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Feeding Time at the Trough
David Runciman on prospects for Trump's second term

2606 wordsThe  speeches American presidents deliver on the day of their inauguration don't make much of a difference to anything. A handful have given resonant phrases to the language ('The better angels of our nature', 'Nothing to fear but fear itself') but most are soon folded away and mothballed along with the event as a whole. Like the coronation oaths of medieval kings, these are occasions to pay lip service to the pieties before the serious business of governing begins, at which point the words tend to be forgotten. The only inaugural address with claims to have decisively shaped what followed came in 1841 when William Henry Harrison - 'Old Tippecanoe' - was so keen to show he was capable of observing the proprieties that he delivered a two-hour disquisition on constitutional government without a coat or hat in the cold and wet Washington winter. He caught a chill and within a month was dead from what was widely assumed to be pneumonia, though given the state of the White House plumbing at the time it is just as likely to have been typhoid.
 While it's not possible to predict much about a presidential administration from what's said at the very beginning, these speeches do provide a good lens through which to look back at the preoccupations of the age. Harrison's speech was mainly concerned with the perils of concentrating power in any one branch of government, particularly the executive. He was at pains to point out that he would not make a despotism of the presidency, something he thought would happen if anyone served more than four years in that office. So he made a public pledge that 'under no circumstances will I consent to serve a second term,' a promise he was able in his way to keep. Most of his immediate successors followed suit as one-term presidents, with only the Civil War leaders Lincoln and Grant - true despots in the eyes of their opponents - securing re-election. In 1893 Grover Cleveland became the only man before Trump to return to the presidency after having been defeated four years earlier (the man who had beaten him was Harrison's grandson Benjamin, who won the White House despite losing the popular vote). In his second inaugural address, Cleveland made no mention of vindication or of having been robbed last time out. Instead he focused on the evils of creeping paternalism and the growing dependence of Americans on government support. He pledged to restore frugality and efficiency to public administration by stripping out all unwarranted claims on the taxpayer's dollar. Cleveland's successor was William McKinley, the man who appears to have replaced Lincoln as Trump's favourite predecessor. In his first inaugural address, McKinley talked at length about the need for sound money as well as insisting on the 'severest economy' in public expenditure. In his second inaugural four years later he boasted of having achieved both, while also reasserting American power overseas.
 Trump's speech on Monday sounded nothing like either of McKinley's. It wasn't merely boastful but staggeringly narcissistic. Unlike Cleveland, he revelled in his return and forced his defeated opponents to sit through a thorough trashing of their record. Unlike Harrison, he brought his audience in from the brutal cold and did it all in the cosy setting of the Capitol Rotunda. Yet despite this, there is something 19th-century about Trump's politics. He cited McKinley - a 'great president' and a 'natural businessman' - as someone who had used tariff policy to enrich the nation. He made no mention of the dollar but neither, more surprisingly, did he discuss crypto, despite the fact that the recently launched memecoin $TRUMP looks set to make his family billions. He reminded his audience of the economies about to be unleashed by the Department of Government Efficiency, as its cost-cutter in chief, Elon Musk, looked lovingly on. He talked about changing names on the map. He promised a new era of frontier spirit and international aggrandisement. He sounded like he wished it was 1896 all over again.
 The period of American politics that Trump really wants to consign to the history books is the one that's only just past. He makes the pronouncements of his immediate predecessors seem as though they come from another age. Obama's second inaugural address in 2013 now reads like the dusty catechism of a bygone era. 'We cannot mistake absolutism for principle,' he said, 'or substitute spectacle for politics, or treat name-calling as reasoned debate.' It turns out that yes, we can. America, Obama insisted, 'will respond to the threat of climate change ... The path towards sustainable energy sources will be long and sometimes difficult. But America cannot resist this transition.' He took for granted a narrative of social progress: a lodestar 'that guides us still, just as it guided our forebears, through Seneca Falls and Selma and Stonewall'. 'Preserving our individual freedoms,' he said, 'ultimately requires collective action.' He wasn't wrong. But he was mistaken.
 Trump's second inaugural address was Obama's with everything turned inside out. It wasn't simply his celebration of fossil fuels - 'liquid gold' - and his refusal to countenance any higher calling than that of making money from oil. Neither was it his proud announcement that the name of the highest peak in North America, Denali in Alaska, would be restored to Mount McKinley (Obama officially recognised the name used by Indigenous inhabitants, and the State of Alaska, in 2015). What made it so utterly different was Trump's refusal to be reverential, even when the occasion seemed to demand it. His lack of piety is his unique calling-card as a politician and as a president. Obama and his speechwriters revelled in the requirement of the modern inaugural address to adapt any political message to the idea that there is something in the American experiment and American experience that transcends mere politics. Trump and his speechwriters revel in the repudiation of all that. Every inaugural address before Trump's first - and now his second - at least nodded to the notion that the administration to come was part of something bigger and more enduring than itself. McKinley did it. Nixon did it. Bush did it. Trump sees whatever is bigger and more enduring as simply a part of his forthcoming presidency.
 This is most apparent when Trump is forced to play along as though he were like other politicians. He can't do it for more than a moment. This time, in the run-up to his swearing in, he sat stony-faced through a traditionally high-minded introduction from Senator Amy Klobuchar - there as chair of the Joint Congressional Committee on Inaugural Ceremonies - though even he felt obliged to join in the ritual applause when she paid tribute to the heroism of firefighters battling the blazes in Los Angeles. When it was his turn a few minutes later, however, he trashed the rescue effort and, depending on how you interpret his remarks, indulged himself at the expense of those who had suffered the consequences or gave a nod to conspiracy theorists ('Some of [the people] sitting here right now don't have a home any longer ... That's interesting'). In his speech he did what incoming presidents often do by listing the seemingly insuperable barriers that Americans have overcome in the past to show that they could do it again. It was a pretty conventional recitation - '[We] won the Wild West, ended slavery, rescued millions from tyranny, lifted billions from poverty, harnessed electricity, split the atom, launched mankind into the heavens and put the universe of human knowledge into the palm of the human hand' - and suitably adapted it could have come from the inaugural addresses of many of his predecessors. (It is also oddly close to the peroration at the end of Al Gore's film An Inconvenient Truth, where he lists America's triumphs against the odds to insist that if they accomplished all that, they could fix climate change too.) But Trump, uniquely, caps the story of American achievement with a final, unparalleled accomplishment, a living embodiment of the maxim 'There is nothing we cannot do and no dream we cannot achieve.' 'Many people thought it was impossible for me to stage such a historic political comeback. But as you see today, here I am ... I stand before you now as proof that you should never believe that something is impossible to do.' There is nothing that Trump can't reduce to his level.
 The mistake that many of his opponents have made is to assume that his absence of reverence is a weakness they can exploit. Michelle Obama didn't attend his second inauguration (she sat stoically through his first), having let it be known that she no longer has the stomach for this sort of thing. When Trump was one of those mocking and belittling her husband during his second term, she famously said: 'When they go low, we go high.' How did that work out? For a long time, including during his first administration, it has been tempting for Democrats to think of Trump as making a mockery of the ideals of public service, as though he were some kind of incendiary prankster, the boy who sets fire to the priest's robes while he is trying to deliver a sermon. But that's not who he is at all. He is more like the boy who has sat through too many interminable sermons thinking about what fun he could have if he were up there instead. Setting it all on fire is a way of taking it seriously. Taking it over is a way of making it whatever you want it to be.
Trump  is not the end of the American system of constitutional government. But he is an inversion of it. He represents many of the things it was created to guard against, including the politics of personal grievance and private greed. His 19th-century forerunners would have seen this more clearly than some of his immediate predecessors, for whom politics tended to be reduced to electoral rather than constitutional considerations. The question Trump's opponents want answered is whether he can get away with it. Will his coalition hold, will his policies backfire, will his party baulk, will his rivals circle, will his cheerleaders lose heart, will he ever meet an effective resistance? But there is another question. What happens when he does get away with it? Traditional American political language has a word for what comes next. It's called spoils.
 The vision of politics that Trump laid out in his second inaugural address - much more so than in his first - is not dissimilar to a money-making scheme. The words 'rich' or 'enrich' appeared four times; the word 'money' appeared just as often. He announced the creation of an 'External Revenue Service' to collect all tariffs, duties and revenues. 'It will be massive amounts of money pouring into our Treasury coming from foreign sources.' There was no mention of whether Congress would approve such a scheme, and no discussion of who would police it. He said he would embark immediately on a series of executive orders designed to secure the border, and would instruct his cabinet to bring down prices. Again, no mention of how. The new Department of Government Efficiency is intended to cut trillions of dollars from the federal budget. But it also putatively means placing the power to hire and fire in the hands of the world's richest man. You do not need to have a massively bloated government in order to operate a spoils system, as 19th-century politicians understood. All you need is an unaccountable government. In many ways, it's easier if the remit is narrower. Corruption thrives on the politics of personal relationships and private fiefdoms. Inevitably, Trump's personal relationships will corrode quickly, as they did the first time around. He and Musk are unlikely to remain friends for long. But this time he comes into office with much more patronage at his disposal, given his secure mandate, his party's control of the various branches of government and his determination not to let the opportunity slip. The presence at his inauguration of America's richest men - tousled Zuckerberg and gleaming Bezos alongside Musk with his pinched, jowly, Ozempic-ravaged face, each of them looking like a panel from a medieval morality painting - is testament to how much more Trump has to offer in his second term than he did in his first. He is promising feeding time at the trough.
 Of course, Trump believes that he is going to root out corruption, not inaugurate a new age of it. But the corruption he is talking about is ideological rather than personal: what he sees as the infiltration of the 'woke mind virus' into the federal bureaucracy and the politics of lawfare into the justice department. Compared to that, what's a little bit of graft? He may be right that what was meant by corruption in the 19th century doesn't worry people so much in the 21st, at least when compared to what else is going on. After all, it's not as though Zuckerberg and Bezos need any more money, even if they seem slavishly eager to acquire it. If there's corruption in their relationships with government, it's fair to assume that much of it has happened already. At the same time, Trump has done a good job of making squeamishness about obscene wealth seem like one of the relics of a passing era. It's hard to moralise when the platforms built or acquired by Zuckerberg, Musk and others have made all gestures of faith in established institutions an invitation to mockery. In the social media age, piety only works if you can make it your personal brand, in which case it's not really piety. Everything else is sanctimony.
 But the institutions of the American republic are built on faith and require the public to have some degree of faith in them if they are to continue to function. This is not the sort of showy religious faith that was being sprayed around at Trump's inauguration by the spokesmen of various denominations, each of whom tried to outdo the others in their insistence that Trump's presence among them was a gift from God. They were simply burnishing the brand (unlike the Right Rev. Mariann Budde, who in her sermon at the inaugural prayer service did at least try to get Trump to think about how other people were feeling, for all the good that it did). But the currency, the national debt, the law courts: these are things that people have to believe in if they are to work to their benefit. If confidence in the durability of the dollar, or the creditworthiness of the government, or the impartiality of the law, falls away it can be hard to get it back. That - pious as it seems - is the message that previous inaugural addresses have tried to reinforce as best they can. But not this one. Poor Obama had to sit there on Monday and witness the mistaking of absolutism for principle and spectacle for politics. I don't think Trump mistakes them - he doesn't care enough to mind what passes for what. But the people in the audience who got up and applauded throughout his speech - as Biden and Harris and the Clintons and the Bushes remained glumly in their seats - have mistaken them. They think they will reap the rewards of what follows. But they will also pay the price.
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Less Not More
  Adam Tooze brilliantly sums up the essential theses of my book More and More and More (LRB, 23 January). However, I would like to clear up two  potential misunderstandings. First, as Tooze makes clear, I am not alone in pointing out the cumulative nature of energy history, something that can be discerned from any graph representing the  evolution of primary energy on a global scale. My book shows that this vision was widely shared until the 1970s, when the discourse of the 'energy transition' spread from futurology to energy  history. The subject of my book is not energy accumulation, but energy symbiosis, i.e. the mutually supportive relationships that exist between energies and materials. For example, in the first  half of the 20th century, England consumed more wood simply to support the galleries in its mines than it had burned in the 18th century. In the 20th century, oil consumption stimulated demand for  coal - to make cars, steel, roads, cement - and also greatly stimulated and facilitated the use of wood for energy production. Today, car headlights consume more petroleum than the world economy  did in 1900, when most lighting was based on kerosene lamps. Historically, this symbiotic effect has largely taken precedence over substitution effects. The problem is that such symbiotic  relationships still exist between 'green' technologies and fossil fuels.
  My second point is about contemporary China. Contrary to the classic transitionist vision, the rapid deployment of renewables and electric vehicles does not imply a symmetrical reduction in carbon  dioxide emissions. In 2023, despite the boom in renewables, emissions from the electricity sector were still rising. In Inner Mongolia, 'new energy bases' have recently been inaugurated, combining  not just solar panels and wind turbines, but also new coal-fired power stations. These plants, which burn cheap local coal, make it possible to compensate for the variability of renewables and to  recoup particularly high connection costs, as the electricity is consumed two thousand kilometres further east. At the 2023 COP, the Chinese envoy explained that it was 'unrealistic' to eliminate  fossil fuels that are used to maintain grid stability.
  In any case, electricity production accounts for only 40 per cent of global emissions. Decarbonising electricity production is only the first and easiest stage in the 'transition'. Even leaving  aside aviation and maritime transport, the production of key materials such as steel, cement, plastics, fertilisers and food remains very difficult to decarbonise. Nobody in China or anywhere else  has the secret. Hence the enormous amount of 'negative emissions' (using non-existing or non-scalable technologies) in all the net-zero scenarios of the IPCC or the IEA. Despite all its electric  cars, the carbon intensity (the ratio between CO2 emissions and GDP) of China's economy remains extremely high - higher than Saudi Arabia's and more than twice that of the UK. Even in the countries  that are the 'real leaders' in decarbonisation, the energy mix remains dominated by fossil fuels: 75 per cent in the UK, 50 per cent in Denmark, France and Norway. IEA forecasters do not foresee a  rapid transition away from fossil fuels, but rather a peak in emissions before 2030, followed by a plateau at a high level until 2050. This scenario takes us neither to 1.5 nor 2degC, but to 3degC - a  catastrophic increase. The energy transition is projecting a past that does not exist onto a future that remains elusive, in China as elsewhere. Oppositions between East and West, and between the  carbon-based 20th century and the decarbonised 21st century, fuel a stagist vision of the material world which prevents us from asking a question that global warming forces us to confront: how can  we make do with less and less and less?


Jean-Baptiste Fressoz

				Paris
			


Memories of Nan Shepherd
  Fraser MacDonald recalls visiting Nan Shepherd at home as a small child and being bored by 'the dreadful stillness of adult conversation' (LRB, 23  January). He was unlucky. I too grew up in Cults and Nan was a family friend. On our visits, when she sensed the energy of her young visitors flagging, she would open a small wooden box and  take out an ancient, threadbare monkey glove puppet with which to entertain us. I remember Nan, in her eighties, walking up the steep Quarry Road in the snow to deliver Mars bars for Christmas, a  broad grin on her face. MacDonald mentions that some saw her as snobbish. She was a middle-class Victorian growing old in an Aberdeen convulsed by the oil boom, and had probably retained some of  the class reserve of her upbringing. But many of her social relationships did cross class divides, such as with the writer Jessie Kesson and with many of her students. The Living Mountain  can give the impression of an enraptured soul, alone in nature. That was just one side of a complex and unforgettable personality.


Andrew Sutherland

				Cookham, Berkshire
			


The future was social
  Stefan Collini, writing about Karl Polanyi, insists on the English origin of industrialisation: 'It was beyond question that, however the changes were to be understood, they happened first in  Britain, indeed in England' (LRB, 23 January). This ignores the contributions of Wales and Scotland. The most dramatic images of the changes associated  with the early industrial revolution were the ironworks at Cyfarthfa and Dowlais at Merthyr Tydfil, which were sketched by Turner. Dowlais was founded in 1759 and Cyfarthfa in 1765, while English  entrepreneurs like Richard Arkwright were still finding their way. It was Dowlais that produced the rails for the Stockton and Darlington Railway.
  The Scottish contribution was also fundamental. One of the intellectual cradles of the industrial revolution was the circle that gathered in the workshop of James Watt at the University of Glasgow  to debate such matters as steam locomotion. Watt conceived the idea of the separate condenser - according to the Science Museum 'the greatest single improvement ever made to the steam engine' -  while walking on Glasgow Green in 1765. New Lanark is powerful testimony to the fact that industrialisation was not confined to the North of England and the Midlands but embraced much of mainland  Britain. In his succinct survey of the Scottish industrial revolution, Christopher Whatley concludes that by the middle of the 19th century the central belt of Scotland was the most intensively  industrialised part of Britain.
  All this said, it isn't sufficient simply to insist on the British nature of the industrial revolution. As the economic historian Sidney Pollard pointed out long ago, we cannot understand the  progress of industrialisation by using national frameworks. It was regionally based and patchy, spreading across borders:
    Like an epidemic, it took little note of frontiers, crossing them with ease while leaving neighbouring home territories untouched. The political and legal base in each region was not without    influence on it, but it is clear that the factors which made one area more susceptible to infection than another included locational advantages, resources and, above all, preceding economic    development bringing in its train a favourable social structure.  

  The 'Great Transformation' was an international phenomenon and cannot be attributed to a single country.


Andrew Prescott

				London E10
			

  Stefan Collini suggests that Karl Polanyi has limited relevance to us today because the 'practices of contemporary technology-enabled finance may seem to require a different order of analysis' from  the one available to Polanyi, given his rootedness in the early currents of British socialism. But Polanyi's importance lies elsewhere, in the pattern that he diagnosed. He saw that, repeatedly  throughout history, the rise of liberalism had torn society apart as markets caused vast inequalities and proved incapable of creating the conditions necessary for decent lives. In Polanyi's view,  there were two possible paths to take in response: fascism or socialism. Fascism puts society back together by attacking foreigners and minorities. Socialism puts it back together by attacking  inequality. Because their critiques originate in the same source - the failure of liberalism - fascism often borrows socialism's critique of the economy, but blames the problem on outsiders rather  than the market system itself. Polanyi thereby helps us understand why, for example, we see the critique of 'techno-feudalism' from both Yanis Varoufakis and Steve Bannon, but only Bannon talks  about mass deportation as part of the solution.


Avram Alpert

				Princeton, New Jersey
			


On Hospitality
  David Shorney suggests that Jacques Derrida might have been better advised to connect his thoughts on hospitality to Leviticus 19:33-34, which encourages empathy with any 'stranger' who lives among  the native community, rather than to the text from Numbers establishing 'cities of refuge' (Letters, 26 December 2024). It's true that Derrida ignores the fact  that Numbers 35:13-15 pertains only to refuge for unwitting killers, but his expansion of an ancient tradition to embrace contemporary 'persecuted writers and artists' is entirely consistent with  the interpretative rabbinic tradition he inherited: earlier texts are open to amplification and reinterpretation in the light of new times and situations. Indeed, Shorney illustrates this  homiletic, or 'midrashic', rabbinic approach when he quotes the Epistle to the Hebrews: 'Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.' This is not a  development of the Leviticus text to add the self-serving notion that 'unanticipated rewards might accrue to the hospitable', but a poetic reformulation of a well-known bit of rabbinic exegesis:  that the guests who received Abraham's hospitality (Genesis 18:2-5) were divine messengers (i.e. 'angels') in disguise. Such creative borrowings on the part of early Christianity were not  infrequent.


Howard Cooper

				Barnet, Greater London
			


Auerbach's Speech Bubble
Inigo Thomas and Mark Liebenrood mention Frank Auerbach's use of letters and words in his paintings (LRB, 5 December 2024 and Letters, 26 December 2024). In the catalogue to Auerbach's Arts Council exhibition of 1978 Catherine Lampert asked him why he did this. He replied:
I've been writing on them sometimes after the sort of explosive feeling of it not working, just rubbish words, sometimes things I've wanted to do the next morning. I've written on the names of the people I'm drawing. I don't know why, perhaps for the same reason that you carve people's names on trees. The person far from home writes the name of their village.

When I was a student, this interview became my manifesto, though Auerbach's statement elsewhere that 'Unity may be said to be the aim of all artists' seemed to me to contradict his remarks about writing in paintings, since letters are disruptive to unity in a picture. That was one reason I never signed mine, much to the annoyance of my mother.


Michael Checketts

				Manningtree, Essex
			


Use Your Theodolite
The only thing I missed in Rosemary Hill's excellent piece on standing stones was mention of the polymath Julian Cope, formerly lead singer of the Teardrop Explodes (LRB, 26 December 2024). His book The Modern Antiquarian, a comprehensive gazetteer of the standing stone sites of Britain and Europe, has just celebrated its 25th anniversary. It's a formidable scholarly work. I remember the launch at the Roundhouse in London in 1998, Cope wearing full leopardskin, from nine-inch platforms and leggings to bell-sleeved top and toque.


