song banter and a repertoire that at times included a mini-musical and a medley of children's songs. At Wembley in 1979, Benny led a rendition of 'The Way Old Friends Do' on his piano accordion, the chief instrument in Swedish folk music and the basis of his musical education.
But Abba were also open to experimentation. They quickly understood themselves to be a studio band, particularly as Abbamania intensified and touring became an ordeal (their 1974 tour, with its entourage of 52 people and 30 tons of equipment, barely broke even). Crucial to their advancement was Michael Tretow, a young, self-taught studio whizz who engineered all of their hits. In 1972, after reading a book about Phil Spector he'd chanced on in a Stockholm bookshop, Tretow secretly overdubbed the backing track of 'Ring Ring', the band's soon-to-be first hit, tweaking the speed ever so slightly: 'It was like the roof was caving in. Bjorn and Benny were ecstatic.' Each single was a leap forwards: 1975's 'Mamma Mia', a scrum of counterpoint melodies vying for attention; 1976's monolithic 'Dancing Queen', gleaming like an ice sculpture; 1979's 'Gimme! Gimme! Gimme! (A Man after Midnight)', white disco's zenith. The magic came from the pairing of Frida's dramatic mezzo, grown-up and glamorous, with Agnetha's belting soprano, bright and naive. 'The girls were always on the max,' Benny said. 'The highest note was as high as they could manage, and then the rest was adapted to whatever that note was.' Songs were stuffed with trills, frills and complex harmonies. With the exception of a hi-hat on 'Dancing Queen', cymbals were prohibited - too messy for Abba's brightly buffed chassis. The value of lengthy toil in the studio 'was awakened in us all', said Tretow, 'when we discovered it was possible to do proper records, when we all pulled ourselves out of the schlager swamp'.
For seven years, just about everything they touched turned to gold. Some did even better, like the Unicef charity single 'Chiquitita', which sold millions of copies across South America and led to Gracias por la Musica, an entire Abba album en espanol. Resistance at home eventually faded along with the progg movement; in the late 1970s, a group of Swedish musicians travelled to Cuba hoping to exchange ideas about revolutionary music, only to be met with enthusiastic enquiries about Abba.
Super Trouper dazzled, but by 1980 the band were exhausted. 'All I do is eat and sleep and sing,' Frida laments on the title track, 'wishing every show was the last show.' Agnetha hated being away from her children and grew fearful of flying. She travelled separately from Bjorn in case of an accident, or perhaps for their sanity. Abba were staples of Sweden's gossip rags, but it was Agnetha who attracted the most attention. The media fixated on what one journalist described as the 'most handsome backside in pop'. In Abba: The Movie, a semi-fictionalised account of their 1977 Australia tour, her bum practically gets its own storyline, with a weary Agnetha trying to deflect further questioning: 'Don't they have bottoms in Australia?'
Agnetha, the only member of the band who could read music when Abba formed, was a prodigiously talented pianist; her tutor apparently ran out of things to teach her when she was thirteen. Four years later she signed a record deal on the basis of her own compositions. Hearing a string ensemble add their parts to a song she'd written was, she recalled, 'the best experience I ever had'. But she suffered from stage fright, and even considered her nervousness to be some kind of 'punishment for getting to do what I so deeply wanted'. While Frida brought muscularity and precision to their vocal alloy, Agnetha had something else: she could 'cry with her voice', as Tretow put it. 'What I'm really good at is understanding what a lyric is about,' she explained: 'I enter into it, become the lyric.' Bjorn claims he always knew which of the two voices he was writing for. How then, Palm wonders, did he fail to notice his tendency to make his wife sound 'weak and devastated' ('The Day before You Came', 'SOS', 'The Winner Takes It All'), while Frida ('Me And I', 'Money, Money, Money', 'Should I Laugh or Cry') came across as a 'woman in charge of her own destiny'?
Bjorn and Agnetha's divorce was, by their own account, a 'parting of two egocentrics'. Their split in 1979 brought no salacious revelations, just the drip-drip of incompatibility and resentment, as Agnetha sank under the pressures of motherhood while Bjorn disappeared into the studio. To appease the press they gave a post-divorce interview, which finished with a polite handshake. 'It's important to stress that this is a so-called happy divorce,' Bjorn said, 'if such a thing exists.' Frida and Benny had finally got married a few months earlier, but they separated in 1980 and divorced the following year. Benny's calm had been a cushion for Frida's prickliness, a haven for her insecurities. She was the product of a wartime romance between a 19-year-old Norwegian girl and a German soldier. She had been raised by her grandmother after her mother's death from kidney disease. Frida believed her father to be dead too, until in 1977 an unexpected phone call led to a brief reunion, her half-brother having pieced together the facts from a magazine profile. Frida had herself become a teenage mother after marrying the trombonist in her dansband, but chose to leave the children at home in order to pursue her career (Benny, for his part, also had two children already).