Adam Lechmere

				London SE23
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Illusions of Containment
Tom Stevenson

6177 wordsThe history of Hamas  is unintelligible without reference to the remarkable life of its founder, Ahmed Yassin. He was born in 1936, the year of the Great Revolt against the British, and his life followed a trajectory which in many ways reflected that of Palestine itself. In 1948 the village of his birth, near Ashkelon, was ethnically cleansed by Israeli forces and his family was driven into Gaza, where he was paralysed in a childhood accident. He became a clergyman rebel and a charismatic preacher of national liberation. When not giving sermons at the al-Abbas mosque in Gaza City, Yassin ran a civic religious organisation to provide social services the Israeli occupation neglected or destroyed. But life under the occupation led him to conclude that the logic of Gaza was that of war, not of alleviating hardship. He was first arrested by Israel in 1984, when the state security forces discovered that his charitable organisation was stockpiling weapons. He founded Harakat al-Muqawamah al-Islamiyyah, the Islamic Resistance Movement, or Hamas, after he was released in 1985 in exchange for some captured Israeli soldiers.
The founding meeting of Hamas was held at Yassin's home in Gaza in 1987, at the start of the first intifada. In attendance were professors, doctors, engineers and would-be revolutionaries who nursed memories of 1936 and the wounds of 1967. Rather than the elusive political settlement with Israel sought by Yasser Arafat and the PLO, Hamas's tools would be the bomb and the knife. After the first intifada Yassin was arrested again and sentenced to life imprisonment, kept in solitary confinement for long stretches. He wasn't freed until 1997 (as fallout from Israel's assassination attempt on Khalid Mishal, head of Hamas's political bureau in Amman), long after the Oslo agreement, which was viewed by Hamas and many others as a capitulation.* By the time of his release, Yassin was better known than perhaps any Palestinian political figure apart from Arafat himself. In Gaza he received a hero's welcome. But years of imprisonment had taken their toll. Wheelchair-bound and nearly blind, he would remain Hamas's spiritual leader, but his capacity for practical leadership was limited. His infirmities didn't protect him: in 2004 he was assassinated in Gaza City by an Israeli helicopter gunship.
Since Yassin's death, Hamas has had three generations of leaders. The natural successor was Abdel Aziz al-Rantisi, a doctor prevented by Israeli authorities from practising medicine who turned instead to drumming up political activity among medical professionals. Born at the start of the Nakba, Rantisi was a decade younger than Yassin and had been present at the movement's founding. But his tenure lasted just a month before he too was assassinated. Mishal, born in the year of the Suez Crisis, was the first Hamas leader to live, as a precaution, outside the occupied territories. From Amman, Doha and Damascus, he led Hamas to a resounding victory in the 2006 Palestinian elections. In 2017 he was succeeded by Ismail Haniyeh and Yahya Sinwar, both born in Gaza in 1962. Haniyeh lived for most of his life in a modest house in Al-Shati, in the north of Gaza. When he took over as head of Hamas's political bureau he followed Mishal's example and moved to Doha, leaving Sinwar to manage affairs inside the strip. Last July, Haniyeh was assassinated in Tehran, probably by a remotely detonated bomb. Three months later Sinwar was killed by an Israeli tank in southern Gaza, less than five miles from where he was born.
For all the success Israel has had in killing Hamas leaders it has had very little in stopping the movement's spread. In part this is because there is not one Hamas - there are three. There is the political movement, shaped by religious ideology and committed to ending the Israeli occupation of Palestine through armed struggle. It was founded by a man (Yassin) in a particular place (Gaza) at a particular time (the late 1980s). It has a hierarchy and internal politics. It has a history. Then there is the Hamas that exists in the minds of the Israeli political and security establishment. This is an imagined Hamas, but the imagination is informed by knowledge - this Hamas is despised but also grudgingly respected. There is also the third Hamas, which exists only in Israeli politicians' public pronouncements and, crucially, in the West. This isn't an organisation so much as an example of primordial Middle Eastern savagery, one of the West's many caricatural enemies. It is a Hamas without a history, one that emerged fully formed.
Israel has tended to fight the Hamas of its own creation rather than the Hamas known to serious scholarship, although for many years the landmark study of the movement was by two Israelis: Shaul Mishal and Avraham Sela's The Palestinian Hamas, published in 2000. Mishal and Sela described a social movement with deep roots among 'the common people'. Intellectually it borrowed from the leading political religious thinkers in the Islamic reformist tradition: Rachid Ghannouchi in Tunisia and Hassan al-Turabi in Sudan. Hamas wasn't a band of criminals but a well-organised political and social force. It divided the Gaza Strip and the West Bank into districts and subdistricts, and subdivided those into local units headed by members of the movement. It exercised ruthless pressure to enforce conservative religious norms, with the goal of a pure, and therefore strong, resistance, purged of doubters and opponents, including supporters of Fatah, the most powerful party within the PLO. Hamas's presence at every level of society, providing welfare and medical provision as well as religious education, ensured a baseline level of support.
Hamas's appeal combined ideology and political pragmatism. While the PLO trundled to an acceptance of partition, inscribed in the Oslo Accords, Hamas remained committed, in principle at least, to the liberation of the whole of historic Palestine. Its original charter, published in August 1988, supported political goals very similar to those of the PLO, but cast in explicitly religious language, reinforced with antisemitism. Mishal and Sela argued, however, that, despite its image as a dogmatic fundamentalist organisation, Hamas was in fact impeccably pragmatic. Its internal documents were characterised by 'political realism'. It could be communal and reformist when the moment demanded and switch to violent rebellion when the opportunity arose. Its methods were 'controlled violence, negotiated coexistence and strategic decision-making'. Hamas was not a secular national liberation movement: its definition of victory was a Palestine restored to Islamic as well as Palestinian dominion. But that was understood to be far away. The movement worked to promote religious conservatism from below through its social projects. It often framed political questions using religious references - unorthodox or controversial political decisions, in particular, were justified with recourse to religious language. But very little about Hamas was explained by religious zeal. The main practical function of its religiosity, Mishal and Sela argue, was to galvanise a mobilisation across all classes.
Hamas's armed wing, the Al-Qassam Brigades, was formed in 1991. But for the first decade of its existence the reality was rather different from the image of paragliding militants with which it is now associated. Poorly armed cadres spent most of their time moving between the countryside and their mothers' apartments. If they were lucky they had access to a few intercepted submachine guns (mostly Uzis and Carl-Gustaf m/45s), but little more. Israel hoped that the Palestinian Authority on the West Bank would provide a facsimile of self-government and a safe but ineffectual outlet for Palestinian demands for liberation. But the PA's shortcomings kept generating justifications for more active forms of struggle, which Hamas seized on. In 1994 it conducted its first suicide bombing inside Israel after the massacre of 29 Palestinians by a far-right Jewish extremist at the Cave of the Patriarchs in Hebron. Once the Rafah tunnels came into operation in the 2000s, Hamas's armaments improved and it began producing locally workshopped explosives and munitions. Under the supervision of Adnan al-Ghoul, Yahya Ayyash and Mohammed Deif this eventually became a major industry pumping out 'Yassin' rocket-propelled grenade launchers and 'Qassam' missiles.
Hamas was founded to pursue armed resistance against the occupation, but in practice violent confrontation was always in tension with political calculation. To strike a balance between them, the movement resorted to the religious concept of sabr, or 'patience'. The outbreak of the second intifada, in response to failed peace talks at Camp David in 2000 and Ariel Sharon's provocative visit to Temple Mount, wrong-footed Hamas. The leadership reacted by ramping up suicide bombings, but it was being led by events rather than leading them. The movement had been founded on a rejection of partition and political settlement with Israel. But in practice its leadership was coming to terms with the idea of two states on the 1967 borders. In June 2003, Ismail Abu Shanab, a founding member of Hamas, argued for a two-state settlement (two months later he was assassinated by an Israeli Apache helicopter missile strike). In 2006 Ismail Haniyeh called for 'a sovereign Palestinian state encompassing the West Bank and Gaza Strip, with its capital in East Jerusalem'. The flailing efforts of the US in the Middle East after 9/11 created dilemmas for Hamas too. In the middle of the second intifada it condemned al-Qaida's attacks, de-escalated its military operations against Israel and offered a unilateral ceasefire. By contrast, Israel successfully turned the occupation into another battlefield in the global war on terror. In the US, Hamas quickly became a co-ordinate on the axis of evil (the suicide bombers hadn't helped) and was conflated with al-Qaida.
The second intifada, between 2000 and 2005, claimed the lives of much of Hamas's senior leadership, including Yassin, Rantisi and Salah Shehadeh, the first leader of the Qassam Brigades, who was assassinated in an airstrike that killed fourteen other people including seven children. Yet within a year of the intifada's end Hamas had taken part in and won fair elections and was remoulding its relations with the Palestinian Authority. With its political headquarters abroad, it was open to the accusation that its leaders were sheltered from the realities of life in Gaza. But remote leadership had practical benefits. From his offices in Doha and Damascus, Mishal cultivated better relations with Iran, which had fallen out with the PLO in the 1980s and cut ties with it after Oslo. Even more than Mishal, the movement's deputy chairman, Mousa Abu Marzouk, who had for a time been based in the US (Hamas's main publishing operation was once run from Dallas), epitomised the new strategy of international outreach.
Hamas's victory in the Palestinian elections took almost everyone by surprise. Israeli intelligence had been confident that Fatah would win. The US State Department under Condoleezza Rice agreed. Arafat's death had weakened the PLO, and the return of its leaders from abroad after Oslo to live in luxury had discredited it. But this was far from the full story. In 2009 the Italian journalist Paola Caridi published an invaluable account of the run-up to the elections, Hamas: From Resistance to Government. She began by considering how Hamas had gained such strong support among ordinary Palestinians. The movement had engaged in traditional electioneering and its campaign slogan, 'Change and Reform', was conciliatory. But Caridi argued that the vote was not simply 'a protest against the corruption, cronyism and inefficiency of Fatah'. Hamas won because it 'provided an alternative to the secularists that was considered more than simply plausible'.
The US and Israel's response to Hamas's victory was stinging. Abu Marzouk wrote a piece in the Washington Post, appealing to 'America's long-standing tradition of supporting the oppressed's rights to self-determination'. Hamas's foreign minister, Mahmoud al-Zahar, wrote to Kofi Annan. It made no difference. When Hamas attempted to form a coalition government with Fatah, the US prevented it. A US-Israeli blockade soon produced bread shortages in Gaza. The US applied sanctions in an attempt to force President Mahmoud Abbas, who regularly received Condoleezza Rice in Ramallah, to call new elections. Meanwhile the CIA was working directly with the Fatah security forces led by Mohammed Dahlan - an open secret in the occupied territories at the time. The consequence was a civil war between Fatah and Hamas which ended in June 2007 when Hamas forces captured the Fatah security and intelligence building in Gaza City, known as the 'Ship'. This left Hamas frozen out in the West Bank but in sole control of Gaza.
Ministries more or less functioned, rubbish was collected, and internet access established. Portraits of Arafat were replaced with Hamas paraphernalia. The former Israeli settlement of Neve Dekalim was turned into a training ground. The blockade was a more difficult problem to solve. Gaza's borders were sealed, its airspace controlled and it would soon be under constant attack. In response to Hamas's capture of the Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit in June 2006 (Shalit would later be traded for Palestinian detainees), Israel had destroyed Gaza's power plant. Hospitals often had to be run on emergency generators and sometimes had electricity for just a few hours a day. Israel's first major attack on Gaza, Operation Cast Lead, was launched on 27 December 2008. It began with massive bombing from the air and led to 1400 killed and 46,000 houses destroyed. There would be an attack of this kind, if not always of such magnitude, every couple of years until October 2023. Hamas's main defensive response was to extend the tunnel network to alleviate the blockade and to provide shelter from air attack - the move anyone would make if placed in charge of a besieged Gaza.
For Israel  and its supporters, Hamas, like the PLO, was always a terrorist organisation - following the logic that any violence committed by Palestinians justifies all violence by Israel, and no violence committed by Israel justifies any by Palestinians. In 2016, on its official website, under the corporate-sounding heading 'About the Movement: Who We Are', Hamas claimed to be 'a national liberation movement with a moderate Islamic ideology' which 'confines its struggle and work to the Palestinian cause'. It's worth taking self-description into account, particularly when it is routinely overlooked. But self-description is necessarily partial. To say that Hamas is simply the zealous champion of a righteous struggle against a brutal military occupation, exercising legal right to armed resistance, is to pass over quite a lot.
Hamas was founded as an underground militant organisation. In governing Gaza, it was faced with a fundamentally different dynamic from anything it had experienced before. The most significant study of Hamas in this period was Tareq Baconi's Hamas Contained, published in 2018. Baconi took aim at the fact-free categorical condemnation of the movement, which he argued was only another way of 'making acceptable the demonisation and suffering of millions of Palestinians within the Gaza Strip'. Whatever else it was, Hamas, like the PLO in the 1960s and 1970s, was the Palestinian faction 'most representative of the notion of armed resistance against Israel'. From the outset it had sought to present itself more as a formalised expression of resistance than as a traditional political party. As a result, even to Palestinians who despised Hamas in government, the armed struggle it embodied remained a point of pride.
Baconi's work was informed by rigorous study of Hamas's main publications, the journals Al-Resalah, published in Gaza City and distributed locally, and Filastin al-Muslima, the movement's intellectual organ. His analysis captured what many others had missed, namely what had happened to the movement between its election in 2006 and 2023. Within the Israeli security establishment there had long been a view that a Hamas-run Gaza was a known quantity. Hamas could easily be labelled a terrorist group, setting up Gaza as a whole for condemnation. Yet faced with the responsibilities of government, Hamas found itself limiting its armed operations against Israel. Rocket fire was mostly reserved for responding to serious Israeli infringements. The power it had been given began to feel less like an advancement of the struggle and more like a constraint on it. Was a Hamas-run Gaza an asset to Israel, as Netanyahu said in 2019?
There were signs that Hamas realised it had been backed into a corner. When Abdel Fattah el-Sisi's junta in Egypt attacked the tunnel smuggling system from Sinai in the winter of 2013-14, Hamas decided to resurrect efforts at reconciliation with Fatah. But the unity government formed in June 2014 proved short-lived, thanks to another major Israeli attack on Gaza, Operation Protective Edge. In 51 days of bombardment in the summer of 2014, 2220 Palestinians were killed (some of the arms used were supplied by Britain). Hamas had wanted to share the burden of administrative responsibility for Gaza, and Israel and its supporters had refused to allow it. Underlying this was a familiar pattern, Baconi noted, 'whereby Israeli provocations, often after Palestinian unity deals are signed, trigger opportunities for Israel to claim self-defence and launch spectacular attacks on Gaza'. Hamas had been able to take power in Gaza because Israel had failed to circumscribe Palestinian politics within the Oslo boundaries. But in the event, Hamas was useful to Israel's larger strategy of occupation. 'Through a dual process of containment and pacification,' Baconi wrote, Hamas was 'forcefully transformed into little more than an administrative authority in the Gaza Strip, in many ways akin to the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank'. There would be no return to the suicide bombing strategy of the second intifada. Hamas appeared to have been co-opted.
Yet there was an unanswered question: how long could Gaza remain contained? When Haniyeh and Sinwar took over the leadership in 2017 the early signs were of further pacification. That year, Hamas published its new covenant, which dispensed with the antisemitism of its founding charter and officially recognised the possibility of a settlement on the 1967 borders. Hamas had essentially accepted the possibility of a two-state solution for a decade, but it was another thing to have it written down. Sinwar had a reputation for ruthlessness (in the 1980s he had been tasked by Yassin with running counterintelligence in the southern half of Gaza) but now he appealed personally to Netanyahu for a 'new phase'. In 2018, instead of a general resumption of hostilities, Hamas opted for civil disobedience, the Great March of Return, with largely peaceful demonstrations held every Friday along the border fence with Israel. Israel responded by killing hundreds of demonstrators and injured thousands. Mohammed Deif, head of the Qassam Brigades, argued for an armed reaction; Sinwar overruled him.
In retrospect, this flirtation with civic resistance looks like Hamas's first effort to break out of the bind in which it found itself. Sinwar had spent more than twenty years in Israel's prisons between his arrest in 1989 and his release in 2011 in the Shalit prisoner exchange. The Shalit operation was in many respects a success. But Sinwar had opposed it on the grounds that too few Palestinians were freed. When not in solitary confinement or trying to tunnel out of his cell, Sinwar had spent his time in jail in diligent study and wrote two books (in the first, a novel, the protagonist watches his father dig a makeshift shelter under their home in a refugee camp). He was arrested before Gaza was besieged, and had not witnessed Israel's gradual development of the strip into a surveillance camp. Still, when he returned to Gaza in 2011 his rise to the leadership was swift. Many of the new generation of leaders were veterans of Israel's prisons - Rawhi Mushtaha became Gaza's de facto prime minister; Tawfiq Abu Naim became head of internal security - yet under their leadership the platform was, at first, one of 'peaceful popular resistance'.
In 2018, in an interview with the Italian journalist Francesca Borri, Sinwar spoke of the need for a ceasefire. 'What matters is that you finally realise that Hamas is here ... we are part and parcel of this society, even if we lose the next elections,' he said. 'More than that, we are a piece of the history of the entire Arab world, which includes Islamists as well as seculars, nationalists, leftists.' Yet by 2021 there were clear signs of a change. 'For a long time we tried peaceful civil resistance,' Sinwar told the journalist Hind Hassan. 'We expected that the world and international organisations would stop the occupation committing crimes and massacring our people. But unfortunately the world stood by while the occupation killed our sons.'
The failure of these tactics may well have resulted in Operation al-Aqsa Flood. The attack launched on 7 October followed the bloodiest period of settler violence in the West Bank in years. Israeli intelligence claims to have discovered documents showing that Hamas began planning a 'big project' in early 2022, though it is very hard to evaluate that claim. By December 2022, Sinwar was talking of coming to Israel 'like a roaring flood'. What is clear is that the operation was well planned. The attack was led by the Qassam Brigades, but supported by five other armed groups in Gaza: the Palestinian Islamic Jihad's Al-Quds Brigades, the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine's National Resistance Brigades, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine's Martyr Abu Ali Mustafa Brigades, the Aqsa Martyrs Brigades and the Mujahideen Brigades. Despite the involvement of so many factions, information about the operation was closely guarded and revealed to the individual units simultaneously at the last minute. Digital communication was kept to a minimum. Drones and missiles were used to destroy surveillance sites and command and control posts while the wall was breached with bulldozers and explosives. Most striking was the adoption of both the tactics and the aesthetic of US and Israeli special forces (the Qassam Brigades referred to its Nukhba units as 'commandos'). All told, the attacks left 725 Israeli civilians, 36 of them children, 71 foreign nationals and 379 Israeli security personnel dead.
The revised version  of Beverley Milton-Edwards and Stephen Farrell's book Hamas: The Islamic Resistance Movement has the great advantage of offering an analysis of events in the first months after October 2023. In the original edition, published in 2010, Milton-Edwards, an academic specialist, and Stephen Farrell, formerly Reuters bureau chief in Jerusalem, provided a good survey of Hamas which differed relatively little from established accounts. Like other writers, they interviewed plenty of Hamas leaders. Among them were some who have since risen in prominence - in particular, Abu Obaida, the spokesman of the Qassam Brigades, and Saleh al-Arouri, who was deputy chairman of Hamas's political bureau until his assassination last year. Farrell also interviewed Sinwar in Khan Younis in 2011, soon after his release.
What Hamas achieved on 7 October was finally to puncture the illusion of containment that Israel believed it had achieved. 'The unimaginable sight of motorised paragliders soaring over the gates of Gaza' was in itself a victory of sorts. The seizure of the Erez crossing, where 21st-century methods of repression (drones, electronic surveillance towers, biometric databases) were combined with old-fashioned strip searches, was an enormous symbolic coup. Hamas's first targets were Israeli military installations including Reim, the headquarters of the Israeli army's Gaza Division. But the outward form of a special forces operation quickly devolved into uncontrolled violence (a pattern not unfamiliar to anyone with a passing knowledge of the actions of British special forces in Afghanistan). Milton-Edwards and Farrell list the worst of the crimes. Gazan militia shot up cars and executed the non-combatants pulled from them. Hamas hadn't expected a trance music festival to be taking place minutes from the fence. When its fighters arrived there, they 'emptied magazines into tents and toilet cubicles'. Inhabitants of kibbutzim near the border were kidnapped or killed and their houses ransacked and burned down.
In January 2024 Hamas published its own account of the operation, which it presented as an explanation of its motives and 'a refutation of the Israeli allegations'. Milton-Edwards and Farrell mention the document but don't really describe it. According to Hamas's account, titled 'Our Narrative', al-Aqsa Flood 'targeted Israeli military sites, and sought to arrest the enemy's soldiers to pressure the Israeli authorities to release the thousands of Palestinians held in Israeli jails through a prisoner exchange deal'. It claimed the principal targets were the Israeli army's Gaza Division and military sites 'near the Israeli settlements around Gaza'. Hamas dismissed the idea that its fighters had targeted civilians as 'lies and fabrications' and claimed they had 'only targeted the occupation soldiers and those who carried weapons'. Any civilian deaths were accidental or a result of crossfire. 'Some faults' occurred during the operation, it said, 'due to the rapid collapse of the Israeli security and military system, and the chaos caused along the border areas with Gaza.'
This account doesn't stand up, of course. It's true that some of those killed by Qassam units in the kibbutzim were armed Kitat Konenut - local rapid response reservists - who died fighting. Some deaths can also be ascribed to the Hannibal Directive, which Israel invoked early that day, ordering its forces to fire on vehicles moving in the direction of Gaza with drones, airstrikes and mortar, in order to kill hostages rather than have them held for ransom. Some civilians were killed by the Israeli army at both the festival and in the kibbutzim. In kibbutz Be'eri an Israeli tank fired on a house known to contain Hamas fighters and civilians, resulting in thirteen civilian deaths. But this doesn't address the clear evidence that serious war crimes were committed by the Qassam Brigades and other Gazan militia.
Israel and its supporters exaggerated and manufactured what needed no exaggeration or manufacture. Qassam fighters threw grenades into shelters and shot RPGs at houses. In Be'eri, a fragmentation hand grenade was thrown into a dental clinic. Qassam units shot dead unarmed women who were fleeing on foot. There is evidence that the Mujahideen Brigades and the Al-Quds Brigades (though not Qassam fighters) beheaded Israeli soldiers. In kibbutz Alumim, Nepali and Thai workers were indiscriminately killed. In a subsequent statement, Hamas acknowledged that residents of Gaza 'rushed in without c0-ordination with Hamas', which 'led to many mistakes'. But to say that Hamas 'lost control' of the operation due to the rapid collapse of Israeli security forces is to deny the responsibility that comes with military action. In a leaked message to Hamas officials, Sinwar seemed to acknowledge this. 'Things went out of control ... people got caught up in this, and that should not have happened.'
Milton-Edwards and Farrell argue that Hamas's core objective on 7 October was to take hostages. They estimate that since 1983 Israel has traded 8500 Palestinian detainees for nineteen Israelis and the remains of eight more. That's not a bad rate of exchange (though it is a drop in the ocean given that four in ten Palestinian men are 'imprisoned at one point or another in their lives by Israel'). They also argue that a secondary objective was to derail the Israeli-Saudi diplomatic normalisation process sponsored by the US. Milton-Edwards and Farrell present no real evidence for this and it's unclear why the underlying pressures in Gaza wouldn't have produced a 7 October even if the US hadn't been engaged in a botched attempt to renew its vows with Saudi Arabia. In interviews Milton-Edwards has argued, with more subtlety, that Hamas was reacting to the sidelining of the Palestinian cause internationally. She and Farrell write that Deif saw the operation as a way to inspire a 'revolution that will end the last occupation and the last racist apartheid regime in the world'. There is an international dimension to the thinking there, but not one reducible to a diplomatic agenda.
Another question is whether Hamas foresaw how brutal Israel's retaliation would be. Milton-Edwards and Farrell argue that Hamas believed it would have home advantage were Israel to invade. They quote al-Arouri to the effect that an Israeli ground invasion of Gaza was viewed as 'the best scenario to end this conflict and defeat the enemy'. Hamas did take advantage of the razing of Gaza by the Israeli air force. Its fighters used hit-and-run tactics and made good use of the tunnels, which slowed the Israeli advance and made it impossible for them simply to clear streets and move on. Instead, special forces had to go into the tunnels, or force civilians to enter to check for traps. Hamas fighters also returned to areas Israeli forces thought they had cleared. But over time Israeli forces appear to have got better at defending against ambushes, at least on armoured units. More than four hundred Israeli soldiers have been killed in Gaza. That's more than double the number of British forces killed in Iraq, but many fewer than Hamas wanted.
Nothing Hamas did on 7 October approaches what Israel has done in Gaza. And yet anyone who saw the videos of the Qassam Brigades in the kibbutzim that morning and knew anything at all about Israel must have had images of a soon to be flattened Gaza flashing through their mind. Why didn't Hamas opt for a purely military operation? Why take child hostages? It is tempting to say that if it had carried out a disciplined military operation - the kind its leaders claimed al-Aqsa Flood was - which scrupulously targeted military forces and didn't involve war crimes, it could have avoided criticism and could even have attracted support as an act of legitimate resistance against terrible and ongoing Israeli crimes. But the reaction from Israel and the US might well have been the same. In the absence of real atrocities, false ones would have been invented, and military action would have been characterised as terrorism. Everything Israel has done was predictable from the moment Hamas paraglided over the barrier. The support it received in Washington, New York, London, Berlin and Brussels was preordained. Gaza would still have been destroyed.
For Hamas the great value of 7 October was as a symbolic attack on the system of confinement and partition on which Israel's apartheid relies. Al-Aqsa Flood definitively refuted the idea that Israel could simply cage the primitives and proceed with life as normal. But if taking hostages was Hamas's main tactic, as Milton-Edwards and Farrell argue, it was clearly flawed. However much it talked up the importance of retrieving the hostages, Israel consistently chose retribution over bargaining for their lives. Hamas also seems to have seriously overestimated the support it would receive from Hizbullah in Lebanon, from Iran and - critically - from Palestinians in the West Bank. If the attack was a desperate attempt to revive regional support for Palestine then with the notable exception of Yemen it failed. Milton-Edwards and Farrell argue that 7 October revealed the hollowness of the 'axis of resistance'. The responses from Hizbullah and Iran were muted. Israel ended up attacking Lebanon, and devastating Hizbullah, not the other way round. 'Support Palestine, contain Israel: that was the true limit of the axis,' they conclude. 'All talk of revolutionary fervour in the Middle East was just that - talk.'
If 7 October marked a strategic turn for Hamas, the obvious question is: hasn't it made the chance of any improvement in the Palestinians' situation even more fantastically remote? Gaza has been destroyed. Israel claims to have eliminated 23 of the Qassam Brigades' 24 battalions, though it's a mistake to conceive of Hamas's capacities in the same way one would a standing army (an assessment by the Institute for the Study of War and the Critical Threats Project suggests only three of the battalions are in fact now 'combat ineffective'). Sinwar described Gazan deaths as 'necessary sacrifices' in the cause of liberation. The Palestinian historian Yezid Sayigh judges that 7 October set back the cause of Palestinian liberation by thirty years. Who is right? It's the classic revolutionary's dilemma: by violently breaking the stasis one may unleash forces that retard or incinerate one's designs.
It is in the nature of revolutionary violence to bring about insoluble problems. One must side with the people breaking out of a concentration camp. Yet one must also side with the non-combatant against the man pointing a rifle at him. It is understandable to want to insist that hideous Israeli violence be met only with non-violence, but when does that become what the great pacifist writer A.J. Muste called 'preaching non-violence to the underdog'? Israel's strategy has been consistent for decades: subjugation by violence to maintain control of the land and prevent Palestinian self-determination of any kind. It's hard for an outsider truly to enter into the perspective of Gaza, where non-violence can only mean submission to superior force.
The chance that Israel wouldn't provoke armed resistance from Gaza was always zero. Gazans were in effect under siege, and military action to break the siege can't be dismissed as terrorism or classed as a pogrom. For Israel and its supporters, the crime of 7 October was ultimately that it violated the basic law of the Palestinian situation by directing a fraction of the violence of the occupation at Israel. Yet one need not fall into the trap of saying that armed resistance movements commit no crimes. The killing of non-combatants is indefensible, not just when it manifests as pointless cruelty (killing Nepali workers with grenades), but when it comes in the guise of military resistance (shooting dead a man on the grounds that he is of 'military age' and lives in the Gaza envelope).
In the US and Europe, the prevailing tendency is to accept the way Israel frames the situation. Any Israeli action, however unhinged, is automatically supported as part of Israel's 'right to defend itself'. US support in particular has not wavered. In January, Biden's national security adviser, Jake Sullivan, talked of Israel's 'duty' to go after an 'entrenched terrorist enemy'. Marco Rubio, Trump's new secretary of state, has said that Hamas are 'savages' who have to be eradicated. The known death toll in Gaza stands at fifty thousand. The fiction of Hamas supporters as irrational demons is a crucial part of the organising ideology behind every death, every mutilation, every scene of destruction.
On  15 January, Qatari mediators announced that Hamas and Israel had agreed a ceasefire deal. The agreement stipulated a six-week truce during which 33 Israeli hostages would be released along with hundreds of Palestinians held in administrative detention in Israel. The second phase, which would include the release of all remaining hostages and the complete withdrawal of Israeli forces, was left to be concluded later. So was the final phase, which in theory would involve the reconstruction of Gaza. Israeli military operations in Gaza continued after the deal was announced. The Israeli air force celebrated the news with a round of bombing sorties and a major airstrike on Jenin in the West Bank.
The agreement came after a full year of diplomatic farce, during which Israel and the US conducted pantomime talks with no intention of stopping the assault. Hamas had always been willing to release the remaining hostages in return for the withdrawal of Israeli forces from Gaza and the release of some Palestinian prisoners. Israel consistently rejected this. Had either the US or Israel wanted it, a very similar deal could have been reached a year earlier, when the estimated death toll was less than half the current total. Trump may have helped to force through a deal, but what alternative does the US government have to restoring Gaza to the status of a concentration camp? In response to news of the agreement Trump's national security adviser, Mike Waltz, said: 'Gaza has to be demilitarised, Hamas has to be destroyed ... Israel has every right to fully protect itself.' There is nothing to prevent Israel resuming attacks on Gaza whenever it wishes.
Israel's stated goal was to eliminate Hamas. Milton-Edwards and Farrell don't think that 'destroying' Hamas was ever a workable idea. Israel's leaders surely knew this too. But then Gaza itself, not Hamas, was always the real target of a campaign which the former Israeli defence minister Moshe Ya'alon described as 'ethnic cleansing'. Hamas has been weakened (it is currently unable to prevent the looting of aid trucks in Gaza), but it has not been destroyed. Mohammed Sinwar has replaced his brother as de facto leader in Gaza. Hamas is still part of Gazan society. Its administrative system is battered, but it has survived. On 14 January, Blinken said that, according to US assessments, 'Hamas has recruited almost as many new militants as it has lost.' The movement was born of the occupation, but the genocidal attack on Gaza exceeds the cruelty of its forming conditions. Hamas has transformed many times in the past, and it will do so again. The torture camps, the recorded rape of Palestinian detainees, the lines of stripped, blindfolded men, kneeling in the dirt among the rubble of what was once their homes: what will come from this? Israel may end up wishing for the return of the version of Hamas it once cursed.
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Resident Bean Expert
Jessie Childs

2523 wordsAt a canteen  in Leningrad in December 1941, a man queued for two hours, handed over his ration card, received a bowl of soup and a bowl of porridge, ate the soup and died. A crowd formed around him, not out of concern but in the hope of acquiring extra food. Leningrad under siege was a pitiless place. Two in five people succumbed in the first winter and the streets were littered with corpses. Most citizens trudged past them without a backwards glance. All that mattered was the next meal.
This was der Hungerplan. After reneging on the Nazi-Soviet Pact and invading Russia in June 1941, Hitler ordered Army Group North to advance on Leningrad, the former capital once known as St Petersburg. As a Baltic port and centre of industry, it was a sound strategic choice, but as the cradle of 'Jewish' Bolshevism it aroused Hitler's special ire. Its foundation, he said, 'was a fatal event in the history of Europe; and it must therefore disappear utterly from the earth's surface'. On the eve of the invasion, he informed his troops that they were fighting for Western civilisation.
Four days later, German commando units stormed key bridges south-west of the city. By 8 September, the last road link was severed and, with the help of the Finns in the north, Leningrad was besieged. The only outlet was Lake Ladoga, but German Junkers ruled the skies. There was no question of feeding the city's two and a half million mouths, since the Fatherland needed food. Better, the Nazis reckoned, to plunder Soviet land and 'starve the lot'. German soldiers were told to think of the enemy as Untermenschen, the opposite of 'everything that is noble in humanity'.
When the blitz began, the food depots on Kievskaya Street were the first to be hit - three thousand tons of flour and two and a half thousand tons of sugar went in a flash. Survivors remembered the reek of burning sugar for decades afterwards. They were the lucky ones. By a conservative calculation, three-quarters of a million people died in the siege, four times the combined number killed at Hiroshima and Nagasaki. It lasted for almost nine hundred days and in that time, especially during the early months when the ration was cut five times and temperatures plummeted to below -40degC, the blokadniki ('besieged') became bestial. Their skin changed colour and roughened. Their vocal cords atrophied. Their lips receded so that they drooled. Fingers froze and legs swelled with oedema. Pathologists conducting postmortems on starved bodies found that the mass of a human heart was reduced by up to a half. 'I am becoming an animal,' one teenager confided in her diary. 'There is no worse feeling than when all your thoughts are on food.'
Sieges don't change much. Communications are cut off, calories are withdrawn, disease, disinformation and bombs are thrown in. Nerves are shredded and life becomes absurd. This siege, like all sieges, contained elements of farce: concerts continued even as chandeliers shook from bombardments, while at the Hermitage tours were conducted as if the paintings were still hanging in their frames, even though the Old Masters had been evacuated before the blockade. The descriptions were so lively, one witness recorded, that 'they could almost see Rembrandt's Prodigal Son and da Vinci's Madonna.' But the skein of civilisation quickly unravels - one reason why so many writers are drawn to sieges, from Laurence Sterne and J.G. Farrell to Ismail Kadare and Zbigniew Herbert, whose 'Report from a Besieged City' captures the wretched kernel of hope inside every siege: 'We look in the face of hunger the face of fire face of death/worst of all - the face of betrayal/and only our dreams have not been humiliated.'
The betrayal came from the top. Stalin, neglecting the relevant intelligence and then focusing on Moscow, all but abandoned Leningrad, while his apparatchiks appeared at public baths milky and fat in their privilege. The man in charge of the city, Andrei Zhdanov, enjoyed butter on his bread and lashings of caviar while those in his care ate their pets, sometimes their neighbours, and fashioned tagliatelle out of slow-boiled strips of leather. Nor did the Soviets acknowledge the extent of the suffering. State broadcasts told of 'hardship' and 'shortage' - not 'starvation' and never 'famine', a word that had been criminalised a decade earlier when the government's collectivisation policy killed millions. The accepted word was distrofia, or dystrophy. Five thousand Leningraders died of distrofia on Christmas Day 1941. One of them was Aleksandr Shchukin, a 58-year-old botanist found dead at his desk at the All Union Institute of Plant Breeding just off St Isaac Square in the centre of the city. He was holding a packet of almonds. Why he didn't eat them, or give them to other starving citizens, is the question at the heart of Simon Parkin's book.
Shchukin and his colleagues at the institute dreamed that plants would save the world. Not only could they feed and heal people in the present moment, but their genetic traits, stored within their seeds, could be propagated for the benefit of future generations. The ultimate goal was a resilient, high-yield super-crop that might have the capacity, even in Russia, to end hunger for good. After an abortive start caused by the 1921 famine, during which the starving staff ate the collection, the institute acquired a galvanising new director, Nikolai Vavilov, who set about establishing the world's first seed bank, 'a treasury', as he put it, 'of all known crops and plants'. Armed with a fedora and burlap sack, this indefatigable explorer-scholar collected wild and primitive specimens from all over the world:
naked-grained barley found on the plateau that borders Turkestan, India and Afghanistan; wild perennial flax picked from Iran; orange and lemon pips collected on the road to Kabul; radishes, burdock, edible lilies and chrysanthemums from Tokyo; sweet potatoes from Taiwan ... Korean soy beans, Spanish gorse, Egyptian clover tobacco.

The samples were wrapped in tissue paper and transported to the institute, housed in a former palace. By 1933, the collection was 'unrivalled in completeness', according to the Times. Each seed was a miniature archive, containing a signature of its past growth and vital information still to be discovered. It was imperative, therefore, to collect and conserve everything. This required some faith, but Vavilov was an inspirational leader. 'It is better to display excessive concern now,' he urged, 'than to destroy all that has been created by nature for thousands and millions of years.' When, in August 1940, he went missing in the Carpathian mountains while out hunting for an ancient strain of wheat, his disciples vowed to continue his work.
Parkin, who specialises in off-kilter war stories, tells the grim tale of Vavilov's apparent disappearance in tandem with that of the besieged botanists in Leningrad. In reality, Vavilov had been arrested by the NKVD on charges of spying. His international reputation had told against him and a rival, Trofim Lysenko, had denounced him for 'wrecking activity in agriculture'. His notebooks were burned and he was sent to Moscow's notorious Butyrki Prison, where he was tortured into giving a false confession. He was put in a 'death cell' in Saratov Prison, near Kazakhstan, then moved to another, where an inmate beat him relentlessly. As Vavilov's world went on diminishing, so did that of his colleagues in Leningrad, as they endured a siege within a siege.
Unaware of their director's fate, but not without their suspicions, around seventy staff members - largely women and older men who had not been called to the front - worked to preserve his legacy. Armed only with buckets and spades, they took turns shovelling snow and extinguishing the incendiary bombs (108 in all) that fell on the institute's roof. They fought off the city's rodent population, which had been emboldened by the disappearance of cats and dogs. This involved not only catching rats in traps, but also tying together a hundred thousand seed boxes to cover the breathing holes on their sides and lids. It was painstaking work, 'carried out in semi-darkness in cold rooms with broken windows', according to Nikolai Ivanov, the resident bean expert who assumed a leadership role in place of Vavilov. Looting was infrequent, and there were no direct confrontations, but the threat of violence was constant. The cellar was guarded by three women. One was Olga Voskresenskaya, a tuber specialist who had grown up in an orphanage and joined Vavilov's staff aged 26, working her way up the ranks and meeting her husband, Vadim Lekhnovich, in the process. She had proved her mettle before the blockade by rescuing from enemy fire some potatoes growing at one of the institute's field stations. The potatoes needed protection from frost, an almost Sisyphean task requiring a daily supply of salvaged firewood, but also, when spring came, planting out in the fields. The couple found a plot that was perfect, except for its proximity to German guns. Every now and then they had to dive for cover, but succeeded in getting all their seed potatoes into the ground, in two neat parallel rows. Voskresenskaya survived this operation, but was felled and blinded by a blast during another, and eventually died of her injuries.
For the members of the institute, the most pressing question was how - or if - they could protect the seed bank from their own hunger. The first member of the institute to die of starvation was Vavilov's former secretary, Pavel Gusev, just two months into the siege; then, later the same day, the librarian Maria Dmitricheva; the following month it was Shchukin, the groundnut expert with his fistful of uneaten almonds. In January, it was the turn of the head of the rice section. 'Like Shchukin,' Parkin writes, 'he died in his office, surrounded by his research papers and several thousand packets of rice samples.' In the end, at least nineteen botanists died inside the institute while having access to seeds, nuts and tubers that could have saved their lives. 'It wasn't difficult not to eat the collection,' Lekhnovich later protested. 'It was impossible to eat this, your life's work, the work of the lives of your colleagues.' Besides, the institute gave them a reason to go on: 'During the blockade, people died not only from shells and hunger but also because of the aimlessness of their existence. In the most direct way, our work saved us. It invested us in living.'
This was hindsight, however, and there were certainly moments during the blockade when some questioned the collective decision not to eat the stock, or at least the stringency with which it was applied. In the spring of 1942, the skeleton staff (figurative and literal by this point) discovered some flax seeds that had missed their six-year germination window. Surely the expired grain could be eaten? Ivanov was adamant: 'I know it wouldn't be a violation. We can barely walk. And yet I can't agree to it. I just can't.' The rule, he insisted, was to store samples for at least ten to twenty years, just in case one might retain its fertility. This bordered on fanaticism, especially as it defied an instruction sent by Johan Eichfeld, Vavilov's absent successor, ordering the botanists to 'spare nothing to support people'. The war would be over one day, Ivanov argued, 'and that's when we'll be held to account. They'll ask what right we had not to protect the collection.' He won the day. Allegiance remained with the crucified Vavilov, his desiccated relics and their latent potential for a regained paradise.
The Forbidden Garden of Leningrad is the first book in English about the plant institute during the siege. (The best-known English-language account of the siege, Harrison Salisbury's 900 Days, makes no mention of the institute, while Parkin suspects that the single, short Russian book on the subject, written by a Pravda journalist, Viktor Senin, in 1979, somewhat embellishes the source material.) It's an extraordinary tale. Parkin gives us detailed, immersive scenes and his narrative is rich in dialogue, though he warns that much of this (including some conversations deriving from Senin's book) 'should be taken as impressionistic rather than verbatim'. At one point, there is a cinematic switch to spy on a Nazi geneticist who raids some of the field station holdings (without coming close to breaching the institute proper), but Parkin never loses sight of his main story. He juxtaposes the volatility of the streets with the orderliness of the institute building on Herzen Street in ways occasionally reminiscent of Bulgakov's The White Guard.
On 26 January 1943, Vavilov died in a prison hospital, officially of 'bronchial pneumonia', but actually of starvation. The previous week, the Red Army had attacked the German position east of Leningrad and broken the blockade. It took another year for the siege to be fully lifted, but there would be no last stand at the plant institute. Of the quarter of a million accessions held there at the start of the siege, around forty thousand were eaten by vermin or failed to germinate, and a small proportion were evacuated by plane over the frozen Lake Ladoga in 1942, but most of the central collection was intact. It included grains subsequently crossbred to create Bezostaya-I, a variety of high-yielding winter wheat now grown around the world, and potatoes used for dozens of new varieties, including Detskoselsky, a three-species hybrid resistant to viral infections. By 1967, Parkin tells us, a hundred million acres of Russian land had been planted with seeds derived from the institute. Twelve years later, that area had almost doubled to a third of Russia's arable land. Ninety per cent of the seeds and planted crops held in the institute's current incarnation - the Vsesoyuzny Institut Rastenievodstva - are found in no other scientific collection in the world.
Without knowing how Russian harvests might have turned out in the absence of the central collection, it's hard to assess the botanists' sacrifice. But, by any measure, the deaths among them were not meaningless. Vavilov's reputation has been restored; his face has been put on stamps and his name given to a crater on the far side of the moon. This all took time. An 'enemy of the people' was not the poster boy Stalin had in mind for his great patriotic war, nor did the botanists' decision to hold back their bounty from starving citizens sit well with the Soviet fairy tale of a city in harmony, queuing together, sustaining each other, roused as one by Shostakovich's symphony.
Parkin struggles with the ethics of their decision: 'Did these men and women, in opting to sacrifice the lives of real people for the benefit of the imagined many, make the moral choice?' He has no answer. The story raises important issues about the extent to which scientific progress can justify social neglect, about the ethics of collection and curation, and about our responsibilities not only to each other, but also to future generations. Whose judgment do we fear the most?
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At the Movies
'The Brutalist'
Michael Wood