It's hard to tell the Abba story without creating a tragic heroine or two. In the 1990s Agnetha remarried briefly, embarked on an inexplicable relationship with her stalker and stopped listening to music for a decade. Frida was vaporised into the European aristocracy, but her prince died young, and her daughter in a car crash soon afterwards. The gossip press painted them as a distant princess and a hysterical recluse, but in these books it's the boys who come across as the weird ones. Emotionally distant and seemingly free of the parental guilt that ate away at the absent mothers, they're tight-lipped even with their approved biographer. Bjorn struggles to remember his own life and blames this on his parents' 'unequal and very unhappy marriage'. 'If I wanted to write my memoirs I wouldn't be able to,' he says. Benny, meanwhile, wonders whether his autobiography could be in musical notes rather than words: 'That way you don't have to write anything or tell anyone about how things have been.'
The final album  in Abba's initial run, The Visitors (1981), is a frigid outlier in their catalogue. Pulsing with Cold War paranoia, the synth-driven title track imagines a fateful knock at the door: 'They must know by now I'm in here trembling/In a terror ever growing.' 'The Day before You Came' points towards the oncoming decade of melancholy electronic pop forged by Abba's descendants, with Benny's Yamaha GX-1 synth edited by Tretow to sound as regimented as a drum machine. But the 1980s also brought synthetic excess, camp pastiche and sampled bricolage to the charts, as discos throbbed to new wave, hip-hop and Hi-NRG. Abba weren't coming along for the party. The boys devoted themselves to writing their Cold War musical, Chess, with Tim Rice; Benny later released an album of Swedish birdsong accompanied by a book of watercolour illustrations. The girls picked up their solo careers with a few moderately successful albums, Frida dipping a toe into adult-oriented rock with Phil Collins, while Agnetha worked with Mike Chapman, producer and songwriter for the Sweet and Suzi Quatro. 'The general feeling at the time was that Abba was really uncool,' Bjorn told Gradvall. 'If you're predisposed to low self-esteem, like I am, it was hard not to think, "Okay, that's that. It's over now."' But Bjorn's zeitgeist detector was, as usual, on the blink. Abba provided the foundation for the emergent synth-pop scene, from Stock Aitken Waterman's hit factory to the Human League's reincarnation as 'an art Abba with the men wearing make-up', as their keyboardist and guitarist, Jo Callis, put it. In the wake of punk, Gradvall points out, Abba and new wave were 'aesthetically united' in 'bringing back pop as a means of direct communication'.
In 1981, the DJ Raul A. Rodriguez used a reel-to-reel machine to cut an extended version of 'Lay All Your Love on Me', providing DJs with the extra 'runway' needed to blend tracks and build momentum. At first Bjorn and Benny weren't convinced by this musical development, but later that year Abba released their own official edit of the gay disco staple. It became the best-selling 12-inch single in British history until New Order's 'Blue Monday' two years later. Abba's camp canonisation was sealed in 1994 by the release of two films: The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert, a drag-costumed road movie for the dolls, and Muriel's Wedding, a friendship fairy tale for the gals. The heroine of Muriel's Wedding, Muriel Heslop, a jobless shoplifter, dreams of her white wedding and drowns out her loneliness by playing 'Dancing Queen' on repeat. 'You've got no dignity, Muriel!' her frenemy Cheryl tells her. A love of Abba was supposed to be a shameful secret, but for fans such as Andy Bell of Erasure that was entirely the point. 'I embrace any kind of stigma and try to empower myself with it a bit, like reclaiming the word queer,' he told Elisabeth Vincentelli for her book Abba's Abba Gold (2004). 'Being a total nelly in school, I made it cool to like Abba.' Erasure's electronic makeover of 'Lay All Your Love on Me' was followed by Abba-esque, an EP of covers - accompanied by videos of the duo dressed up as Agnetha and Frida - which went to number one in 1992. Kurt Cobain demanded that Bjorn Again, an Abba tribute band, open for Nirvana at the Reading Festival that year. Barely a decade after their final album, the Abba revival had begun.