1341 wordsEverything  talks in Brady Corbet's films, especially the scenes and objects that are silent. A snowy Italian mountain face seems to be some sort of fable, the Statue of Liberty appears upside down in an empty sky, the world spins at the end of a French motorcade as if it had gone crazy. Corbet likes to shoot cars at night, where we see mainly a dark screen, and just a few moving lights. Or from cars in daytime, where all we see is the road racing towards us. If we are at a nightclub, it is crowded and we are very close to the dancing figures - they look as if they are about to fall from the screen into the front rows of the cinema. At a school where a shooting takes place, the scene has a curious intimacy, as if the children are scared but not shocked - the shooter is one of them.
The motorcade and the school appear in Corbet's The Childhood of a Leader (2015) and Vox Lux (2018), stories of a politician who resembles Hitler and a singer who resembles both Britney Spears and Lady Gaga. The rest of the images described above are from The Brutalist, Corbet's most recent film. The hero is an architect trained at the Bauhaus, and a couple of chairs by Mies van der Rohe have strong cameo roles in the movie. It's clear that all three films are about fame: fame and power, fame and art. All three are written by Corbet and Mona Fastvold.
In a way they all follow the model of the first film, based on a 1939 short story by Jean-Paul Sartre. They dramatise questions rather than answer them. How brutal or damaging does your childhood have to be to make you a great dictator or a memorable pop star? Are the connecting words 'because of' or 'in spite of'? Or is there no causality here at all, just a sort of baffling coexistence? Are the films in love with an ugly idea of chance? This possibility seems especially relevant to The Brutalist.
The hero is a Hungarian called Laszlo Toth, brilliantly played through an erratic scale of moods by Adrien Brody. The year is 1947. He has survived Buchenwald and we meet him in a roiling crowd getting off a boat in New York. He visits a brothel, in order to feel welcomed, and makes his way to Philadelphia, where a cousin awaits him. It's clear that the jolly cousin, Attila (Alessandro Nivola), who owns a furniture store, means to exploit Toth's talents as an interior designer, not appreciating that Toth was, before and during the war, an architect of considerable reputation. This is where chance plays its first major game.
A rich young man (Joe Alwyn) wants the Hungarians to convert a room in his family's palatial house into a grandiose library. The conversion is to be a gift to the boy's father, who currently knows nothing of this. Toth and a bunch of workers produce a Bauhaus masterpiece - here and in Attila's store are where we see the famous chairs. The room looks bare and stark and modernist; we might even say brutalist. The OED dates the first usage of the word to 1934 and tells us it means 'one who exhibits brutalism'. A trifle tautologous, but the dictionary's examples refer mostly to architecture and make the meaning clear. Take this example from the Guardian in 1959: 'Churchill College at Cambridge will be built by a modern architect - perhaps even by a "new brutalist".' Toth offers a more interesting meaning when he later talks about showing building materials, concrete, for example, in their natural light. He doesn't use the word 'brutalist', but he is referring to an intriguing derivation of the word. It is said to come from the French word brut, meaning 'raw'.
Predictably, the young man's father, Harrison Lee Van Buren (Guy Pearce), does not like his present. He feels his room has been ruined, as it has in one sense, and his son refuses to pay Attila any of the money he owes him. Attila compensates himself by kicking Toth out of his house and job, and we next see him as a labourer shovelling coal on a building site. He's not unhappy, but this is not the Bauhaus. And then chance grants him the beginning of a beautiful friendship.
Harrison accidentally discovers who Toth was in Hungary and brandishes magazine articles about him when they get together. He's not just impressed, and he doesn't just pay Toth for the work he has already done. He wants to commission him to design a vast building to be constructed in the grounds of his house, a community centre combining meeting rooms, a gym, a library (of course), a chapel. This project becomes a reality, and the film gets lost for an hour or so while the local builders and consultants give the foreign artist a hard time. Nothing chancy about that, and in a way it's a relief to get to the fifteen-minute intermission.
Chance intervenes again in the second half of the film when a train carrying building materials for Harrison's project runs off the rails and two people die in the crash. Harrison, as purchaser of the materials, is held responsible and calls the whole thing off. This means Toth is sacked and we next see him copying plans for an architect in New York. Another important event has occurred, however. When at the beginning of the film he was struggling to get off the boat in New York, a voiceover read to us a letter from his wife, Erzsebet (Felicity Jones), who had been in Dachau and was liberated by the Russians. She thinks of Toth and herself as still married. He thinks of them as separated, and he has made no effort to bring her to America. He does now, with the help of one of Harrison's lawyer friends. When she arrives, their fresh start is an uneasy one, but things get better.
Toth's relation to Harrison gets worse. They have, at times, seemed to like each other and were certainly each interested in what the other represented. But Toth, it seems, had invested emotionally in the friendship and Harrison was incapable of investing in anything but vanity. When the two men visit Carrara to buy some marble for the now reactivated project - this is where we see the talking mountain face - they both get very drunk in a cave-like bar and Harrison rapes Toth. This is an expression of superiority, not of desire. We see it happening, but the effect is rather like that of the cars in the dark. We watch Harrison from the back but have no real sense of what he is doing to the all but invisible black shape of Toth. The event is confirmed for us, or announced to us, by Erzsebet's later marching into Harrison's house and accusing him publicly. The film really ends there. Harrison disappears, and an epilogue takes us to Venice in 1980, where a retrospective exhibition celebrates Toth's work.
A lot happens in the second half of the movie, but Corbet, intentionally I take it, makes very little effort to connect the dots. Toth's Jewishness is signalled but not interpreted; the same goes for his heroin addiction and his fits of bad temper, which briefly make him look like a bad guy. The general effect may create in us a nostalgia for the edgy coherence of the first part. There is, though, a refrain that echoes through the film. Despite the importance of the architectural meaning of the title, the other meaning, the wrong meaning, is also intimately everywhere, and Corbet does tempt us to believe that nothing and no one can fail to have, one day, their scheduled meeting with brutality.
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How to Measure Famine
Alex de Waal on the classification of catastrophe in Gaza

5967 wordsIn  her short film, The Food Chain (2002), Ariella Aisha Azoulay asked Israeli officials whether the people of Gaza and the West Bank were suffering from hunger. 'The state is humanitarian. The army is humanitarian,' Lieutenant Colonel Itzik Gorevitch of COGAT (Co-ordination of Government Activities in the Territories) told her. 'First of all, there is absolutely no hunger ... There won't be hunger in the territories, period.' In the film a chorus of blindfolded actors, wearing blankets, sang a refrain: 'There is hunger in Palestine/there is no hunger in Palestine.' Richard Cook, a director at UNRWA, the UN Relief and Works Administration, said to Azoulay that arbitrary, banal impediments to food supplies were jeopardising the nutritional health of many Palestinians.
After 7 October 2023, the Israeli government narrowed its definition of humanitarian aid to the delivery through the Gaza crossings of foodstuffs in quantities determined by the minimum calories needed by the population within the strip's 'humanitarian zones' - a small fraction of the territory where people were ordered to congregate 'for their own safety', their lives minutely subject to the diktats of the Israel Defence Forces (IDF) and their quadcopter drones, bombers, snipers and mobile artillery. During the past year, as starvation started to appear in Gaza, Israel has clashed with the United Nations and aid agencies over the very nature and significance of data on humanitarian catastrophe. For decades, collecting and analysing statistics on families' food consumption, child malnutrition and other indicators of distress has been a niche field staffed by specialists, who are skilled at reading the human tragedies in the numbers. And with painstaking caution a series of reports by international and US humanitarian analysts have explained that there is indeed starvation in Gaza, despite Israel's insistence to the contrary: the blindfolds are off.
Even in its dying days, the Biden administration followed Israel's script to the letter. In January Jack Lew, the US ambassador to Israel, insisted that he had worked hard 'on the humanitarian assistance side, to make a bureaucratic system and a security system work so you don't cross over into famine or malnutrition ... Frankly, I don't think Israel has gotten credit, and I don't think the United States has gotten credit, for keeping the situation from crossing that line.' Washington's own famine warning system contradicted Lew. He and a senior official at USAID had the report suppressed.
The ceasefire that came into effect on 19 January makes brief reference to a 'humanitarian protocol'. Over each of the succeeding days, more than six hundred trucks of supplies have crossed into Gaza. It's far more than before and shows what the aid agencies can do when the restrictions are lifted. But it's still far short of the order issued by the International Court of Justice ten months ago: 'ensure, without delay, in full co-operation with the United Nations, the unhindered provision at scale ... [of] basic services and humanitarian assistance, including food, water, electricity, fuel, shelter, clothing, hygiene and sanitation requirements, as well as medical supplies and medical care.'
Twenty years ago in the Horn of Africa, communities stricken by hunger asked why some places were receiving more aid than others, and aid donors with limited budgets wanted to know which to prioritise. The nutritionist Nicholas Haan and his colleagues at the UN's food security and nutrition analysis unit in Somalia developed a five-phase scale with colour-coded maps to represent a composite of three kinds of data: on households' access to food, child malnutrition levels and increased mortality rates. This scale was used as the basis for the Integrated Food Security Phase Classification system (IPC), which has since been extended to 55 countries on three continents; nineteen humanitarian agencies contribute data to it, including the Famine Early Warning Systems Network (FEWS NET), established by the US Agency for International Development in the 1980s, and another handful work with the IPC's West African sibling, the Cadre Harmonise.
The IPC's methods and metrics were designed with African rural populations in mind and have been applied most consistently in places such as Somalia and South Sudan (the mechanism was never activated in Syria, because Bashar al-Assad's government didn't want to cede any control over humanitarian information). In middle-income cities, food systems are very different, and baseline mortality rates much lower. Aid workers and journalists saw this in Sarajevo thirty years ago. The level of urban starvation in Gaza has not been seen since the Dutch Hunger Winter and the siege of Leningrad during the Second World War. In 2010, the journalist Amira Hass noted some of the cruelties of COGAT's practices:
The ban on toilet paper, diapers and sanitary napkins was lifted three months ago. A little more than a month ago, following a long ban, Israel permitted the import of detergents and soaps into Gaza. Even shampoo was allowed. But one merchant discovered that the bottles of shampoo he had ordered were sent back because they included conditioner, which was not on the list. Five weeks ago Israel allowed margarine, salt and artificial sweetener to be brought into Gaza. Legumes have been allowed for the past two months and yeast for the past two weeks. Contrary to rumours, Israel has not banned sugar. COGAT commented that 'the policy [on bringing in] commodities derives from and is co-ordinated with Israel's policy towards the Gaza Strip, as determined by the cabinet decision on 19 September 2007.'

Hass added that COGAT didn't provide written lists. Instead, information about which items were permitted or prohibited was given by phone, at times that varied without warning. The routes that were open or closed also changed, sometimes daily. One day, all kinds of hummus might be allowed; the next day, only plain hummus could pass, while hummus garnished with pumpkin seeds would be blocked.
The cabinet decision that COGAT referred to is known as the 'red lines' document. It was obtained by Gisha, an Israeli human rights organisation, which petitioned Israel's supreme court for three years. The Ministry of Defence had carefully examined food availability and consumption in Gaza and came up with a diet devised on the basis of a calorie count per head that would satisfy the bare minimum nutritional requirements, and this was used to determine what food - along with other essentials - would be allowed into Gaza, and when. Until Gisha won its legal battle, the contents of the document were secret, although Palestinians were conscious, every day, that they were subject to COGAT's whim. This was a unique kind of food insecurity. Assessments before the war found that Gazan children were rarely underweight but had a restricted diet and, most important, that most families depended on food aid provided by UNRWA. Gaza's water, electricity and health infrastructure also relied entirely on Israeli goodwill. Rarely has the wellbeing of a population been so fastidiously controlled.
In a much quoted phrase, Dov Weissglas, an adviser to Ehud Olmert, then the Israeli prime minister, said in 2006 that it was Israeli policy 'to put the Palestinians on a diet, but not to make them die of hunger'. After the Hamas attack on 7 October 2023, this changed. In the following months, the government settled implicitly on a new red line: Palestinians might die in all kinds of ways, but not of famine, at least not according to the arcane formulas of the IPC. During its first two months, Operation Swords of Iron combined bombardment of an intensity with few if any parallels in modern warfare, far-reaching evacuation orders for the civilian population and a near total blockade of all essential commodities. There was a fierce debate over the legality of Israel's actions, but what's not in doubt is that humanitarian catastrophe ensued. As I have argued before in the LRB (15 June 2017), the verb 'to starve' should primarily be seen as transitive: something that people do to one another.
In the last week of November 2023, taking advantage of the brief ceasefire during which Hamas released 105 hostages, the aid agencies affiliated with the IPC collected data in Gaza, observing the protocols laid out in elaborate detail in their manuals. On the matter of 'acute food insecurity', their findings showed that most people in Gaza were struggling to survive with entirely insufficient levels of essential foods, water, shelter and medicine. An estimated 377,800 people, 17 per cent of the entire population, were in IPC phase 5 ('catastrophe') and a further 40 per cent in IPC phase 4 ('emergency'): numbers that recall the nadir of the famine in Somalia in 2011. Acute food insecurity before 7 October was estimated to affect 1 per cent of the population: the speed of deterioration was without precedent over at least the previous twenty years and probably much longer than that. The vast majority of people in Gaza - 93 per cent of the population - were either in phase 3, 'crisis', or in phases 4 and 5: this level had never been recorded anywhere before by the IPC.
Data for malnutrition were patchy and figures for deaths from hunger and disease simply didn't exist. The Ministry of Health in Gaza wasn't reporting the number of children whose deaths were ascribed to malnutrition (they started doing so in February 2024, then stopped in June). An adult deprived of all nutrients but kept hydrated takes up to sixty days to die. With a few crumbs to eat each day the process is slower. The siege of Leningrad and the Dutch Hunger Winter were not the only occasions in the 20th century that helped us understand more about starvation. There was also the 'starvation experiment' of 1944-45 carried out at the University of Minnesota, in which volunteers were semi-starved in laboratory conditions under the supervision of a team headed by the physiologist Ancel Keys, later a champion of the sugar industry. In the Warsaw ghetto, Jewish physicians painstakingly documented the effects of starvation on the human body. Their handwritten notes, smuggled out and hidden until the end of the war, were published in English in the 1970s as Hunger Disease. They recorded how the ghetto doctors managed epidemics of typhus and tuberculosis, and the vicious interactions between malnutrition, infection, wounds, dehydration and cold. Some of their observations, for instance on 'refeeding syndrome' - the dangers associated with an emaciated person eating too much when she finally can - were years ahead of their time. The Israeli hostages released after fifty days in Hamas's tunnels and bunkers showed symptoms that would have been familiar to the Warsaw doctors. Even the few who had a veneer of normality suffered from physical and psychological traumas. Adults, of course, had favoured children when allocating limited rations. (It's to be hoped that the newly released Israeli hostages will not have their dignity compromised by details being released of their deprivations in captivity.)
Frank starvation at this scale is what the historian Cormac O Grada calls the 'modern' pattern of famine mortality. In the 'traditional' model - in Ireland during the Great Hunger, in colonial India and contemporary sub-Saharan Africa - infectious diseases are the principal threat to life. Wallace Aykroyd, the first director of the nutrition division at the UN's Food and Agriculture Organisation, summarised the state of the science after the famine in Biafra of 1967-70. 'Famine has often been associated with outbreaks of disease which have killed more people than starvation itself. But this association is in the main social rather than physiological, i.e., it is due to the disruption of society, facilitating the spread of epidemic disease, rather than lowered bodily resistance to invading organisms.'
In the 19th century, typhus was known as 'famine fever', spread by fleas in overcrowded, unsanitary workhouses and famine shelters. In the famine I studied in Sudan in the 1980s, malnutrition was rarely identified as the cause of death. More common culprits by far were measles, malaria and diseases causing diarrhoea, which were spread by people moving around in search of food, overcrowding in unsanitary camps, the collapse of vaccination against childhood diseases - and were more lethal because so many children were underfed. Mass starvation isn't simply individual starvation aggregated, but the collapse of human health in a collapsing society: first displacement and the disruption of water, sanitation and shelter, attended by a drop in consumption of essential foods; then child malnutrition; and in the absence of remedial health and nutrition efforts, the prospect of mass deaths.
During the war in Darfur between 2003 and 2005, deaths by violence were far more conspicuous, but were fewer by two-thirds than the toll of indirect deaths from hunger and disease. In Iraq, after the Bush-Blair intervention, the ratio leaned the other way, with only a third of victims succumbing to 'non-trauma' deaths, as they're known. In the Democratic Republic of the Congo, from the 1990s until the present, approximately 90 per cent of fatalities have been 'non-traumatic'.
The weapon of starvation in the hands of a belligerent is on a lead that can be lengthened or shortened, for strategic or arbitrary reasons. COGAT put Gazans on a short lead. The practicalities of getting aid to Gaza, unlike Darfur or the DRC, are straightforward, and Israel can take action in a matter of days if it wants to. When polio was detected in Gaza last August, it reacted promptly, collaborating with the World Health Organisation to mount a highly effective vaccination programme throughout the strip. Israel acted from self-interest: the ultra-orthodox Haredi community are opposed to vaccination, leaving 175,000 of their children vulnerable to a virus that spreads swiftly and silently.
Rarely has the space for humanitarian action been as constricted as it was in Gaza when the IPC made its first assessment. The number of humanitarian workers killed around the world in 2023 was 280. Of these, 163 were in the Occupied Palestinian Territories. Until then, the highest total loss per country had been 37 in Syria in 2016. The global numbers for 2024 were 344, 204 of whom died in the Occupied Palestinian Territories. Relief agencies have developed sophisticated protocols for staff safety in armed conflicts, including marking vehicles and ensuring their movements are approved in advance with governments and armed groups. This is known as 'deconfliction'. All the agencies use this process in Gaza, where Israel tracks every mobile phone and every vehicle. A single instance in which aid workers die, such as the attack on the vehicles carrying World Central Kitchen staff on 1 April 2024, which killed seven, may plausibly be called an error. Yet it's hard to believe that the killing of so many aid workers is the result of a series of regrettable mistakes, any more than that of medical staff - 1054 killed according to Gaza's Ministry of Health - or journalists and media workers: at least 158 according to the Committee to Protect Journalists.
Declaring  a famine, as the IPC has been on the brink of doing in Gaza on several occasions, has moral force rather than legal consequence. The IPC drew on the 'famine scales' drawn up by the scholars Paul Howe and Stephen Devereux. Their prototype had two dimensions. 'Magnitude' was measured by the number who had perished from starvation and related causes, and by extension, the total affected population. 'Severity' measured the intensity of starvation in a particular place. The IPC didn't want to wait until ten thousand or a hundred thousand people had died before crying famine, and chose severity as its scale. The threshold for a 'famine' diagnosis is very high: one in five households in a given area absolutely without food access, 30 per cent of children suffering severe acute malnutrition and death rates of two per ten thousand per day or higher. If all three criteria aren't met, or the people meeting them aren't concentrated in a specific area, the IPC describes it as 'catastrophe' rather than 'famine', but for the people afflicted, this is a distinction without a difference (both classifications are IPC phase 5). It has the ironic consequence that a large population can be in a situation that falls short of 'famine' on the severity index even while tens or hundreds of thousands of children perish of hunger and disease. 'Famine' was declared in two counties in South Sudan in 2017. Several thousand perished in those places. But far higher numbers - an estimated 190,000 - died from hunger and disease across the wider area classified as IPC phase 4 'emergency'. Some UN staff argued that hundreds of children who drowned in the swamps while desperately gathering edible water lilies should be counted among the famine deaths, but the South Sudanese government objected. Palestinians in Gaza usually describe those killed while trying to find food - 118 were killed in the 'flour massacre' on 29 February 2024, twelve in a drone attack on an aid convoy in December, dozens of other cases are yet to be tabulated - as victims of famine.
Before a famine can be determined, the IPC data are scrutinised by the independent Famine Review Committee. Its half-dozen members are all volunteers, drawn from academia and international agencies, and it has met just over twenty times over the last decade, including four times on Gaza. Their analysis is scrupulously cautious; they are resistant to alarmist calls. And if the data aren't available, they can't determine the existence of a famine. At the end of 2016, they assessed post factum that there had been a famine in north-eastern Nigeria: the key data had only become available several months later. The IPC and its Famine Review Committee require data from all three fields of information - households' lack of access to food, child malnutrition and death rates - to make their determination. The last are the hardest to ascertain, and the more disrupted the community, the harder it is to conduct a survey or to obtain essential baseline information such as the size of the affected population.
Advocates from the afflicted communities may complain that they are suffering famine and that the food security technocrats, in their citadel of expertise, are deaf to their entreaties - a fair point, but the more salient risk is that the political authorities don't want the stigma of being seen to preside over famine and so block data gathering. If there's no data, they can say the claims are made up. In Ethiopia in 2021, IPC data pointed to an impending famine in the besieged region of Tigray. The central government, which was using starvation as its weapon, expelled the IPC, and then argued that the absence of evidence for famine was evidence for its absence.
The number of people in Gaza in IPC 4 'emergency' and IPC 5 'catastrophe' is extraordinary. The graph below shows the numbers in phase 5 in all the cases considered by the IPC Famine Review Committee since 2014, plus Somalia in 2011. The horizontal axis is magnitude: the absolute numbers. The vertical axis is severity: the percentage of the population in the worst affected location. The cases where the Famine Review Committee has determined 'famine' are shown in red.
[image: ]

The graph shows that the Gaza numbers are outliers. It also shows that the controversy over whether or not Gaza has crossed the red line into 'famine' is a distraction. Since the inception of the IPC, cases determined as 'famine' aren't the worst by overall numbers, just as the altitude of the highest peak isn't a guide to the total mass of a mountain range. Technical advisers to the IPC have debated whether the threshold for 'famine' should be changed. Should a second dimension of magnitude - aggregate numbers rather than intensity in specific locations - be added? The latter would work on the logic that if a population is in IPC 4 for (let us say) a year, its level of deprivation will gradually add up to famine levels of mortality. (When the IPC was designed, the nutritionists and epidemiologists involved assumed that 'emergency' status would be transient - either aid donors would respond, or there would be a harvest and conditions would improve.) The data show another important anomaly: the figures in Gaza vary wildly over the four assessments. It's normal for the numbers of people in need to fluctuate, in line with levels of aid, conflict and migration, and harvests, but in Gaza they shot up at unparalleled rates until March 2024. They came down in the months that followed because the system worked: the IPC showed that Gaza was on the brink of 'famine', at which point the US and Israel reacted.
The Famine Review Committee's second report on Gaza was issued on 18 March 2024. 'Famine is imminent,' it stated, 'unless there is an immediate cessation of hostilities and full access is granted to provide food, water, medicines and protection of civilians as well as to restore and provide health, water and sanitation services, and energy (electricity, diesel and other fuel) to the population in the northern governorates.' In its response, Israel blamed Hamas for the catastrophe. It justified its operation by referring to the 7 October attacks and 'Hamas's actions within the populated areas in Gaza, such as the launching of rockets, use of tunnels or abuse of hospitals'. It accused Hamas of obstructing or stealing aid. Senator Ted Cruz challenged the USAID administrator, Samantha Power, on this issue at the US Senate Foreign Relations Committee. He appeared not to want any aid at all to go to Gaza and spoke of 'videos of Hamas terrorists riding on top of aid trucks'. 'We do not have reports from our [aid] partners of diversion by Hamas,' Power responded. 'Israel is not shy about presenting to us evidence of things it finds problematic, UNRWA being the most glaring example, and this is not something that has come to our attention in other ways as well. The government of Israel has eyes on everything that goes into Gaza ... The system that has been in place since 7 October is the most stringent and vigilant form of surveillance that I have ever seen.' The Senate hearing was on 10 April, at the height of press attention over famine in Gaza. After the attack that killed the World Central Kitchen staff on 1 April, Biden called Netanyahu and 'made clear the need for Israel to announce and implement a series of specific, concrete and measurable steps to address civilian harm, humanitarian suffering and the safety of aid workers'. Aid deliveries improved and the number of people in the most severe categories decreased.
[image: ]The darker shaded areas indicate an 80 per cent and the lighter areas a 95 per cent uncertainty interval around the point estimate.