Meanwhile, the record label PolyGram was cooking up Abba Gold, a carefully manicured double album that removed the ruffles and bell bottoms and repackaged Andersson/Ulvaeus as era-defining songwriters to rank alongside Lennon/McCartney. The tracklist is eerily perfect. By the late 1990s Abba were basically tap water. Pete Waterman's nightmarish vision of an 'Abba on speed' had taken corporeal form in the group Steps, who were part of the ensemble that performed an Abba medley - 'Thank Abba for the Music' - at the 1999 Brit Awards. An underage troupe, Abba Teens, was concocted to introduce a new audience to the back catalogue. Anderson's legacy at Polar Music paved the way for Stockholm's Cheiron Studios, which in turn gave a leg-up to Max Martin, whose more than 80 Top Ten hits and 25 Billboard number ones place him above Abba and behind only McCartney in the hit-making stakes. Without Abba, Palm notes, there would be no Britney Spears, Backstreet Boys or Katy Perry (who got their break on songs written by Martin), and we'd all be poorer for that, I suppose.
If the Beatles  cast a shadow over pop songwriting from the 1970s to the 1990s, every decade since has belonged to Abba. The musical Mamma Mia! opened in the West End in 1999, followed by two film adaptations saved only by the presence of Meryl Streep. (Completists can also visit Mamma Mia! The Party, a rowdy themed restaurant in London's O2 Arena and the only spin-off not sampled for this assignment.) Even the Swedes came to terms with Abba being their most famous export. By the 1990s economic boom and bust had hollowed out Swedish social democracy. Pop culture ate itself, yet Abba remained - and remain - pure and unspoiled, an original juxtaposition of modernity and folk tradition. What came after was always going to be a 'blank parody', as Fredric Jameson would have it. Nobody in Steps, to my knowledge, played the accordion. 'Is there no one who can come up with any new stuff, who can do something corresponding to what we did back then?' Benny wondered in 2000. 'Something isn't quite right, that's not how it should be.'
Abba themselves are still marooned in the rose-tinted past. In a purpose-built, sauna-like wooden shrine at the tatty edge of the East End, their holograms play the same songs, night after night. Abba Voyage, which opened in 2022, offers the peculiar sensation of seeing the band's faces not on TV but in cinematic close-up, captured at their 1979 peak and projected onto moving screens. The music is mostly live, with an energetic band accompanying freshly recorded vocal tracks, but the effect is as uncanny as you'd expect. The Hollywood effects studio Industrial Light and Magic created the Abbatars by zipping the septuagenarian band members into motion-capture suits for a month and recording every muscle movement on 160 cameras, inscribing their presence into code. The reunion also led to a surprise album, Voyage, a saccharine restaging of their naffest impulses: an ode to bumblebees, a Christmas song with - what else - a children's choir.
But the new songs can't dim the glow of Abba Voyage. Best not to spoil it for those who haven't been, but it's notable that the space is designed so that the audience can see one another. We're lit up in our sequinned glad rags, experiencing something like time travel. I find that I'm crying into my red wine, thinking of my parents, both dead now, who met in 1974 at a hotel disco in the Arctic Circle, close to where Frida was born. I'm not the only one experiencing a twinge of saudade in this crowd of old friends, sisters, grandsons, divorcees, the whole family picnic. It's enough to silence any doubts about the commercial spectacle. Who needs a soul when you can live for ever?
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Diary
In the Print Shop
Peter Campbell

4083 wordsIt was noisy  in Harry H. Tombs Ltd, the New Zealand print shop where I served a small part of an apprenticeship that would have made me a compositor.* I worked upstairs in the composing room where the rhythm was set by the Linotype machines: the tap of the keyboard, the rustle of the matrices sliding from the magazine into their place in the line, followed, when the line was full, by a heavy thump as the spaces were wedged home. There were clanks and bangs as the line of matrices was offered up to the mould and the molten type-metal that glistened in the crucible behind was injected. The hot, bright line of newly cast type joined others in the tray with a metallic slither. Meanwhile, we hand-compositors stood at our frames and quietly clicked type into our composing sticks for the odd heading or display line, or dissed it, dropping used type back into the case with a louder click. We assembled the metal lines of type (called slugs) and titles and any other elements of the printed page, and grouped them together with other pages for printing, creating what was known as a forme. From time to time there would be a thump as one of us heaved a forme (four, eight or sixteen pages of type weigh a lot) up onto the stone - the metal table on which they were put together. The pages of the forme were wedged into a metal frame, the chase, where they were held firm by quoins (wedges). A hoist creaked as the finished formes were lowered to the ground-floor press room. That had its own sounds. The hiss of air as suckers picked up a sheet from the stack at one end of the big flatbed press and passed it on to be grasped by the cylinder. The sound of engaged gears as the sheet was rolled against the inked type on the moving bed of the press and then released to be carried onwards and added to the pile of printed sheets at the other end of the press. What had been Linotype slugs, type and illustrations upstairs were now pages of the New Zealand Commercial Grower or a scientific paper on the best way to collect ram semen. Each of the three presses had its own voice. It was an inky world dominated by machines that had been milled and drilled from heavy castings, which needed grease and oil to keep them healthy, and a machine minder who, like a good childminder, had an ear tuned to unexpected sounds as well as an eye tuned to imperfections in inking.
I have spent most of my life following up what I began then. I still work with print and play with words, but the sound of typesetting is now the tapping of a writer at a word processor, and I move pages about on my computer screen not on a stone. The formes we sent down to the press room are now files sent over the wire to a printer. Typesetting, once handwork, is now screenwork, a branch of computer graphics, and the presses that output printed sheets are governed electronically. It will be some time before printing on paper disappears, but in many fields it is being edged out. The page has become a graphic image that can be printed, or output to a screen where texts, which long ago made the transition from scroll to book, are once again scrolled. Some ebook software generates images of turning pages - an anachronism as odd in its way as the steam train on signs that warn of a level crossing. Odd, but not surprising. 'Book' means both the object you can throw and the words you read. Images of pages make the nebulous, cloud-borne text more substantial. Print itself is losing its primacy; newspapers, book and magazine publishers are looking for ways to defend their properties with web-based versions and extensions. Ebooks have begun to sell better than hardbacks.
It isn't surprising either that letterpress printing - the essentials of which changed little over the first five hundred years - is dead as an industrial process, or almost dead in this country anyway. Someone who came to printing in the 1950s wanting to make books like the ones he or she had read and admired knows that little remains of the constraints, the rectangular grid imposed by type and chase, the limited number of typefaces and sizes of type, which set limits (including an architecture as orthogonal as the warp and weft of woven fabric) on the look of typeset pages. Hot metal typesetting sped thing up: instead of having to arrange existing metal type by hand, the compositor took prepared lines of text from the casting machine, which created new type as quickly as you could tap out the letters on the keyboard. But printing remained an entirely physical business.
Typefaces are called that because it was the two-dimensional face of the three-dimensional piece of type that carried the shape of the printed letter. The type has disappeared but the word 'face' still feels right. Typefaces, like human faces, are schematically identical yet individually recognisable. The part of the brain dedicated to face recognition differentiates thousands of them on the basis of small differences in the size of nose, eyes and so forth. Those who work with types know their faces in much the same way. The response of people who know (or think they know) nothing about them shows that they still stand in the shadow of the old technology, and the written texts from which type designs derive. Readers' ideas of how words should look necessarily change very slowly.
For this reason, print history is as relevant as that of any other aspect of written language. Designers of type in the machine age have been well informed about its history. Many practitioners and historians, including Harry Carter, whose 1968 Lyell Lectures, A View of Early Typography, are still the best account of the early history of type design, have known how to cut a punch. As well as many typefaces for print, his son Matthew designed Verdana and Georgia, faces adapted to screen display, for Microsoft. Others, like Eric Gill and Edward Johnson, were lettercutters in stone and calligraphers. There is software that makes the preparation of digital faces technically straightforward, but those who use it best (like Fred Smeijers, who designed Quadraat, the typeface this paper is set in) often - inevitably you might say - use historical material as a starting point.
[image: ]A page from the original Perpetua specimen.




The past of letterpress printing is cherished by many, type specimens and commercial records are collected, interviews with old men recorded and artefacts - punches, moulds, the types themselves - preserved. The material that has survived from the first four hundred years is not bulky, abundant or inordinately demanding of space. The proportion that is on paper is library material. On Typefoundry, a blog on 'documents for the history of type and letterforms', you can find a list made by James Mosely of the important collections of other material: punches, moulds and so on. It is a resource that is well used and would be better used if a more comprehensive account of what is held and digital records of it became available. From the first (as Carter shows), the trade in matrices was international; the time is ripe for an international repository of information. Digital technology could have been made for the job. But the large-scale relics of industrial printing are not so easy to deal with. Does it matter, to take one example, if Monotype casters, punches and matrices, and the machinery that made them, are reduced to a few museum pieces?