Several senators, among them Bernie Sanders and Chris Van Hollen, had threatened to invoke a section of the Foreign Assistance Act 1961 that prohibits US assistance to countries that violate international humanitarian law or block humanitarian aid from reaching its intended recipients. To pre-empt this, the White House quickly issued an administrative measure, National Security Memorandum 20, which had a more modest requirement: the US secretary of state, Antony Blinken, had to obtain 'credible and reliable written assurances' from Israel that it would 'facilitate and not arbitrarily deny, restrict, or otherwise impede, directly or indirectly, the transport or delivery of US humanitarian assistance' and then to assess whether Israel was in compliance. If it wasn't, US weapons transfers would be imperilled. State Department human rights experts were tasked with assessing the evidence. When it became clear that its report would fail Israel, the matter was taken out of their hands. A senior adviser resigned in protest. Blinken announced the required assurance on 10 May: 'We do not currently assess that the Israeli government is prohibiting or otherwise restricting' aid. Much hinged on the word 'currently'. There had indeed been an aid surge in the preceding two months, but three days before Blinken's certification, Israel closed the crucial Rafah crossing and mounted an offensive across southern Gaza that brought aid operations to a near halt. Presumably, Netanyahu had advance knowledge of Blinken's finding but did not wait until after the public statement before tightening the blockade. Aid deliveries dropped precipitously, first in southern Gaza, then in the north, as a team headed by Francesco Checchi, an authority on disaster epidemiology at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, showed, having compiled information on all sources of food available in Gaza: pre-existing stocks, local production, commercial imports and aid. It's the most comprehensive picture to date. The illustration above shows supplies being used up - rapidly in the north, more gradually in the south and centre - as hunger set in. There is then a respite from March until May, followed by a bigger, more sustained collapse.
The third report by the Famine Review Committee on 25 June found that increased food aid plus an improvement in water and sanitation meant that the very worst had been averted. 'In this context,' it stated, 'the available evidence does not indicate that famine is currently occurring. However, the situation in Gaza remains catastrophic and there is a high and sustained risk of famine across the whole Gaza Strip.' It emphasised that 'whether a famine classification is confirmed or not does not in any manner change the fact that extreme human suffering is without a doubt currently ongoing in the Gaza Strip ... All actors should not wait until a famine classification is made to act accordingly.' As the IPC data became available and the 'no famine' finding became more probable, defenders of Israel made their case. In May, using COGAT numbers for air drops and trucks crossing into Gaza, a group of Israeli nutritionists submitted a paper to the Israel Journal of Health Policy Research arguing that the calorie count for Gaza was more than enough to feed the population. Seven months later it has still not been published. Checchi dismissed it as 'more like a political document than a scientific article'. He argued, among other things, that the COGAT data are opaque. The trucks aren't all full, and the data don't cover the most crucial periods. Two professors at Columbia University Business School defended Israel on the same grounds. Their expertise is in supply chains and marketing, not famine.
Nonetheless, a headline in the Jerusalem Post on 18 June ran: 'Experts: ICC and UN blamed Israel for a famine that never happened in Gaza - exclusive'. The story claimed that the IPC's earlier prediction was false and malign. Israel in fact was reverting to its former approach, whose aim, as the Israeli philosopher Adi Ophir wrote in 2010, was to 'suspend "the real" catastrophe' in Gaza. This meant adjusting the aid flow just enough to satisfy Washington and controlling the humanitarian data to ensure a no-famine decision. As Lew made clear, the US played a key role both in drawing the line and in deciding that Israel hadn't crossed it. Increased deliveries had an important impact, but aggregate numbers of trucks are a small part of the picture. Food distribution is more important. Food availability is not the same as food access. In his landmark book Poverty and Famines (1981), Amartya Sen wrote that 'starvation is the characteristic of some people not having enough food to eat. It is not the characteristic of there being not enough food to eat.' Recall that famine requires only that 20 per cent of a given population are starving. These are invariably the poorest and most vulnerable, those hardest to reach.
As Israel mounted a campaign to restrict and then to shut down UNRWA - the one institution capable of reaching everyone - and systematically killed policemen on the grounds that they were affiliated with Hamas, it created a free-for-all. One element in the 29 February flour massacre appears to have been that traders couldn't establish a safe system. Israel, at best, made no obvious effort to create an alternative. Mafia-style gangs run by prominent families stole food, fuel and anything else. Meanwhile, Israeli soldiers shot both aid workers and people trying to collect aid. In a press release dated 6 January this year, the head of the UN Office for the Co-ordination of Humanitarian Affairs, Tom Fletcher, wrote that 'statements by Israeli authorities vilify our aid workers even as the military attacks them. Community volunteers who accompany our convoys are being targeted. There is now a perception that it is dangerous to protect aid convoys but safe to loot them.' It's indeed possible that Hamas is stealing some of this aid and hoarding it, as Israel alleges. But the procedures used in humanitarian emergencies around the world - providing UN agencies with protection, allowing monitoring and reporting mechanisms - have been systematically precluded by Israel. The breakdown of law and order in Gaza will be a huge impediment to humanitarian efforts during the ceasefire.
Palestinians in Gaza have been reduced to eating famine foods - things that are often barely edible. Some are scavenging or eating animal fodder. There has been high demand for wild plants, such as common mallow, known locally as khubeza, a green leaf described as somewhere between spinach and kale. A reliance on aid rations is also demoralising. In a recent column for Middle East Eye, the Palestinian professor Ghada Ageel quoted Hamed Ashour, a neighbour in the Khan Younis camp, who wrote on Facebook:
We received three eggs as a meal for three displaced families staying with us in the house. Believe me, I am not writing this to complain, but we now face the challenge of distributing three eggs among twenty people. Who can turn this into a mathematical equation that leads us to a solution - one that is both practical and satisfying - so we can overcome hunger together?

Ashour is right: mass starvation cannot be reduced to a mathematical equation. It's an act as well as an outcome and its effects are much broader than limiting the calorie count. These two critical points can be found in the definition of the war crime of starvation, enshrined in Article 8(2)(b)(xxv) of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, adopted in 1998: 'Intentionally using starvation of civilians as a method of warfare by depriving them of objects indispensable to their survival, including wilfully impeding relief supplies as provided for under the Geneva Conventions.' There is no legal definition of famine, but there is one for starvation, and this is it.
The crime  of starvation has not yet been tested in a court, so there is no case law. But it is deemed to be committed when people are intentionally deprived. There's no requirement that anyone should have starved to death, though an authoritative determination of famine would certainly lend gravity to the charge. 'Objects indispensable to survival' include not only food but water, healthcare, shelter, sanitation and care for the young. 'Impeding relief supplies' is included in the prohibition but is not its main focus. The crime against humanity of extermination is defined in the same statute, and prohibits the 'intentional infliction of conditions of life, inter alia the deprivation of access to food and medicine, calculated to bring about the destruction of part of a population'.
The Genocide Convention prohibits starvation in Article 2(c), which reads: 'deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part'. This differs from the crime of extermination in a crucial respect: genocide is the attempt to destroy a group as such. Does the physical destruction of a group require the death of its members? Or is it sufficient for the group to be physically dismantled, by dispersion, or by the irretrievable sundering of the social bonds that tie its members together? In an essay on the siege of Leningrad in Hunger and War: Food Provisioning in the Soviet Union during World War Two (2015), Rebecca Manley writes about the language city-dwellers developed for starvation. The words in the rich Russian lexicon for hunger all had associations with famines that particularly afflicted the peasantry. When starvation affected urban intellectuals, they used the expression 'nutritional dystrophy', which came to signify not just a biological state but a social and psychological condition. In her fictionalised diary of the siege, Notes from the Blockade, Lydia Ginzburg, who lived through it, wrote that 'dystrophy, the emaciated pharaonic cow, devoured everything - friendship, ideology, cleanliness, shame, the intelligentsia's habit of not stealing whatever is lying about. But more than everything, love. Love disappeared from the city, much like sugar or matches.'
The legal scholar Tom Dannenbaum describes siege starvation as 'societal torture'. By weaponising a human being's will to put an end to unbearable pain, the torturer compels the victim to betray their friends and family. 'Siege starvation,' Dannenbaum writes, 'is not merely an anomalously slow mechanism by which harm or death is inflicted in war ... It is better understood as a process by which biological imperatives are turned against fundamental human capabilities in a manner more normatively reminiscent of torture than it is of a kinetic attack.' Historians and anthropologists who have recorded the daily cruelties of famine - Breandan Mac Suibhne on Ireland, Pitrim Sorokin on the post-revolutionary Russian famines, Colin Turnbull in his ethnography of the Ik of Uganda, Janam Mukherjee on the 1943 Bengal famine and Cormac O Grada in his encyclopedic writings - describe a descent into a space between life and death, where moral judgment becomes impossible. Primo Levi called it the 'grey zone'. In January, the IDF's chief psychiatrist, Lieutenant Colonel Lucian Tatsa-Laur, claimed that an Israeli hostage held by Hamas would be 'stripped of all his humanity and all of his being ... you are starved, and you are also manipulated psychologically and physically.' The US journalist Arwa Damon posted a remark by a friend in Gaza on Facebook: 'They have reduced us to what they want us to be ... subhumans living in filth. They don't need to kill more of us. We are already the walking dead.' While the labour of killing by starvation is onerous for the perpetrator, the task of destroying a community can be devolved to the victims in a familiar sequence: after massacre and mass starvation comes anarchy.
By October last year, the situation in northern Gaza was deteriorating again, with a tightened siege and intensified Israeli attacks. Normally, the IPC and the Famine Review Committee await new data before releasing a statement, but data-gathering in northern Gaza had become impossible and the Famine Review Committee took the unprecedented step of issuing an alert although it didn't have new statistical updates. 'There is a strong likelihood that famine is imminent in areas within the northern Gaza Strip,' it wrote on 8 November, and called for immediate action. Four days later USAID followed suit: FEWS NET promised to collaborate with the IPC on a new famine assessment. On 23 December it published a report: 'Gaza Strip Food Security Alert: A famine (IPC phase 5) scenario continues to unfold in North Gaza Governorate'. A senior USAID official had 'strongly' recommended that the report be headlined 'risk of famine', which would have allowed the Biden administration to claim that it had averted actual famine, but FEWS NET refused to back down. Its report was available online for a few hours but then disappeared at USAID's instigation. The clause allowing USAID, headed by Power, a former journalist and celebrity activist against genocide, to override FEWS NET had existed for forty years but had never before been invoked.
During the brief period the FEWS NET report was online, Lew published a statement on the website of the US embassy in Israel objecting that the figures were out of date: 'It is now apparent,' he wrote, 'that the civilian population in that part of Gaza is in the range of 7000-15,000, not 65,000-75,000 which is the basis of this report ... relying on inaccurate data is irresponsible.' That's demonstrably false: the suppressed report - which survives on the internet's Wayback Machine - stated that 'an update from [UNRWA] on 22 December suggests the population may be as low as 10,000-15,000.' The population in northern Gaza was reduced by the killing of Palestinians and the creation of conditions under which human life was impossible, forcing the inhabitants to leave through an act of starvation.
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I saw them in my visage
Michael Dobson

2656 wordsRomeo: What lady's that which doth enrich the hand
Of yonder knight?
Servingman: I know not, sir.
Romeo: O, she doth teach the torches to burn bright!
It seems she hangs upon the cheek of night
Like a rich jewel in an Ethiope's ear -
Beauty too rich for use, for earth too dear.
Romeo and Juliet, I.v.

How should  present-day readers and theatre-goers respond when Romeo, enjoying his first enraptured glimpse of Juliet at the Capulets' ball, fleetingly registers the contrast between her torchlit beauty and the surrounding darkness by imagining a jewel sparkling in the earlobe of a nameless African? For the scholars in this important group of critical studies, his aside serves principally as evidence of an emergent racialised system visible throughout Elizabethan culture. Night is conventionally regarded as ugly; Juliet the white girl is beautiful; the point of the remark is the incongruity of seeing someone so radiant against this sunless background. We should infer that Romeo considers the random Ethiope innately repulsive, unworthy of the bright jewel in his or her ear.
This may not be the way the image has always worked in practice, however, given that Romeo and Juliet is a play in which dark night is the time of love, garish day the time of destructive violence. Juliet will soon be begging the fiery-footed steeds of the sun to gallop apace and bring in cloudy night, and the unwelcome daybreak after the lovers' sole night together finds them desperate to mistake the diurnal song of the lark for the nocturnal voice of the nightingale. In the multipolar, multivocal world of Shakespeare's drama and poetry, binary oppositions rarely go uncomplicated, and he devotes a sonnet, 127, to the further destabilising of any easy notion that fair = white = day = beautiful while dark = black = night = ugly. According to the sonnet, that view is an error, either of outmoded fashion or of inadequate candour: 'In the old age black was not counted fair,/Or if it were, it bore not beauty's name;/But now is black beauty's successive heir.' Even if we do decide that Shakespeare, writing words for an Italian youth in 1595, assumed that Romeo would have considered all Ethiopians unattractive, does that oblige Romeo's present-day theatrical impersonators to play him that way, or his present-day readers and spectators tacitly to agree? Whatever traces Shakespeare's scripts bear of early modern ideas about race, their pliability in the hands of new interpreters under new circumstances has meant that they have rarely functioned solely as vehicles for the reproduction of the Elizabethan attitudes their characters articulate.
I admit that when I first read Romeo and Juliet I found Romeo's image pleasingly glamorous rather than potentially offensive: the bejewelled Ethiope, whether male or female, seemed to be offering an alternative style of beauty with which Juliet's, and the night's, might excitingly be juxtaposed. But that was a long time ago, in the England of the 1970s, when, despite Enoch Powell and the National Front, racism seemed a hangover from a defunct imperial and pre-Holocaust past. All we needed to do to eradicate it for ever, we thought, was stage more Rock against Racism events. Shakespeare, who did not occupy a cherished place in the hearts of skinheads or NF agitators, didn't seem central to the issue. If anything, his willingness to write the role of Othello, which despite Burbage's original blackface performances would be used to emancipatory ends by the likes of the 19th-century actor Ira Aldridge, made him seem an ally.
The burgeoning of critical race studies has greatly complicated this view. Shakespeare's canon is now to be read as a literary counterpart to England's first ventures into the slave trade, its characters' every reference to colour and ethnicity understood as part of the making of a white supremacist hegemony; and Shakespeare's persistent presence in anglophone culture since then - especially in contexts where his works have been hailed as universally relevant and truthful, exempt from any compromising association with white privilege - is to be seen as one means by which that hegemony has been ratified and maintained. The range, vividness and significance of this work are well represented in Arthur Little's collection White People in Shakespeare, a book whose ideas have only been sharpened by the fact that there are legislators in many American states who would like academics to be fired for holding them.
The 'white people' of the title are in the first instance Shakespeare's white characters, such as fair Juliet of fair Verona, a city so obsessively white, in Kyle Grady's essay 'Envy Pale of Hew', that its intraracial feud barely manages to be tragic. As he sees it, the importation of interethnic strife in adaptations such as West Side Story finally gives the play's implied others a fair share in the drama. Antonio in The Merchant of Venice is presented in Ian Smith's virtuoso essay 'Antonio's White Penis' as a man dangerously paralleled not only with Shylock but with the black Prince of Morocco, and engaged in a tricky category-trading negotiation to remain within the entitled bracket of whiteness alongside Bassanio while still embodying homosexual desire. Little's white people also include the present-day white interpreters addressed in Margo Hendricks's impassioned 'I Saw Them in My Visage' and represented in this collection by, among others, Jean Howard, whose 'The White Shakespearean and Daily Practice' provides a useful reflection on the pragmatic measures literature professors can adopt in the hope of avoiding the institutionalised reaffirmation of an invisibly and normatively white Shakespeare.
Hendricks complains that her white colleagues have reproduced and even celebrated the research of black colleagues 'while at the same time dismissing the black or dark-skinned bodies that gave rise to that scholarship', producing work in which 'the black body becomes a shifting literary signifier (a metaphor, if you will) rather than a historical subject' and race 'functions ornamentally in service to academic publication and career trajectories'. David Sterling Brown's essay on Shakespeare's near obsession with white women's white hands doesn't bring in his own lived experience, but his monograph Shakespeare's White Others - in which Titus Andronicus, Hamlet, Antony and Cleopatra and Othello are used as case studies depicting crises in whiteness - is framed by an eloquent account of his formative experience of racial profiling at the hands of the American police in the late 1990s. It is striking how closely his story resonates with John Kani's account of being arrested after a rehearsal of Othello in apartheid Johannesburg in 1987 and interrogated about his onstage relationship with Joanna Weinberg's Desdemona.
If there is an intellectual faultline in Little's collection, it is between those who view Shakespeare's works as important to understand because they have been and remain oppressive, and those - here, primarily theatre practitioners such as Peter Sellars, Anchuli Felicia King and Keith Hamilton Cobb - who still find enabling possibilities in their performance. (Sellars has a fascinating exchange with Ayanna Thompson in which they discuss the paradoxical advantages enjoyed by performances of Shakespeare's plays in prisons over those in commercial theatres: for one thing, in jail you automatically get representatively diverse casting, if single-sexed.) Little's contributors, academics and theatre-makers alike, seem to have an exaggerated sense that Shakespeare as institutionalised in America is not just symptomatic of the country's racial politics but the key to them, whether as a cause or, less frequently, as part of a potential cure. In his introduction, Little admits that 'quite likely very few' of the rioters who stormed the Capitol on 6 January 2021 'thought of Shakespeare or theatre', but insists that 'resonances of a white Shakespeare haunted the insurrection,' not just because the Capitol is near the Folger Shakespeare Library, but because the building is an architectural homage to republican Rome, rather than a specimen of generic megalomaniac neoclassicism, and thus is 'very much indebted to England's Shakespeare'. The whole event, he concludes, was a specimen of 'white people's Shakespearean theatre on a grand scale'.
This is an instance of guilt by unproven association. It is true that Julius Caesar has been more frequently quoted in US political contexts than many other plays (notoriously, in connection with the assassination of Abraham Lincoln, as discussed here in Katherine Gillen's essay 'White Freedom, White Property and White Tears'), but to suggest, as Little does, that the US has 'ventriloquised Julius Caesar, as though it were America's white anthem or constitution', is an overstatement. (It might have been worth acknowledging how differently Julius Caesar has played outside the US, notably among liberationists in Africa - whether performed by Apollo Milton Obote, translated into Swahili by Julius Nyerere, or read on Robben Island by Nelson Mandela.) Perhaps this is the assertion of a Shakespearean scholar over-anxious to demonstrate that his subject still matters outside the seminar room, even at the cost of ceding Shakespeare's cultural capital to the extreme right. But the KKK and their MAGA fellow-travellers would have gone on the rampage even if Shakespeare's Antony had neither buried Caesar nor praised him.
As for the inextricable connection between Shakespeare and the American ruling class towards which Little's subtitle gestures in its promise of essays on 'Race, Culture and the Elite', this may have gone for ever. When Little and I were PhD students at Harvard in the 1980s, the undergraduate lecture course on Shakespeare available as an elective to all students, for which we both ran discussion classes and graded essays, was recruiting cohorts of about three hundred. Since then, any sense that an Ivy League education ought to include such a thing has faded: that Shakespeare course now plays to audiences of more like thirty, and I doubt whether any of the governing class that has just taken over Capitol Hill by more constitutional means than those of 6 January is planning to spend time at the Folger.
Despite a title that seems intended to provoke right-wing culture warriors, Farah Karim-Cooper's Great White Bard is in fact a general readers' guide to the insights critical race studies have brought to Shakespeare, concentrating on his depiction of non-white characters. An introduction on the contingent process of Shakespeare's canonisation in the era of the slave trade, which landed him with that awful ethno-nationalist soubriquet 'the Bard', is followed by chapters on Aaron, Cleopatra, Shylock and Caliban, and then one on the whiteness of the comic heroines.
Both the accessibility and the nuanced critical standpoint of Karim-Cooper's work have been shaped by her two decades as head of education at Shakespeare's Globe, a position that put her at a rare interface between Shakespeare studies as practised in Anglo-American universities, the teaching of Shakespeare as the only author mentioned by name in England's national curriculum, and the day-to-day work of a theatre company whose venue dramatises a fraught and charged encounter between rival versions of past and present. Architecturally, Shakespeare's Globe belongs to a tradition of Tudorbethan pastiche most obviously affiliated to white cultural conservatism. In Britain, the desire to perform Shakespeare's plays in some approximation of their original staging, first stated by William Poel in the 1890s, emerged as part of an Arts and Crafts yearning for a pre-industrial, hyper-English England. The earliest attempt to build a conjectural replica of the Globe - a half-size version by Edwin Lutyens - formed part of the nostalgic Shakespeare's England exhibition mounted at Earl's Court in 1912.
In the US such fairground reconstructions served to bolster a sense of America's Wasp cultural inheritance and its anglophile geopolitical allegiances: the replica Globe that a young Sam Wanamaker saw at the Chicago World's Fair of 1934 was funded by the British government, and when Wanamaker came to London in 1949 and found no such structure marking the former site of the real Globe he was surprised and disappointed. 'By this time,' he wrote later, 'the concept of Globe reconstructions had taken a strong hold in the US, and this was part of and contributed to a great revival and interest in Shakespeare and America's English language heritage.' Wanamaker was regarded as a dangerous leftist by Senator McCarthy, and in Stratford in 1959 he played Iago opposite the Othello of the blacklisted civil rights activist Paul Robeson, but tourists drawn to the theatre Wanamaker campaigned to build on Bankside - and which eventually opened in 1997, four years after his death - might be forgiven for thinking that its thatched roof and oak timbers are all about celebrating a version of Englishness that has everything to do with defeating the Spanish Armada and founding the Virginia colony and nothing at all to do with the Empire Windrush.
But the expectation that Shakespeare's Globe will provide a theme-park experience of Merrie England, in which his plays will be situated emphatically in a whitewashed version of history rather than in the present, is at odds both with the heightened form of liveness produced by daylit open-air performance (at the Globe we can see our present-day fellow audience members at least as well as we can see the actors, and even if the latter are wearing Elizabethan-style clothing they may well be ad-libbing a gag about a noisy helicopter) and with the progressive casting practices espoused by most of the company's productions. Shakespeare, as Karim-Cooper points out, 'was never invested in natural realism. A young white male was the first person to ever play his black and quixotic Cleopatra' and in any case 'the plays lend themselves to diversity because of their creation within the context of racial formation.'
It is this inclusive version of Shakespearean heritage that usually occupies the replica's stage; for example, the 2019 Richard II played entirely by women of colour, with which Karim-Cooper concludes her epilogue. Her careful, lucid book is informed by her vast experience working alongside racially mixed casts and with racially mixed classes as they have sought to make sense of Shakespeare's canon at a theatre that emits fascinatingly mixed signals about what the perpetuation of Shakespeare means, and for whom. This isn't a perfect book - there are missteps, such as the decision to refer to 'Our revels now are ended' as an 'infamous epilogue' (the speech is famous rather than infamous and isn't an epilogue) and Karim-Cooper's curtain line strikes both a tonal and an ideological discord. 'And we all have the right to claim the Bard' makes the appreciation of Shakespeare sound like an onerous task rather than something enjoyable, and if after all those demystifying and enabling chapters Shakespeare is still 'the Bard', even if no longer the great white one, then something has failed.
Strikingly, Karim-Cooper, too, cites the 6 January rioters as an example of people who still regard Shakespeare as evidence of the superiority of white culture, quoting a letter drafted by the insurrectionists to reassure the employees of the Folger Shakespeare Library. 'We will be blocking access to your building ... to prevent our persons of grievance from using you as a loophole. This is nothing personal to the library itself. We have no intention of damaging, trespassing or otherwise altering your facility in any way ... We sincerely apologise in advance to any inconvenience this may cause you.' The letter is so badly written one doubts its authors ever read any Shakespeare (perhaps their professed respect for the library owed more to its status as a monument to the excess profits of Standard Oil), but Karim-Cooper must now be even more interested in its contents, given her new job as the director of the Folger. If her book is as widely read as it deserves to be, the library had better have a solid contingency plan ready in case the white supremacists return. Next time they may not be so willing to leave the Folger undisturbed.
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Why children's books?
Katherine Rundell

5753 wordsIn  1803, Samuel Taylor Coleridge sat in his astronomer's study in Keswick, and wrote in his notebook his central Principle of Criticism:
never to lose an opportunity of reasoning against the head-dimming, heart-damping principle of judging a work by its defects, not its beauties. Every work must have the former - we know it a priori - but every work has not the latter, and he, therefore, who discovers them, tells you something that you could not with certainty, or even with probability, have anticipated.