Monotype setting was as good as it got. When I was serving my time with Harry H. Tombs, I already knew that for high-quality printing Monotype, not the Linotype clunking away in the composing room, was the preferred machine. There was some snobbery in this. Linotype was used for books, particularly in America, but American books were less mannerly than British ones and New Zealand was only just emerging from aesthetic Britocentrism. I was fogeyish in my tastes even by those standards. But Harry H. Tombs had, earlier on, been a rather adventurous printer and publisher, and in the back office there were issues of the Fleuron, a handsome annual of typography issued between 1923 and 1930. The last volume had specimens of faces that Monotype had issued or would later issue. There were Venetian 15th-century revivals (Centaur and Bembo) and new faces (Gill's Perpetua and Jan Van Krimpen's Lutetia). But it wasn't just a matter of faces: I knew that some Linotype faces were very good indeed; my feelings were more like those I came across when I read Penelope Fitzgerald's The Beginning of Spring. It's set in Moscow in 1913 (the Monotype machine had, by then, been around for just more than a decade). She describes what Tvyordov, the head compositor in a printworks owned by an Englishman, thinks about mechanical typesetting:
There was no mystery about Tvyordov's attitude to the machine room. Linotype, he felt, was not worthy of a serious man's carefully measured time. It was only fit for slipshod work at great speed. To make corrections you had to reset the whole line, therefore you had orders not to do it. The metal used was wretchedly soft alloy. Monotype, after some consideration, he tolerated. The machine was small and ingenious, and the letters danced out as they were cast from the hot metal, separate and alive. They weren't as hard as real founder's type, still they would take a good many impressions and they could be used for corrections in the compositor's room. When, or even whether, Tvyordov had been asked for his views was not known, but Reidka's did Monotype and no Linotype.

I read that with feeling. A Monotype machine, like an expensive car, was clearly a masterpiece of mechanical engineering. Was and is: the Monotype Corporation gave up making them late in the last century, but there are still many in use around the world. (What Tvyordov doesn't consider - the separate keyboard that produces the punched paper tape that drives the caster - has no affinity whatsoever with hand composition. What could be less like filling a composing stick with type, checking it as you go, than keying in text that will only become visible when the tape has been output as type on another, quite different machine? You can now link computers running page-makeup software to Monotype casters. I can't imagine even a hot-metal purist wanting to do it any other way.)
The Monotype caster, then, is a beautiful example of a machine that stands at the border dividing those you can watch as they turn, push or slide pieces of metal over one another from those that depend on electronics. In principle its workings are simple. Following instructions punched in a paper tape, a frame containing a matrix for each character in the font is placed, letter by letter, above a mould which is adjusted to the appropriate width - narrow for an 'l', wide for a 'W' and so on. A nozzle injects hot, liquid type metal (an alloy of lead, tin and antimony) into it. The letters 'dance out separate and alive', as Fitzgerald puts it, and, from these letters, words and lines build paragraphs and pages.
[image: ]A Monotype matrix-case.




Such machines are mechanically comprehensible; a computer loaded with graphics software is not. When a broken shaft stops a machine, you can visualise it. A conflict in the software that makes a page go haywire has no mechanical correlative: it is a mistake in instructions fed to the machine. You know what goes into the box and what comes out, but the detail of the part played by what a keystroke delivers to a page make-up program to create the files that drive a printer is opaque, and not to be understood in terms of the disposition of the parts of a mechanism.
Is a hankering for Monotype setting to survive more than a sentimental attachment to visible mechanical ingenuity? The question would be theoretical if, in 1992, when the Lanston Monotype Corporation factory at Salfords, near Redhill, was being sold off by the receivers, a group of enthusiasts led by Susan Shaw had not been able to persuade the National Heritage Memorial Fund to subsidise the purchase of a vast amount of Monotype material: machine tools, casters and matrix and punch-making equipment, as well as the company's paper archive and hundreds of thousands of copper character patterns. While it was still at Salfords, the production of matrices went on. In 1992, a building in London was found for the collection. The first steps towards the foundation of the Type Museum - later renamed the Type Archive - had been taken.+
Sue Shaw's first jobs were with publishers. Later she set herself up as a typesetter and printer. I visited a couple of times to look at what was stored in the archive. It was like a huge, unwrapped present - at that time it wasn't open to the public and much of the material was waiting to be shelved (in the original racking that came down with the rest of the material from Salfords). It was, however, alive. It says something for the attraction of Monotype that two former Salfords employees have been willing to carry on as volunteers, to the extent that the Type Archive is still able to fulfil orders for matrices. A large one from India paid for the transfer of a great deal of the material from Redhill to Lambeth (a good proportion of the matrices exported by Monotype were always for non-roman character sets).
My ambition was to work on books of a traditional kind, books where a millimetre or so on the margins, a fraction more or less space between the lines, the choice of paper, the way the book opens and whether it stays open, were important questions. No other design craft is so inherently conservative. The characters ('glyphs' in computer-speak) of the printed Latin alphabet have changed less than language, spelling or handwriting. Despite that, the details that distinguish one typeface from another carry a load of cultural and temporal information. As you move on from the mid-15th to the end of the 19th century you can make better and better guesses as to the age of a printed page by just looking at the type. When, in the 20th century, many new faces claimed (with some degree of truth) to reproduce, for example, the types Jenson used in Venice in the 1400s, or those Fournier cast in France in the 1700s, revivalism itself became a style. Awareness of these differences probably exists subliminally: research many years ago showed that scientists expected their papers to be set in 'modern' fonts. I doubt if they do now.
Digital type, which began as a rather crude approximation of metal type, has become wonderfully refined. It has never been easier to make new types, and things that exercised the skills of punch-cutters - in particular the fit of letters (the spacing that makes the pairing A V wide and MM tight) are still dealt with in kerning tables which can be fine-tuned if you have particular problems. That continuity is one reason to preserve old machines, old type, old tools - type designers have not exhausted their practical usefulness.
When you ask what should be preserved and how it should be used, however, you find that different constituencies have different priorities. All of them want access to the products of the press: books and various kinds of ephemera. The preservation of documents kept by the printing and book trades - letters, day books, accounts, diaries and so forth - is important, but all that is on paper, amenable to the discipline of librarians and archivists. Historians of the craft of printing and type, though, also need access to things: punches, matrices, type, printing presses and typecasting and typesetting equipment. Beyond that there is the information, passed on from generation to generation, that survives (for now) in people's heads.
To keep the knowledge of handprinting alive, letterpress printing - the plainest link with the craft as it existed over its first five hundred years - must also be sustained. Letterpress has its own aesthetic. A raised surface - type and blocks - is inked. When it is pressed against a sheet of paper, the raised surface digs into it. It was the tactile quality of the object as much as the detail of the image that distinguished the private press books made around the end of the 19th century from the smooth, commercially printed pages of the books they wanted to improve on. Handmade paper and an even, black impression make the page a three-dimensional object, not a two-dimensional image. But you can have too much substance. An over-attachment to it made many private press books precious. A kind of Midas touch made them unreadable: not because they were illegible or ugly but because that kind of fine printing went against the nature of the book as an object to be picked up and, while you read it, ignored. The book as art object was a dead end. Commercial printing and publishing, on the other hand, did seem to have lost touch with whatever it was that made one of Aldus Manutius's little books from late 1400s Venice so modest and attractive. Through the first half of the 20th century, commercial publishers and printers and university presses brought a seemliness to British book printing that was sound and conventional, like a St James's Street shoe. During those years the 'impression', the way type dug into the paper, almost disappeared while, as Mosley puts it, 'the skills of the typefounder, the compositor and the machine minder, and the quality of the machine technology that they used, reached a level of perfection that it is a bittersweet experience for us to look at now.'
Good book design, as I understood it in the 1950s, was the product of commercial letterpress printing. The books followed conventions derived from the past. In what I absorbed turning the pages of the Fleuron in my Wellington lunch breaks, there was no hint of the Bauhaus or the Russian Constructivists, or indeed any suggestion that modernism of any sort had a part to play in print design. My boss at Harry H. Tombs, Denis Glover, when he was in Britain during the war (he commanded a landing craft in the D-Day landings), sought out 'printers and bookmen'. He talked to me about John Johnson, the Oxford University Press printer, and in a poem, 'Printers', published much later (in 1964) names him and other men he had met. These were authors I had read, or read about, in the 1950s: Oliver Simon, whose Penguin Introduction to Typography was as close as I got to finding an authoritative textbook, and Stanley Morison ('Then Stanley Morison squatted me on the floor/To examine big letter designs and pore/Over the refinement of serifs'). Johnson told Glover he shouldn't look to make a career in England. He was surely right. Denis was a boxer and sailor as well as a poet: 'bookman', with its tweedy overtones, didn't fit his inherent contrariness.