It is the work of a writer for children to do the same for the world itself. Children have not yet built wide hinterlands: to them, the world is still opaque and full of necessary bewilderment. Those who write for children have the chance to point them towards beauty that they do not yet know exists: towards versions of joy that they have not yet imagined possible.
In being written for those to whom the world is new and strange, for those who are without economic power, and for those who need short, sharp, bold stories, children's literature can be a form of distillation: of what it means to hope, to fear, to yearn, distilled down and down into a piece of concentrated meaning. But you cannot claim to be a magician and fail to produce the rabbit. Let us begin, therefore, at the beginning, with some beginnings:
When Mary Lennox was sent to Misselthwaite Manor to live with her uncle everybody said she was the most disagreeable-looking child ever seen. It was true, too.
The night Max wore his wolf suit and made mischief of one kind and another his mother called him 'Wild thing!' and Max said 'I'll eat you up!' so he was sent to bed without eating anything.
Alice was beginning to get very tired of sitting by her sister on the bank, and of having nothing to do: once or twice she had peeped into the book her sister was reading, but it had no pictures or conversations in it, 'and what is the use of a book,' thought Alice, 'without pictures or conversation?'
Once upon a time there was ...
        'A King!' my little readers will say at once.
        No, children, you are wrong. Once upon a time there was a piece of wood.
All children, except one, grow up.

All children grow up: those who write for children need, therefore, to write fiction that will speak to them both now and in their future. I have two work lives - I write non-fiction for adults, and fiction for children. The question I am most often asked is: which is harder? Children's writing is by far the work I find hardest, because it has its own urgent imperatives, and its own laws, and those laws are both the laws of writing and the laws of childhood: laws that must be taken seriously.
It was W.H. Auden who said: 'there are good books which are only for adults, because their comprehension presupposes adult experiences, but there are no good books which are only for children.' The great discipline of children's fiction is that it has to be written for everyone: because if it is not for everyone then it's not for anyone at all. It offers us the specific joy of finding our commonality: we can all meet on the pages of A.A. Milne in a way that we cannot on the pages of Jacques Derrida.
Children's laws were not always acknowledged. The very first children's books in English were instruction manuals for good behaviour. One of the earliest, The Babees Book, from around 1475, is a list of instructions: 'Your nose, your teeth, your nails, from picking keep.' It's striking how many of the early children's conduct manuals focused on nose-picking. The 15th-century Little Children's Little Book orders that you should not 'wipe your nose or nostrils, else men will say you are come of churls', while Urbanitatis instructs Tudor children to keep their hands 'from dirtying the cloth/There-on thou shalt not thy nose wipe.' Urbanitatis was used in the education of the Duke of Norfolk, grandfather of Henry VIII's most unfortunate wives, Anne Boleyn and Catherine Howard, to whom he may have passed on impeccable nasal hygiene. The text does not, alas, teach how to avoid being beheaded by a king.
It wasn't until 1744 that John Newbery published what is generally thought to be the first children's book: A Little Pretty Pocket-Book, Intended for the Instruction and Amusement of Little Master Tommy and Pretty Miss Polly ... The Use of which will infallibly make Tommy a good Boy, and Polly a good Girl. It was immensely popular in England and does make a gesture towards fiction (Jack the Giant Killer writes letters to the children), but it also contains 'One Hundred and Sixty three Rules for the Behaviour of Children'. These include 'Spit not in the Room, but in the Corner, and rub it with thy Foot' and 'Reprove thy Companions as oft as there shall be occasion, for any evil ... or indecent Action.' Children were to be tamed, disciplined, quietened.
Or, if you are Tolstoy, they were to be extravagantly harrowed. Throughout the 1870s and 1880s, Tolstoy wrote stories for the children who lived on his family estate; they went on to become popular throughout Russia and summon up the same feelings of delight and warmth that you find in Anna Karenina's suicide scene. There is a lion who tears apart a puppy, a tree cut down 'screaming in unbearable pain', a dead bird, a dead hare, another dead bird. There is a disputation on 'why there is evil', in which a hermit tells us that 'from our bodies comes all the evil in the world.' The blurb on the back of my edition says the stories will 'captivate and delight children of all ages', always assuming that those children have a more than usually potent appetite for dead puppies. They work, like many English children's books of the time, on the assumption that children are not to be trusted with the freedom of pleasure: they might break something with it.
Over the decades, however, children's literature slowly uncoupled itself from strident moralising and nostril anxiety. Women's suffrage and trade unions gained strength, childhood literacy rates soared, and children's books became more than ways to regulate and admonish the child heart. They began to take the actual desires of actual children into account. As grown-ups came to recognise the childhood imagination as something unique to itself, something wild and immense, so the books, in turn, became wild and immense offerings. From being engines of control, they began offering visions of how various good and evil might be. They work to disprove the Anna Karenina principle that happy families are all alike: they offer a multiplicity of models for what delight might look like.
Take the Moomins. Tove Jansson published the first book in 1945, introducing readers to the collected family comprised of young Moomintroll and his parents, the Snorkmaiden, Little My, Sniff and Snufkin. The Moomins achieve something it would be difficult to find in adult literature: they are heroes, and they are deeply, profoundly strange. Their strangeness is accepted without fluster or fanfare. The tiny, perpetually irate Little My, of whom Jansson writes, 'She was just a glimpse of something determined and independent that had no need to show itself,' is an icon to girls made uneasy by the demand that they should charm the world. Little My bites, she tells us, because she wants to. Snufkin is a visionary who comes and goes without causing complaint or clamour, who owns both nothing, he says, and also 'the whole world'.
In children's books, including my own, there are many orphans - largely because adults get in the way of adventure - but for Moomintroll, the family is itself the site of adventure. The ties of family and community are not a burden or duty but a source of life. 'Moomintroll's mother and father always welcomed all their friends in the same quiet way, just adding another bed and putting another leaf in the dining room table.' The Moomins would add you, however strange and ungainly your inner or outer self, to their table, without question.
I would never wish to do without the power of the orphan story, however. It has a burning warmth and clarity to it. It matters to us all, because we all become orphans in the end. The orphan story has traditionally offered a way for both children and adults to imagine their fundamental aloneness. Francis Spufford writes that, among the Hopi people of the American South-West, it is impossible to be an orphan. No child could slip through the net of family bond: if parents die, a grandparent, aunt, third cousin, someone will step in to fulfil that role. But many Hopi stories centre on an orphan abandoned in the harsh wilderness: abandonment must be imagined for certain elements of human experience - our ultimate solitude and our interconnectedness - to be understood.
The orphan story points to another possible version of heroism offered by children's books: it opens the space for surrogacy. Think of E. Nesbit's 1905 novel The Railway Children. The three siblings aren't orphans, but the removal of their father and the absence of their working mother allows for other figures - Mr Perks the railway porter, the Old Gentleman on the train - to take on the role of protector and fairy godmother. To read The Railway Children is to be told: despite the spinning and chaos of the world, there will be adults who will fight for you.
British children's books have often taught other truths - that the best thing you can be is white, upper or middle class, and if you are a girl, quiet. Many have taught children to revere the aristocracy, conquer the wilderness and condescend to the poor. Our girl heroes have nearly always been thin, and their thinness offered as a shorthand for their spare clarity of vision, as if we cannot fathom a quick mind in a large body.
I've been visiting schools for more than a decade, and often the children and I write a story together. In some classrooms more than half the kids have English as a second language, but the names they suggest for the story are always similar: Elizabeth, Henry, Jack. You can only be a hero, we have told children, if you have that kind of name: names licked clean by kings and queens. One of the highest compliments in Kipling's writing is: 'You're a white man.' That is changing now, albeit slowly: books such as Malorie Blackman's Pig Heart Boy, Patrice Lawrence's triumphant People Like Stars and Tola Okogwu's Onyeka and the Academy of the Sun are building a library in which all children are able to find themselves in the books they read.
How, then, is children's fiction made? I could no more summarise what's remarkable about The Wind in the Willows or Frank Cottrell-Boyce's Cosmic than I could sing all the parts in a hundred-instrument symphony, but there are common threads that run through the children's books that have endured and the new books that children currently devour. If, as a practitioner, I were to draw up a list it would include: autonomy, peril, justice, secrets, small jokes, large jokes, revelations, animals, multitudinous versions of love, inventions - and food.
Food gives both solid reality and delicious longing to children's books. Brian Jacques, author of the Redwall series about monastic chivalric mice, was a milkman when he began volunteering to read at a school for the blind. He found himself horrified by the quality of the books he was reading, and decided to write his own - and, because the children were blind, he accentuated senses other than sight: smell, sound, temperature, texture and, most important of all to children, taste. The food in Redwall is the thing most of its readers remember: it gives the story the rich shine of desire. You might, were you a Redwall mouse, have a feast of 'tender freshwater shrimp garnished with cream and rose leaves, devilled barley pearls in acorn puree, apple and carrot chews, marinated cabbage stalks steeped in creamed white turnip with nutmeg'.
It's easier to trust a writer who writes great food: they are a person who has paid attention to the world. Children have very little control over what or when they eat, and evolution has given them a sweet tooth far stronger than an adult's to ensure they consume enough calories during growth spurts - of course their longings are colossal. Fictional food provokes real hunger: it makes the story into a bodily thing. Food is a way to open the door to the space in which the capacity for imaginative and intellectual freedom is built: you lure them in with real appetites.
Perhaps the best book ever written about postwar rationing is Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. Published in 1964, ten years after rationing ended in Britain, it has an entire nation's hunger for fresh tastes and wild luxury encoded in its pages. And there is The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, written in 1950, when sugar and fruit and treats were still scarce (in 1942, according to a survey, many children did not believe that bananas were real): Edmund's Turkish Delight stands in for every lost and longed-for glory. What child forgets the seismically disappointing discovery that the English version tastes like jellied flowers dusted in soap powder?
What else did I long for as a child? I wanted action. I wanted characters brought right to the very edge of themselves. To put a child character in danger is in a way to honour them - to believe in their capacity to rise to meet it - and the child reader, in their self-identification, is honoured alongside. I loved a villain meeting a dramatic end. I loved the major chord of justice done, of the crocodile devouring Hook, of the Men in Grey vanished into dust by Momo, of Mrs Coulter falling forever through a chasm in the fabric of the universe. I craved books that said to a child: the world will demand your bravery and your endurance. Practise it here, where the imagination is the first way you experience transformation.
But I also craved domestic fiction. That is action, albeit action of a different kind. It was unimportant to me whether the action was a race around the world or the human heart shifting in a kitchen, but I needed movement. A children's book has to have kinetic energy, but it can be inner or outer. In that sense the action of Judy Blume or Jacqueline Wilson - action that is largely invisible to watching adults, and where the peril is the peril of human relationships - is as colossal as that of Treasure Island. And books teach you to see urgent value in daily detail: it is a fundamental stupidity, they tell you, not to see that the quotidian is where truth can be both most readily discovered, and most readily twisted. Books like The Secret Garden prepared me for Middlemarch and Moll Flanders and Madame Bovary.
So I approach a blank page with the understanding that children need food, and adventure (and with adventure, the promise that an adversary can and will be overcome), and a microscope to investigate the detail of daily life. But children also have a craving for jokes. A joke is a form of cherishing as well as a form of novelty. It takes a special kind of intelligence to write Pooh becoming wedged in his door, and Rabbit asking: 'Do you mind if I use your back legs as a towel-horse? Because, I mean, there they are - doing nothing - and it would be very convenient.' Or when Toad of Toad Hall, disguised as a washerwoman, makes his way out of prison, declaring in high dudgeon: 'I have a very elegant figure - for what I am.' A good joke exposes nonsense, and looks with generous ruthlessness at our self-interest and self-contradictions. A great deal in the world is shoddy and foolish, cruel and inexplicable, but a joke is a way of slicing through it.
Yet the thing I longed for most in children's books were stories that would salute the reader's intelligence, acknowledging that though small and hectic and clumsy without, we were not small and hectic and clumsy within. Some of that saluting is in trusting a child to be able to bear sorrow or terror: Charlotte's death in Charlotte's Web; Raymond Briggs's Snowman melting into nothing; the blood and horror of fairy tales. Children can metabolise more fictional grief than we give them credit for. There's a death in my most recent book which led a child to send me a letter that ended in a portrait of me, and underneath it the word murderer.
Some of the salute to a child's capacity is in tone, and language. The great children's writers trusted children with irony and with sophisticated ideas: they trusted them to see in language a set, not of rules, but of possibilities. It was Beatrix Potter who taught me the words 'disconsolately', 'ponderously' and, of course, this: 'It is said that the effect of eating too much lettuce is "soporific". I have never felt sleepy after eating lettuce; but then I am not a rabbit.' My hope would be that children, in reading books that do not defer to their youth in terms of vocabulary, will come to find in language an ally against those who would commandeer erudition in order to dominate.
At the end of my list of things I longed for is the most divisive among both child and adult readers: magic. I longed for the impossible. For as long as we have told stories, we have told of impossible creatures - cyclopes, mermaids, krakens - and impossible objects: you find rings that make the wearer invisible as far back as Plato.
What is  fantasy for? You do not suddenly start needing philosophy on your eighteenth birthday: you have always needed it. Fantasy is philosophy's more gorgeously painted cousin. You can't just tell a child a blunt fact about the human heart and expect them to believe you. That's not how it works. You can't scribble on a Post-it note for a 12-year-old: your strangeness is worth keeping, or your love will matter. You need to show it. And fantasy, with its limitless scope, gives us a way of offering longhand proof for otherwise inarticulable ideas: endurance and hatred and regret, and power and passion and death. As Tolkien said, in an interview in 1968, 'human stories are practically always about one thing, aren't they? Death. The inevitability of death.'
For more than three thousand years we have been inventing mythical creatures, but the reason we have done so is less clear. One theory is that we built creatures to match the inexplicable remains we found. The Indigenous American mythological beast, the Thunder Bird, may well have stemmed from T-Rex skeletons. The historian of ancient science Adrienne Mayor has pointed to hundreds of instances where fossil discoveries map onto local mythmaking. 'Someone who discovered a tyrannosaurid forelimb with its peculiar pair of claws, and perhaps with the elongated, birdlike shoulder blade, might well have identified the fossil as part of the skeleton of some mysterious bird.' Shark teeth left over from Neanderthal meals have been read as dragon teeth.
I've spent the last few years reading about mythical beasts for my book Impossible Creatures, and what's striking is how very blurry the line has been between real and imagined. In Pliny the Elder's Natural History of 77 ad - a book which is often called the first encyclopedia - there is a description of the jaculus dragon. In the 15th century, the theologian Felix Fabri reported that he had glimpsed a unicorn in the Sinai desert, its horn four feet long and 'wondrous brilliant'. And if you lived in the 17th century, you might have believed griffins were real; in 1652, King Charles I's chaplain, Alexander Ross, said: 'If any man say that now such animals are not to be seen; I answer ... they may be removed to places of more remoteness and security, inaccessible to men.'
Not everyone loves a dragon. There are many attacks you can level at fantasy (often with justice): escapist, ridiculous, indulgent, coy, repetitive. One of the Inklings - nobody agrees which - is supposed to have groaned at Tolkien's reading: 'By god, not another bloody elf!' Fantasy, with its limitless possibilities, has lured some of the worst writing around. There are books that give you nothing except relentless battles, didactic hectoring or crass sentimentalism - but then there are many very bad songs, and it does not turn us off the concept of music. There are many bad dinners, but it does not turn us off the concept of feasting.
At its best, you can turn to fantasy, and in particular fantasy for children, for the essence of things. Ursula Le Guin takes her guiding line from Tolkien, who, she said, never sought to deny that fantasy is escapist: that is its power and glory. 'If a soldier is imprisoned by the enemy, don't we consider it his duty to escape? The moneylenders, the know-nothings, the authoritarians have us all in prison; if we value the freedom of the mind and soul, if we're partisans of liberty, then it's our plain duty to escape, and to take as many people with us as we can.'
Fantasy can be a bulwark against the mania of strong men and capitalist dogma, a way of laying bare the real-life fantasies that have been offered to us as actual, literal truth: rampant nationalism and war-mongering. Le Guin writes: 'Fantasy is a literature particularly useful for embodying and examining the real difference between good and evil. In an America where our reality may seem degraded to posturing patriotism and self-righteous brutality, imaginative literature continues to question what heroism is, to examine the roots of power and to offer moral alternatives.' Fantasy does not need, always, to be the clash of sword against sword: in the finest fantasy, it is the clash of idea against idea.
C.S. Lewis wrote that tales of the marvellous are their own, real thing: fictional, yes, but also solid pieces of knowledge. They are 'actual additions to life; they give, like certain rare dreams, sensations we never had before, and enlarge our conception of the range of possible experience.' The greatest children's fantasies were worth your time when you were twelve, and they are equally worth it now. They keep the imagination sharp, and big, and hungry. They remind us that the imagination is not an optional extra, which we can humour in our children but safely discard in adulthood. It is at the very heart of everything. It is deadly serious, the necessary condition of political change, of love. It is the sharpest tool of ethics. Edmund Burke popularised the term 'moral imagination' to describe the ability of ethical perception to step beyond the limits of the fleeting moment and beyond the limits of a single person's experience. It is the imagination that allows us to push beyond convention and imposed authority, beyond that which the powerful would tell you is inevitable and everlasting. 'We live in capitalism,' Le Guin wrote. 'Its power seems inescapable - but then, so did the divine right of kings. Any human power can be resisted and changed by human beings. Resistance and change often begin in art. Very often in our art, the art of words.'
E. Nesbit will not make you into either a saint or a socialist. But the imagination is the primary and first site of resistance. The market abhors all values that are not the values of the market: children's books, to a great extent because they are written for those who cannot participate in the market, can offer resistance to a vision of the good life which is a built on a hegemony of acquisition. Children's books insist in having faith in vast truths that lie beyond consumption and display. Their utopianism is that of the Moomins and Pippi Longstocking: it offers an experiential microcosm of a more ideal world.
I do not find writing for children easy: I feel that I fail the vast majority of the time to pin down exactly what I wanted, in tone and pace and truth to the page, and, as I do not enjoy the experience of failing, the experience of writing is sharp-edged. But it is worth it, in part for the rare shock of joy when a joke or a plot line falls into place, like wooden hinges perfectly matched, and so I go on.
The other, larger reason I go on is that I believe in the necessity of offering children versions of wonder. I don't mean the twee commodified vision of wonder we're sold - the Instagram post of a mountain lake with an inspirational quote. I mean real wonder: the willed astonishment that the world, in all its dangers and clumsiness, in all its beauties and miracles, demands of us. Active, informed, iron-willed wonder is a skill, not a gift: you have to work at it. And you cannot remain in awe of that which is familiar, so the only way to maintain wonder is to learn: learn, and keep learning. I was taught that by Merlin, in T.H. White's The Sword in the Stone. Learning, he says, is
the only thing that never fails. You may grow old and trembling in your anatomies, you may lie awake at night listening to the disorder of your veins, you may miss your only love and lose your moneys to a monster, you may see the world about you devastated by evil lunatics, or know your honour trampled in the sewers of baser minds. There is only one thing for it then - to learn. Learn why the world wags and what wags it. It is the only thing which the poor mind can never exhaust, never alienate, never be tortured by, never fear or distrust, and never dream of regretting.