It's hard for me now to acknowledge how backwards-looking my ideas about design were. But it was books I wanted to work with, and for me that meant texts (not pictures), hot metal typography and respect for the past. I liked the idea that bookishness - the history of printing and publishing, the work of the bibliographer Ronald McKerrow - could be a thing of practical experience; my friend Don McKenzie, in a paper called 'Printers of the Mind', showed the way theoretical views of what happened in a print shop were entirely inadequate when examined in the light of what he had learned in a meticulous study of the archives of a real printing house (Cambridge University Press). The mix of practical bookmaking, literary publishing and print history fitted my fogeyishness very well. Had I gone to art school and studied graphic design it would have been different, but I was both snobbish about the commercial part of 'commercial art' and intimidated by its stylishness - the unreachable suavity of the fashion illustrations in Vogue, the inventiveness of Alexey Brodovitch at Harper's Bazaar and the cool corporate chic of Paul Rand at IBM. When, saving for a ticket to England, I made drawings for schoolbooks, the illustrators I admired were English: people like Edward Bawden, Edward Ardizzone, David Gentleman and John Minton.
So, for most of my life, it was books I stuck with. More often illustrated books and exhibition catalogues than straight text, but even those, even in hands as expert as Brodovitch's, could never have been the works of art he made of Richard Avedon's Observations, a proper picture book in which the comments by Truman Capote, set in italic, are something you might turn to even if the utterly memorable photographs did not draw you on, insisting that you not break the rhythm of the visual riff of contrasts and juxtapositions that continues, page after page.
The texts I worked with, even when illustrated, were as important as the pictures, and the craft of making a hybrid object could never achieve the coherence of the grand photographic picture books established in albums of work by Avedon, Penn, Lartigue, Klein and Cartier-Bresson. But improvements in offset lithographic printing did make the integrated illustrated book a cheaper, neater product. Cookbooks, popular books about history, gardening, art - about any subject that is illustratable - draw on the asymmetrical liveliness of the magazines that in turn made typography a small part of a wider graphic medium. But that is our own age, the age of the page-as-image, which hardly differentiates between magazine, newspaper, book and screen design. The unillustrated cookbook is now, I guess, almost unpublishable. Books have become heavier, paper a characterless surface with the smooth brilliance of a computer screen.
The total that should be preserved is much wider than the field outlined here, which excludes, for example, photogravure and thus the volumes of black and white reproductions of paintings that the Phaidon Press produced in Germany and England in the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s. It ignores the huge field of hand-drawn lithography, and thus a vast amount of music printing and commercial printing. But words set in type and printed on paper constitute a subject large and coherent enough to have its own archives, museums, workshops and what have you.
Which takes one back to typefaces and the Monotype machine. If you are making a book with no pictures, the text type, which in a picture book or illustrated magazine registers as a grey mass, punctuated perhaps by a heading, initial or quotation, asserts its individuality. The 'bookmen' I admired were essentially literary: Glover, as poet, publisher and printer, condensed the whole book-making process into one career. The text-only book, the reading book, is something you pick up, hold, take to bed, carry about with you. To design a book is to decide on its weight, shape, ease of opening, ease of reading, things as important as the look of the page.
Does this history matter? If it does, which skills and tools must be preserved? The quantity and nature of what needs to be stored and made accessible is not monstrous. The downside is the speed with which links between old and new ways of working dissolve when a large organisation decides to outsource its printing. The OUP was using its own hand-cast 17th-century type well into the 1950s. The historical material may not be lost, but without a connection to a working printing house its use becomes archival and antiquarian. If big machinery - the presses and typesetting machinery of, say, a moderately large book-printing works of around 1950 - are to be preserved as more than a curiosity they need to be shown at work. But printing is a business, it doesn't fit the model of flypasts by World War Two aircraft (a little less well represented at every anniversary). It only makes sense to keep mechanical, hot metal setting alive, commercially or otherwise, if a case can be made for its use. If it can't, it must be given a fond farewell, as manuscript-making was.
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