G.K. Chesterton wrote that the world will never starve for want of wonders, but only for want of wonder. Children's books, at their best, are engines of wonder, accessible to us right at the beginning of our understanding: books written to offer the still new human a vision of the world not only as it is, but as it might be.
Children's books are, too, the great floodlit gateway to ideas. They are a way into other books: a point of entry into the chain reactions of literature. Impossible Creatures is in part based - very loosely - on an unfinished epic poem by John Donne called Metempsychosis, about a soul born from the first apple of the first tree, which eternally transmigrates into new lives. Donne abandoned the poem, it's said, because he came to fear it would be seen as blasphemous, but the Victorian editor Alexander Grosart used it as proof that 'as an Imaginator, it is impossible to place Donne too high.' I stole some of Donne's imaginating, to invent a person, a girl, who discovers that she was born with that soul inside her and so has access to all the hard-garnered knowledge of mankind. I very rarely tell children the story's origin, because if you had told me as a child that a book had at its heart an unfinished epic poem by a Renaissance poet, I would have taken that as a watertight reason not to read it. So to children I talk about adventure and delight, flying coats and man-eating unicorns, of what it would be like to hold a restless baby griffin in your arms - but, maybe, one or two of those children will grow up to read Metempsychosis, and they will think: Yes. I have met you before. And the spark of recognition - of something fitting into a wider world of meaning, of books interweaving with books, of the past still speaking into the present - will be theirs.
It all comes down 
, I think, to this: a children's book is not a luxury good. It is fundamental to our culture, to the grown-ups we become, to the society we build. If, as an adult, you become lost, children's books stand waiting, with their distilled vision of that which can never be lost. But we are faring poorly in the UK: we risk battening closed the doorway to imagined lands for millions of children. Sixteen per cent of our adults are functionally illiterate. A study by the National Literacy Trust in November 2024 found that reading for pleasure was at a historic low: only a third of British children aged between eight and eighteen reported reading for pleasure in their spare time, a precipitous decline of more than 8 per cent from the previous year. But how are they to love books if they have no books? The National Literacy Trust estimates that nearly a million children in the UK don't own a single book of their own. Between 2010 and 2020, almost eight hundred libraries were closed - and of those that now remain, a third have reduced their hours. Our government's spending on libraries is far lower than most European countries: PS12 annually per capita, compared to Finland's PS50.
Alongside our fight to get books into children's lives, we face the eruption in social media use among the young. You can't get a child hooked on reading when there is an alternative pastime that will eat their attention like a wolf. A quarter of three and four-year-olds in the UK own their own smartphone. It's hard to talk about children and social media without sounding puritanical. When the pencil with a rubber at the end was introduced in 1858, there were fears that the ability to erase mistakes would cause children to become intellectually lazy. But I think that this is different: not least because there is so much money to be made from your child's attention, and their data, and their desires.
Social media is designed to grip like iron. It will solve the panic of boredom, but it cannot take you beyond itself: its model is devised to hold you tight. And its use maps squarely onto inequality. Studies have shown over and over that the poorest children, disproportionately children of colour, and above all, those children whose parents work the longest hours, who are precariously housed, for whom quiet is a luxury, spend the most time on their phones. It's near impossible to resist, as an individual parent, this great, uncontrolled experiment with your child's consciousness. A young person learns far faster than an adult, is quicker to process and keep knowledge, but they are also the easiest target to exploit, discipline and manipulate for profit. If we want child readers, we will need, together, to find ways to resist.
In The Republic, Plato asks: 'Shall we carelessly allow children to hear any casual tales which may be devised by casual persons, and to receive into their minds ideas for the most part the very opposite of those which we should wish them to have when they are grown up?'
I once heard the current children's laureate, Frank Cottrell-Boyce, describe a conversation with the Swiss Roma novelist Mariella Mehr. Born a member of the itinerant Yenish people, Mehr had been forcibly separated from her family by the Kinder der Landstrasse programme, moved between sixteen orphanages and three reformatories, and later imprisoned. Cottrell-Boyce asked her: 'How did you know this wasn't all there was? How did you know that you deserved more? How did you know that life could be better?' She said: 'I had read Heidi.'
There's no doubt that reading for pleasure as a child can change your life. It is a key predictor of economic success later in life. But the main reason to help children seek out books is this: if you cut a person off from reading, you're a thief. You cut them off from the song that humanity has been singing for thousands of years. You cut them off from what we have laid out for the next generation, and the next. It's in the technology of writing that we've preserved our boldest, most original thought, our best jokes and most generous comfort. To fail to do everything we can to help children hear that song is a cruelty - and a stupidity - for which we should not expect to be forgiven. We need to be infinitely more furious that there are children without books.
Impossible Creatures asks: if you could see us - humanity - from the beginning, in all our destruction and fury, and all our glories and ravishments, what would you say to us, on balance: yes, or no? The book says, over and over, yes. It is more optimistic than I am, because my dread for the world is not good meat: it will nourish nobody. Antonio Gramsci famously wrote, in Letters from Prison, three years into being jailed for his criticism of Mussolini's fascist state: 'I am a pessimist because of intelligence, but an optimist because of will.' There's a willed optimism inherent in the act of writing for children. You'll find it in murder mysteries by Sharna Jackson, in Jill Barklem's Brambly Hedge, in dragon taming. To write those books is to insist that though the world burns, and there is more fire to come, it will always be worth teaching children to rejoice. It will always be worth showing them how to build an internal blueprint for happiness. Nothing about being alive demands joy. But, over and over, the great children's books insist on it: on joy as a way that humans both create and are given meaning. Joy is insisted on through talking spiders, and rats in rowing boats, and in the vast promise of an opening line: 'In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit.'
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Short Cuts
Chinese Fanfic
Yun Sheng

1489 wordsSince  Trump's re-election, worrying rumours have been circulating on Chinese social media: 'AO3 might be in trouble. Trump wants to shut it down.' AO3 (Archive of Our Own) is the world's most popular website inspired by and dedicated to fanfiction - in China we've adopted the Japanese term doujin to refer to fan culture - and people from many countries have contributed stories imagining Trump in almost every possible scenario. The most popular, of course, are death or sex fantasies; there is an especially rich seam of erotic strong man pairings: #Trump/Putin, #Trump/Musk, #Trump/JesusChrist. #Trump/Shrek was popular in 2016 because of his 'drain the swamp' slogan and Shrek being a swamp monster.
Doujin is closely associated with ACGN culture: the linked worlds of anime, comics, video games and young adult novels. As ACGN has grown increasingly popular in China over the last decade, so has doujin. Fans of popular manga or novels create new plots for the characters and publish them on websites (doujinshi) read by fellow enthusiasts. One of the most popular genres, typically written by women for women, is Boys' Love (BL), in which male characters are paired up (or 'shipped'). They don't have to be ACGN characters to be given the BL treatment: fantasy series are popular sources of inspiration (Harry Potter shipped with Draco Malfoy, for instance) and sometimes the protagonists are taken from real life (see #Trump).
BL arrived in China with the rise of the web-novel in the mid-2000s and now dominates the romance market. A generation of schoolgirls are growing up reading BL, just as we read Chiung Yao in the 1980s. Chiung Yao was quite productive by pre-internet standards - she published more than sixty novels - but most web authors have to put out a thousand words a day to keep their readers hooked. The platforms that host them pay as little as 20-30 RMB (two or three pounds) per thousand characters and take up to half the tips writers receive from appreciative readers. One famous author admitted to receiving less than 5000 RMB for a novel of 300,000 words. According to the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, the web-novel market in China was worth 40 billion RMB in 2023 and has 24 million writers, 36 million works and more than half a billion readers. Only a handful of those writers have a traditional book contract or - even better - a TV/movie/radio drama adaptation of their work. Most write for themselves and their community; author-reader interactions are often intimate. A writer might share a bit of their daily life when they get to the end of a chapter ('I'll be busy with chores tomorrow, so I might be late with updates') and sometimes they ask readers how they would like the story to go. If a reader is an especially good tipper, a writer might create subplots catering to their taste. The production model and fierce competition means that the most popular web-novels are reliably addictive reading.
In 2019 the BL novel The Founder of Diabolism was made into a TV series, making stars of its lead actors, Xiao Zhan and Wang Yibo. In the adaptation, however, homosexual love is turned into brotherhood. A gay friend of mine complained that you need a magnifying glass to find the romance; viewers who didn't know the original novel had no clue. Xiao and Wang's armies of fans split into two camps and fought on social media. This brought AO3 to the attention of the authorities, who blocked it on the mainland (it's still accessible only via VPN). Homosexuality is a grey area in mainland China. It isn't officially forbidden, but it mustn't be flaunted.
But BL isn't really about homosexuality (and few gay men read it). It's an escape for women. Young women can't get it right: they're too strong or too bitchy, too weak or needy. They can't appear overly independent, but they mustn't be like their grandmothers either. Traditional romance writing has the same constraints. BL writers have found an imperfect solution: with two men as protagonists, everything is possible and no reader feels offended. Disturbing behaviour or scenarios - torture, violence, rape - are common, and every fetish and taboo has its own cult following.
Tags allow you to navigate BL culture. #BE (bad ending) is a turn-off for many. But difficulties are welcomed if they help to bring about a sweeter ending (a #HE is much preferred). Many Chinese BL readers have a #VirginComplex (due to society's low tolerance for cheating and affairs) and expect the male leads to partner for life. #ABO (alpha, beta, omega) allows for male pregnancy - an alpha male/female can impregnate an omega male - and many writers like to see the omega male in a role traditionally assigned to women (a popular Trump subgenre has him as an omega male impregnated by alpha males). Readers who want just romance without the dangers of pregnancy or childbirth know to avoid #ABO scenarios.
Tags also describe the setting, which can range from mythical realms to contemporary college campuses. Female authors use traditionally male-dominated genres such as martial arts, doomsday, hardcore sci-fi, gangster and even eSports. Social issues such as class, generational conflict, wealth disparity, discrimination against minorities and nepotism are touched on. Funny works are praised: one web-novel, Mr Dior, pokes fun at every popular BL sub-genre (CEO, sugar daddy, warlord, mafia godfather, merman prince etc). There are no ugly or short men in this universe. The protagonists of Shui Qian Cheng, author of a series of BL melodramas, have an average height of 188 cm: fans call them the '188 League'. One of the few male authors, Fei Tian Ye Xiang, is famously prolific (he wrote a novel of more than 400,000 characters in 66 days) and known for the quality of his storytelling. As a supposed gay man, he might have an advantage when writing the bedroom scenes.
Japanese BL is explicit but Chinese writers face strict regulations and censorship. Big web-novel sites such as Jinjiang are very cautious about sexual material, so BL writers usually provide a 'pure' version for Chinese websites and share the 'fan service' on foreign sites such as AO3. Fans rate the graphic scenes by vehicle metaphor: buggy, bicycle, motorcycle, car, racing car, airplane, rocket. Former 'rocket' level writers who have tamed their writing to avoid being charged with spreading obscene material are known as 'wheelchairs'. Last summer a young female writer was sentenced to ten years for her graphic writings on the web-novel site Haitang, which is registered in Taiwan (outside mainland regulations). The author of The Founder of Diabolism, Mo Xiang Tong Xiu, was sentenced to three years for self-publishing and distributing a minor erotic work.
There is a funny video clip imagining a young BL writer who has just passed the civil service exam seeking advice from a female lawyer:
Writer: Can I continue writing sexy BL stories while working for the government?
Lawyer: No, you cannot.
Writer: Perhaps I could post them on foreign websites so my colleagues here won't notice?
Lawyer: You had better not test it.
Writer: Under a pseudonym maybe?
Lawyer: Highly inadvisable.
Writer (now almost begging): Is there really no way? The couple I ship are so obscure and only a handful of girls like to read about them ...
Lawyer: If you really, really want to do it, wait until you are seventy years old.

Police on the mainland don't arrest people over seventy for minor offences. That's why senior citizens are able to gather in public parks and exchange political rumours or discuss global and domestic issues. If they were younger, they would be arrested for illegal assembly and endangering public safety.
Young men are not entirely happy about the rise of BL. The art director of the video game Black Myth: Wukong said on social media last year that he wanted to make a 'masculine game for ballsy men' and dismissed BL creators for their bad taste. His views have been echoed by male gamers, who complain that too many popular games feature handsome, homosexually inclined characters. Perhaps they should be grateful for the way BL authors depict them, as other writers are not so kind. The comedian Yang Li's 'ordinary yet confident men' sketch wounded many male egos recently, as did Shao Yihui's film Her Story, in which the female leads struggle with family, work and relationships while the men are losers or puppy types who like to show off their credentials by reciting the Japanese feminist Chizuko Ueno at the dinner table. Most of the audience when I saw it were women, and the men who were there didn't know whether to laugh at lines such as 'being born a man is the original sin' and 'men are also the victims of patriarchy.' It was one of the highest grossing films in China last year.
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I must divorce!
Toril Moi

3806 wordsNorwegians  make a fuss about first books. The newspapers publish round-ups of the year's literary debutants, who are invited to writers' workshops organised specially for them. In 1983, two young authors met at one such workshop in Sweden. The first was a 23-year-old man whose Raudt, svart ('Red, Black') was being promoted as a 'bleak and intense first novel', the coverage accompanied by a close-up photo of the writer puffing on a cigarette. In interviews he described himself as an uncompromising modernist who despised popular literature: 'I prefer to read Sophocles.' The other was a 24-year-old woman, eight months pregnant with her third child. She had written a children's book called Pelle-Ragnar i den gule garden ('Pelle-Ragnar in the Yellow Apartment Building'), described by one journalist as a 'joyous book about a happy Norwegian family living in an old apartment building in Copenhagen'. Showing her smiling in long or medium shot, the newspapers described her as an energetic mother of two who had somehow found the time to pass her university exams and write books. The writers were Jon Fosse and Vigdis Hjorth, and their respective media profiles were now set. His books were serious, hers were not.
We know how it turned out for Fosse. Hjorth's road to literary prestige has been long and winding. The initial image of her as an industrious young mother who wrote excellent children's books was reinforced by her second book, Jorgen + Anne er sant ('Jorgen + Anne Is True'), a story of a love-struck ten-year-old. When, a few years later, she began to write fiction for adults, the press reinvented her as a hypersexualised wild thing, prone to acting out under the influence of alcohol. In 1986, Dagbladet ran an interview with her under the title 'Writing Is Erotic'. Half the page was taken up with a photograph of Hjorth lying on the grass in an Oslo park. The angle of the shot foregrounded her bare thighs. The next day, Dagbladet carried Hjorth's protest, buried on the same page as the sex ads. For years afterwards, she would receive lubricious phone calls from strangers asking: 'Are you writing right now?'
Fosse's naked thighs have never been displayed in the Norwegian press. His novels of the 1980s were respectfully reviewed as the expression of a young man's high modernist ambitions. Hjorth herself once pointed out that the newspapers give young male writers a small photograph and a long text, while young women get a huge picture and a much shorter write-up. At times she played along. She became a much sought-after speaker, known for her self-ironising and performative talks, which did nothing to undermine her image as a sexy and somewhat ditzy party girl. But critics mistook the persona for the writer, and paid little attention to her actual texts. The reception of her 1992 novel Fransk apning ('French Opening') illustrates the point. The novel, as I see it, is about a young woman's depression and alienation, expressed in part through a soulless, distant sexual relationship. Hjorth called it a 'book about pain, a serious book', but most reviewers weren't inclined to take it seriously. Instead, they complained that it was insufficiently erotic: 'Participating in Vigdis Hjorth's erotic universe inspires more fatigue than excitement,' one critic wrote.
Addressing the issue head on, in 1999 Hjorth published a collection of essays called En erotisk forfatters bekjennelser ('Confessions of an Erotic Writer'). The first section, which deals with her experience of being a woman writer in Norway, is titled, with obvious irony: 'How I became an erotic writer - and how I stopped being one.' To the extent that she played up to her media portrayals, Hjorth may have been responding to the postmodern trends of the 1980s and 1990s: play, irony, subversive mimicry of the things one is trying to undermine. I also suspect that she performed in order to hide her vulnerability. She seems, to quote her brilliant 2013 essay on Kierkegaard, to have been stuck in the 'aesthetic stage of life', bound to a somewhat calculating and alienated existence in which everything becomes performance.
In 2001, Hjorth published Om bare (If Only), now considered a modern classic. Since then she has published twelve more novels, four of which have been translated into English by Charlotte Barslund: Long Live the Post Horn! (2012), A House in Norway (2015), Will and Testament (2016) and Is Mother Dead? (2020). In 2006, a jury asked to choose the 25 best Norwegian novels from the last 25 years included If Only on the list. In the 1990s, the idea of putting a book by Hjorth on such a list would have been unthinkable. Her ascent had begun.
If Only is the story of the 30-year-old playwright Ida Heier's self-destructive love affair with Arnold Busk, a 39-year-old professor of German literature. Both are married with children, but when she met Arnold, Ida was already contemplating divorce. At a seminar, Ida invites Arnold up to her room, and from then on she is hooked. But she lives in Oslo, he in Trondheim, and Arnold isn't interested in breaking up his marriage. For several years, Ida pines away, surviving on a few meetings a year. It's possible to read the novel as Ida's account of the consequences of something she rather obliquely calls her 'injury': her acting out, her lack of boundaries, her sense of shame, her erotic and emotional dependence on a man unconsciously picked because he is unavailable, self-obsessed, incapable of love, a man who is sure to torment her, and who will never change. As he tells her when they first meet, 'Don't fall in love with me, you'll suffer ... I'm cursed. I have to torture every woman who falls in love with me. Do you understand? I torment them.' As if to drive the point home, he insists: 'Being cursed means you can't change ... I'm cursed, I tell you, I can't stop.' But if we focus on the 'injury', as if it were a given, we miss the fact that the book shows us, rather, the way Ida, through the years with Arnold, comes to understand and face her past. If Only is about a horrendous relationship, but it's also about a woman's slow process of self-discovery.
In truth, Arnold excels at the game of push and pull. As soon as Ida gets too close, he drives her away. But when she tries to move on - for example, by taking up with a nice, available man - he becomes hysterical and reels her back in. When she travels to China with colleagues he grows wild with jealousy, though he himself regularly sleeps with his students.
Ida and Arnold meet at weekends in various European cities. A three-week stay at the Norwegian Institute in Athens doesn't go well:
Something happens for the first time there, later it will happen frequently and eventually she gets so used to it that she forgets that two people can have more than one nice week together. The dramas, the scenes, the quarrels and the sweet reconciliations. Howling, screaming, breaking things, fighting, hiccupping sobs and passionate sex. Drunkenness and arguments, then confession and someone's childhood wounds. All dregs whisked to the surface, shame meets shame and makes love more passionate.

Arnold excels at tormenting Ida, accusing her of ever new transgressions, taking revenge on Ida's real or imagined transgressions by sleeping with other women. She comforts him because she sees his pain, but he never sees hers. Exploiting her lack of boundaries, he persuades her to go with him to sex clubs in Berlin and Copenhagen. They begin having threesomes. A hotel in Copenhagen asks them to move on after a day of so much howling and screaming and loud, drunken sex that neighbours down the street complain. There is an excruciating scene in which Arnold gatecrashes a wedding in Denmark, furious at not having been invited, boasting of his own achievements, only to be cuttingly dismissed by the best man.
Eventually Ida breaks it off. She weeps, mourns, suffers. Arnold leaves messages on her answering machine, telling her that she's just a poor imitation of Tove Ditlevsen, whose terrible marriage and drug addiction led her to suicide. (Ditlevsen is one of Hjorth's favourite writers.) Ditlevsen should have left Victor Andreasen much sooner, Ida thinks: then she might not have killed herself. To numb the pain of separation, she sleeps with men whose names she doesn't remember, drinks too much and ends up in hospital. She survives, and begins to write.
Women who write  about women drinking and writing and sleeping around have until recently been dismissed as less serious, less 'universal', than men who write about men drinking and writing and sleeping around. For years, Annie Ernaux wasn't considered a major French writer because she wrote about her own experiences as a woman. It remains more difficult than it should be to get critics to acknowledge that women's experiences, too, can say something about the human condition.
When I first read If Only, in 2001, I felt that Ernaux's novel of erotic passion, Passion simple (1991), had found its Norwegian counterpart. Hjorth's novel even alludes to Ernaux's: it can't be a coincidence that Ida writes a radio play called A Little Passion, about a woman driven almost to madness by wild desire. Both novels consider the effects of intense heterosexual desire on an intelligent, self-reflective woman. In both, the heroines grow superstitious. They read horoscopes and visit fortune tellers. They wait for a phone call, a letter, a sign. They travel abroad - from Paris to Copenhagen, from Oslo to New York - just to send a postcard. They know that they are behaving like a cliche. They are slightly embarrassed about it, but not very, because they know they have no choice: passionate action always seems irresistible, necessary, fated.
'Passion' and 'passive' share the same root in passio, 'suffering'. To be overcome by passion is to be turned into something passive, the plaything of forces larger than oneself. Racine's Phaedra describes her desire tearing at her insides like a wild animal: 'C'est Venus toute entiere a sa proie attachee.' Ibsen's Rebecca compares her passion for Rosmer to a force of nature: 'Then a wild, uncontrollable desire swept over me ... It came over me like a gale at sea, like one of those winter storms we have up in the north. It seizes you - carries you with it - however far it goes. There's no resisting it.' Phaedra takes poison. Rebecca hurls herself into a waterfall. Anna Karenina throws herself under a train. But heroines in novels no longer die for love. Ernaux's heroine survives the 'time of passion' and goes on to master the 'time of writing'. Ida's play isn't a tragedy - 'She makes sure it ends well, that [her heroine] survives him' - and Hjorth ensures that Ida, too, will survive her passion: after all, she, too, is a writer.
Hjorth and Ernaux are now considered pioneers of autofiction. But unlike, say, Karl Ove Knausgard, Hjorth gives her characters fictional names and has never claimed that every event in her novels happened to her. Nevertheless, the parallels are obvious. When If Only came out in Norway, a journalist from Dagbladet asked Arild Linneberg, a well-known professor of literature at the University of Bergen, what he thought about it. He wisely replied that he was looking forward to reading it. Although their relationship was public knowledge, Hjorth denied that the book was about her and Linneberg. In 1995, they had published a book called, after Freud, Ubehaget i kulturen ('Culture and Its Discontents'), a satirical novel about Norway's cultural scene which had alienated quite a few of their friends. In If Only, Ida and Arnold publish a similar book. Linneberg translated Adorno; Busk translates Brecht. In more recent interviews, Hjorth has sometimes admitted that Busk was based on Linneberg.
Last year, Linneberg published a 'counter-novel' to If Only, called Bare om Arnold Busk ('Only about Arnold Busk'), about Busk's love affair with a writer called Vilde Winther (a deliberate allusion to Virginia Woolf). Linneberg's novel, which - unsurprisingly - is rather more sympathetic to its hero, presents Vilde/Ida as an admirable but neurotic, unpredictable creature, whom the narrator can neither control nor fully understand. Hjorth magnanimously helped to promote the book. This wasn't the first time that Hjorth's work had inspired a response of this sort. After the publication of Will and Testament, in which a young woman tries to convince her family of her childhood sexual abuse at the hands of her father, Hjorth's sister, Helga, published a novel intended to show the family's side of the story. In Fri vilje ('Free Will'), the sister who accuses their father of incest is a histrionic prima donna who invents things to make herself appear interesting. But this wouldn't have surprised Ida Heier in If Only, since her family also explains her behaviour as a form of extreme and destructive narcissism: 'She had gone mad and sought to infect them with her madness. She had fallen ill and wanted them to be ill too. She had destroyed her own life and wanted to destroy theirs too, wanted to ruin them because she was ruined ... And now she has got it into her head that it all goes back to her childhood.' To judge by the examples of Fri vilje and Bare am Arnold Busk, a counter-novel settles the question as to whether the original novel was autofiction or not. Far from undermining the original, the counter-novel confirms the original's basis in reality. And, of course, the pairing demonstrates the difference between pedestrian and superior writing.
Translators and foreign-language publishers are not immune to the way an author is portrayed in their home country. Translators may be more exacting, more accurate, in their translations if what they have in their hands is a 'literary' novel, and the book will be promoted to a different audience. In her English version of If Only, Barslund, a translator I usually admire, tends to sacrifice conceptual accuracy to colloquial fluency. The effect is to mask the seriousness of the existential issues at stake. (I have amended her translation in some of the quotations here to bring out the philosophical resonances of the original.)
In Norwegian, Ida makes reference to her 'difficulty' (det vanskelige) and to her 'injury' (skaden). She also speaks of being 'destroyed' (odelagt) by something in her childhood. The nature of her difficulty is never spelled out. The reader understands that it is something she is either not willing or not (yet) able to talk about. Barslund's translation is more heavy-handed. Perhaps her choices were influenced by Will and Testament, in which it is clear that the heroine has been sexually abused by her father. But If Only was written fifteen years before Will and Testament, and in this novel the heroine's relationship to her 'injury' is more tentative and oblique. In one passage, Ida tells Arnold that he only talks about himself and never shows real interest in her. This is Barslund's translation, with my italics:
That he never asks her a single question which doesn't involve him. About the trauma she struggles with.
He has never asked: 'Do you sometimes feel all alone in the world?'
He has never asked: 'How come you see so little of your family?'
He has never asked: 'Please will you tell me what happened, your childhood trauma.'

Here's my clunkily literal translation:
That he never asks her about anything that doesn't involve him. About what might be, what is, difficult [vanskelig] for her, now.
Do you sometimes feel alone in the world? he has never asked.
Isn't it painful that you so rarely see your family? he has never asked, or
Do you want to tell me about what has happened, the thing that's so difficult [det vanskelige].

Hjorth's text is more fragmented and less articulate than Barslund's translation; it alludes to something crucial but unspoken, and possibly unspeakable, in Ida's life.
In  1990, Hjorth experienced an existential crisis. She turned to Kierkegaard, whose work she had felt attracted to since she first read him as a student. On a flight to New York, she picked up Johannes Slok's classic book on him:
I sat on the plane in transatlantic darkness among the sleeping and read about the bourgeois who unthinkingly fulfils society's demands, an unconscious pawn functioning according to the demands of the machinery, and I understood in despair: 'I am a bourgeois married to a bourgeois, I have given birth to three bourgeois children, I must divorce!'

Hjorth quotes Slok almost verbatim: he writes that the 'bourgeois' (spidsborgeren, or, in the English translation, 'philistine') is a cog in a machine. To be a 'bourgeois' is to be someone who lives in an illusion. Although he, like everyone else, is a product of external determinants - genetics, family status, historical circumstances - the bourgeois believes that he is free, that when he fulfils society's expectations by getting married, having a family, seeking worldly success and so on, he is making his own choices. In a life crisis, the bourgeois may wake up to the emptiness of his illusions. This leads to despair. If he is willing to reflect on his situation, he will eventually encounter the 'ethical demand' and begin what Kierkegaard calls virkeliggjorelse - the act of becoming real, or making oneself real. To be free, we have to choose ourselves, choose to live in truth, take responsibility for our own lives. This is Hjorth's project, and Ida Heier's too.
The novel is mostly written in the third person, from Ida's point of view, but it begins and ends with a brief passage in the first person, with the older Ida looking back at the unhappy young woman she once was. 'A long, long time ago when I was nineteen, I was at a railway station in another country. I felt so alone, so wretched. I remember asking myself: What's going to happen to me? What am I going to do, where will I be twenty years from now?' The older self sees a girl wracked by shame. Now, she tells us, things are different: 'I am not ashamed, I take it seriously, now that I know the secret of that unhappy girl.' Right at the start, then, If Only announces one of its major themes: that our heroine has not been able to examine, let alone trust, her own experience. 'Back then I felt ashamed ... I collapsed under the weight of my own pain. Poor, poor girl. Why wasn't I with you back then? Why couldn't I go to you, sit down next to you, hug you and console you? I, your realisation, was many years away.' The term I have translated as 'your realisation' is Kierkegaard's virkeliggjorelse, the process of becoming free by choosing one's own life. (Barslund opts for 'your mature self'.) By insisting on the existential dimensions of If Only, I don't mean to imply that it reads like a philosophical essay. I mean, rather, that Hjorth has read Kierkegaard so closely and for so long that her worldview has naturally merged with his. (Two of her novels have Kierkegaardian titles: 'Long live the Post Horn!' is a line from Kierkegaard's Repetition of 1843, and Repetition is the title of Hjorth's as yet untranslated novel of 2023.)
If Hjorth instinctively thinks like a Kierkegaardian existentialist, so does Ida. Her accounts of ordinary situations often turn into ethical inquiries. Ida met her husband when she was nineteen. Early on, he asked her if she could ski slalom. She lied and said she could, though she could only do cross-country. That one lie forced her constantly to invent excuses for not going to the mountains with this man. For years she lived in fear of being found out: 'How we lie and thus end up living in untruth ... how we fear revelation, disaster.' Longing for Kierkegaardian freedom, for a life in truth, Ida ended up doing the opposite.
This passage leads to a scene in which Ida does the same thing with Arnold. They are drinking in a London pub and Arnold is boasting of his own brilliance, as he often does. He tells her that he received the highest ever mark for the preparatory exam in philosophy (an exam all Norwegian students must pass in their first term at university). Ida spontaneously replies that she got the same mark. But she didn't. She can tell that he is 'a little disappointed ... and wrong-footed that he can't impress in the way he normally does and is accustomed to and had expected to'. The lie feels true to Ida: she knows she isn't intellectually inferior to Arnold. But she also knows his vanity can only bear so much: 'But softly, softly! Baby steps, don't hurt him, don't threaten him.'
The next morning, she regrets the lie, but not her conviction that he is not her intellectual superior. The trouble is that if he discovers she was lying he will look superior. She spends the day obsessing about why she behaves like this: 'She destroys, she self-sabotages, she doesn't want to be happy. Live in truth this time, that had been her resolve, that was the very project. Truth, love, honesty, no pretence, that was her project and where is she now after just six days in London?' In Norwegian, Hjorth writes prosjektet ('the project') twice. Barslund does away with both the word and the repetition, translating the first as 'what it was all about' and the second as 'her ambition'. But 'project' is the existentialist term, and Ida's project - to live in truth - is an expression of her commitment to ethical seriousness, a commitment undermined, time and time again, by the consequences of her injury. In this case, however, she rises to Kierkegaard's challenge, and hands Arnold her written confession.
At the end of the novel, the narrator joins her younger self at the railway station, twenty years too late. Finally she sits down to 'unwrap it ... to look at it'. I take it that she finally faces her injury, which she describes both as a deep wound and as a burden she is doomed to carry. But she also faces the reality of her affair with Arnold, a relationship caused and upheld by the injury. The scene shows us the older Ida doing something the younger couldn't: she chooses herself as the wounded person she is.
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On Jean Tinguely
Daniel Soar

2124 wordsIwish  I'd been there. On the night of 28 November 1970, in front of the Duomo in Milan, a sheet of purple drapery was removed to reveal a ten-metre-high golden penis, with a pair of massive golden papier-mache balls on the plinth at its base. When darkness fell, a firecracker went off, and then another, as sparks and smoke issued from the tip, with louder explosions following, rockets shooting out everywhere, until the whole thing was a tower of flames erupting into the sky. Somewhere in the crowd a man sang 'O Sole Mio'; within half an hour the structure had burned down.
This was Jean Tinguely's self-immolating sculpture La Vittoria, or 'Suicide of the Machine'. It was the culmination of a series of events celebrating, or mourning the death of, Nouveau realisme, the movement founded in 1960 by the art critic Pierre Restany along with Tinguely, Yves Klein and others. The Nouveau realistes were Europe's answer to Pop Art, dedicated to the 'poetic recycling of urban, industrial and advertising reality' through collage, assemblage and Dadaist performance. It was also a giant fuck-you to whatever you like: the patriarchy, the Church, the sanctity of museum-bound art. As part of the festival, Tinguely's wife, Niki de Saint Phalle, executed one of her Tirs, firing a gun at capsules of paint which exploded over an altar.
Tinguely, born in 1925 to a French Swiss working-class family, loved to entertain. In the grainy footage of the evenement in Milan you can see him running around like a manic imp. He spent his career - he died in 1991 - making sculptures from salvaged materials, discarded machine parts and other detritus, but he didn't arrive at the high-art avant-garde by the usual route: one of his earliest jobs was as a window dresser in Basel, where he put up elaborate, fun displays with department-store chairs, saucepans and handbags suspended from pieces of wire. He got used to, I suppose, the spectacle that drew the eye but was gone in a flash, and he took his interest in ephemeral consumerism with him - the pleasure of it, and the despair - when he moved with his first wife to Paris and set up a small studio while continuing to just about make a living by (for example) producing an installation for the cafe at the Bon Marche. When he hit fame, he still wanted to provoke by putting things up and pulling them down. Invited in 1960 by MoMA to contribute a piece, he built Homage to New York, his first piece of 'auto-destructive' performance art: he gathered bicycle wheels, a bathtub, a piano, radios, hammers and saws from the junkyards of New Jersey, riveted them into a whole, and then blew the structure up. (Not being used to this kind of happening, the New York City fire department jumped in to put out the blaze.)
But what he really loved was machines, or art made from machine parts that clanked and whirred, constantly in motion. Take Cercle et carre eclates (1981), an assembly of connected rods and cranks, belts, gears and wheels, all driven by an electric motor turned on with the press of a pedal. It's cobbled together from reclaimed pieces of steel, rubber and wood, along with an industrial drill bit, a photographer's studio lamp, a rusty metal cart that moves backwards and forwards on a track. The machine is geared so that some wheels spin fast, some slow, clockwise and anticlockwise, each mechanism operating on the next to produce a different kind of motion in every plane: a curved section of steel scythes from side to side, a curved wooden branch nods up and down. And there's noise: an orchestrated arrangement of screeches, whines and hums; with every revolution of a wooden cartwheel there is a loud clack as a bar falls back into place.
[image: ]'Cercle et carre eclates' (1981).




At first all you see and hear is the movement: it's an ingenious carnival contraption that is also a reminder of mechanisation, both industrial and agricultural. But then you realise that the structure has a simple, underlying geometry. The title is a reference to Cercle et carre, the 1930s Paris journal whose contributors and subjects included Kandinsky, Mondrian, Leger, Taeuber-Arp and Schwitters: the whole apparatus is a monument to Russian Constructivism. Compare it to a single picture, Schwitters's Merzbild Kijkduin (1923), a collage in relief of painted wood. A black semicircle tops an off-vertical line, looking like a hammer off balance about to fall. Above, a wooden square subdivided into Mondrianesque sections of pink, white and blue meets a line that rests on a fulcrum. It's a static assemblage full of implied or anticipated movement: you feel the weight of that hammer that will hit that lever, and the almost swing of the rod on the fulcrum. Cercle et carre eclates is Schwitters's picture animated, fully realised in three dimensions, and set in electric motion. The line becomes a crank, the circle a wheel, as if the picture was only ever a diagram of a machine that would come to be.
Tinguely's 13-metre-long assemblage is usually found in the Musee d'Art et d'Histoire in Geneva. Last October, though, it was disassembled and reinstalled at the Pirelli HangarBicocca in Milan for a Tinguely show that gathered forty of his kinetic sculptures and other fantastic constructions. A large number were shipped from the Museum Tinguely in Basel, donations from Saint Phalle; others from private collections. The advantage of seeing them all arranged in a 5000 square metre factory space is that together the machines become elements of a larger machine: one sculpture is set in motion for its three-minute burst of activity, then comes to rest, before the next one starts thumping and turning. It's a vast choreography of sound and movement. The pieces speak to one another, sometimes purposefully, as in the case of the 'Philosophers' series (1988-89).
They're called Henri Bergson, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Piotr Kropotkin et al, and each has a distinct character derived from the choice of materials and pattern of motion. Wittgenstein is made from blue steel and plastic piping and moves like a walking robot. Kropotkin's body is an oil drum standing on a wooden pallet; protruding from the part that must be his head is what looks like a giant carabiner but is apparently part of a surfboard - it looks like his massive, friendly beard. Bergson is a rotating and swaying doll or spinning top with copper-basket pineapple head, turning around a central axis while also oscillating from side to side - of course the philosopher of mind in motion does a complex dance. Ingeniously, the sculpture's form also resembles Bergson's diagram - the inverted cone - with the apex representing the present moment and the stacked segments layers of memory. The eight 'philosophers', arranged in a circle, are engaged in some high-minded symposium as they nod and shake away. But they are also silly, and entertaining: circus performers on a stage.
This is what's weird about Tinguely: what should be forbidding and abstract - mechanised geometries, industrial detritus - is full of personality. Clearly, people were drawn to him, and he was drawn to them. So much of his work is homage to predecessors he admired - predecessors like Alexander Calder, whom he credited with giving him the idea of suspending moving parts from wire. He was always collaborating, repeatedly with Saint Phalle, most monumentally on Le Cyclop, built between 1969 and 1987 in Milly-la-Foret outside Paris. It's a one-eyed giant's head in the forest, 22 metres high, with Tinguely designing the scrap-metal superstructure and moving parts (levers and pulleys, cams and cranks) and Saint Phalle covering the surface with mirrored tesserae. Inside, among the staircases and gangways, are works provided by various artist friends: Daniel Spoerri, Eva Aeppli, Larry Rivers, Jesus Rafael Soto. The 'mad sculptors', as Tinguely called them, who spent years contributing to this anarchists' playground often lived at the site, having the time of their lives. Another close collaborator was Renzo Piano, who spoke to Tinguely regularly throughout the design and construction of the Centre Pompidou. 'I'd say the Beaubourg is to some extent Jean Tinguely's brainchild as well,' he remarkably reported in 2021. At its opening in 1977, the foyer was dominated by Tinguely's Crocrodrome: a Chinese dragon made of rusted iron, thirty metres long, with jaws that opened and closed to allow you to walk inside, passing the ghost train in the stomach to reach the mechanism ejecting chocolate at the rear. Le Crocrodrome was dismantled after only six months, but the Beaubourg stands as an even more mammoth version of one of Tinguely's crazy contraptions, a utopian machine for visitors with its workings on display for all to see.
Still, for all his interest in human interaction, Tinguely loved the thrill of pure machinery. Pit-Stop (1984) is a kinetic sculpture made from the reassembled parts of two Formula One racing cars: Renault RE 40s, driven by Alain Prost and Eddie Cheever during the previous year's season. Each perfectly engineered carbon-fibre part - nose, wing, cockpit - rotates independently as the whole structure slowly turns. Unlike the tarnished iron and weathered paint of most of the other sculptures, the Renault-yellow surfaces here are shiny new. Projected on the wall beside it is a video - Tinguely's only video work - of Prost in action. It's a deliberate puzzle: these cutting-edge machines, hurtling around the track at 200 mph, are the definition of speed - but the sculpture itself, with its stately gyration, is as much about slowness. And another contradiction: Pit-Stop is a spectacular celebration of millimetre-precise assembly, yet the whole thing is fractured into a hundred exploded bits. Tinguely was wild about cars - in later life he owned Ferraris - but you can't be wild about very fast cars without anticipating the impending accident.
[image: ]'Pit-Stop' (1984).




Accident mattered to him. You assume that machines are predictable: each part operates on the next in a controlled, unchanging sequence, on and on and on. But any engineer knows that perfect manufacture is an impossibility: there have to be tolerances, and a single screw microscopically out of alignment can lead to disaster. In the real world, the elements of a machine don't move in exactly the same way every time. There is random variation that comes from the way the thing is affected by its environment - a change in temperature, an eddy in the wind - and from the way, say, a drive belt is fitted at a slight angle to the ideal line, or the circumference of a wheel isn't quite a perfect circle. Tinguely made the most of the aleatory. One of his crowd-pleasing projects was the Meta-Matic, a drawing machine (he made many versions) which the visitor can half-control by choosing a pen to put in its grip, then adjusting the angle and speed. The resulting pictures - inscribed onto a sheet of paper fixed to a tripod - are necessarily all different, each a surprise. For one of their first appearances, at Galerie Iris Clert in Paris in 1959, a prize of 50,000 francs was awarded for the best drawing a visitor could produce.
The clearest demonstration of the effects of chance is Rotozaza No. 2 (1967). An operator hooks empty beer bottles onto a chain attached to cogwheels. The motor slowly pulls the bottles towards the endpoint, where a hammer comes down to smash each in turn. It's a disassembly line: gradually, shards of green glass pile up on the floor. But what you really notice - and you'd never expect it - is the extreme variation in sound. No crash or tinkle is the same: depending, perhaps, on the sway of the bottle or the moment of impact, the noise can be louder or softer, thumping or high-pitched. Sometimes there's a waterfall of clattering fragments, sometimes a ringing high note that could come from the top end of a glockenspiel. What you get is concrete music, and naturally Tinguely explored it: among his friends and collaborators was John Cage, for a performance of whose Variations II in 1961 he contributed a motorised sculpture to add to the soundscape.
I wasn't at the Theatre de l'Ambassade des Etats-Unis in Paris on the night of 20 June 1961 - more's the shame. So much of Tinguely's work is about the moment: catch it quick or it's gone, existing only in memory or description. By the time you read this, all the 'useless machines' (as he called them) at HangarBicocca will have been dismantled and packed away, perhaps occasionally to pop up again in a city somewhere in Europe. But this was some show, and I'm sorry you missed it.
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So much for Paris
Brett Christophers

4852 wordsAround  fifteen years ago, a new term entered the climate change lexicon: stranded assets. The concept was straightforward enough. If global warming is to be kept from getting out of hand, there is a limit to the amount of greenhouse gases that can be emitted into the atmosphere. Yet the fossil fuel reserves currently held by the world's energy and mining companies would, if extracted and burned, emit far more than this amount. The problem is carbon dioxide: CO2 accounts for roughly three-quarters of anthropogenic greenhouse-gas emissions, and the combustion of fossil fuels in turn accounts for roughly three-quarters of CO2 emissions. Either we exploit our fossil fuel reserves and the planet burns, or we don't and some of the reserves are left in economic limbo. These unexploited reserves are known as stranded assets.
In 2011, the think tank Carbon Tracker estimated that in order to keep the probability of exceeding 2degC warming to 20 per cent or less, the total amount of CO2 emitted before 2050 would have to be limited to 565 gigatonnes. Yet known global fossil fuel reserves at the time contained the equivalent of an estimated 2795 gigatonnes of CO2. In other words, only a fifth of the existing reserves of coal, gas and oil - not to mention the vast new reserves that continue to be discovered - could ever be 'safely' combusted. Four-fifths would have to be left alone, and that's without taking account of the quarter of emissions from sources other than fossil fuel combustion.
The notion of stranded assets was soon taken up by climate campaigners, who argued that fossil fuel assets needed to be actively stranded. 'Keep it in the ground!' The owners of these assets were unlikely to strand them voluntarily but other solutions were suggested. Governments could prohibit extraction and combustion beyond certain levels, impair profits through carbon taxes or dampen demand by reducing consumer fuel subsidies and supporting competing sources of energy, renewables in particular. Investors could divest; after all, they risked losing out if and when stranding took place. Some campaigners have argued that investors are mispricing the risk of stranding by continuing to invest, and that accurate pricing of that risk would help bring about stranding by limiting the funds available to fossil fuel companies to exploit their reserves.
In 2010, fewer than a hundred published articles contained the term 'stranded asset'; in 2015, there were more than a thousand, and by 2020 the number had more than doubled again. But since then, something has changed. People have stopped talking about stranded assets. What happened? At the start of this decade, the three major European oil and gas companies - BP, Shell and Total - seemed committed to moving to clean energy. All made statements promising to reduce fossil fuel extraction and exploration. BP pledged that it would shrink its oil and gas production by 40 per cent within ten years and would stop exploring for oil and gas in countries where it didn't already operate. In February 2023, however, it performed a volte-face. The new plan was actually to expand oil and gas production for several years to come, and the 40 per cent target was abandoned. Instead, it would aim for around 25 per cent, though the small print mentioned that 'underlying' production would be maintained at a 'broadly flat' level to the end of the decade. In other words, any substantive reduction would come through asset sales to other operators, meaning zero reduction in output or emissions at the global level. Total and Shell followed suit. In June, Shell dropped its previously announced plan to cut production each year for the rest of the decade and said it would invest $40 billion in new oil and gas production between 2023 and 2035. Like BP, it anticipated that underlying output would remain stable.
This pivot back to hydrocarbons was widely interpreted as a reaction to profits and share prices. Profits from oil and gas production had surged in 2022 as the war in Ukraine drove up commodity prices: the companies were evidently hungry for more of the same. As for share prices, the European trio had underperformed their American peers - ExxonMobil, Chevron, ConocoPhillips - since announcing plans to cut oil and gas output. The wish to please shareholders was part of the explanation, but other factors were at work too. For one thing, it was clear by early 2023 that the Covid pandemic had not marked the turning point in energy consumption patterns that many had predicted. When BP, Shell and Total committed to cutting oil and gas production, demand for their products was crashing; many believed it would never recover to previous heights. Having stopped flying, for example, economists predicted that rich-world consumers would be more modest in their air-travel habits once the pandemic was over. But in 2022, demand came roaring back.
The other important part of the story is political. In 2015, an agreement was struck at the UN Climate Change Conference in Paris to pursue efforts to limit the global temperature increase to 1.5degC. In the years that followed, major governments - with the exception of the US - made encouraging noises about reining in fossil fuel capitalism. It's in this context that activists could talk more confidently about asset stranding, while BP, Shell and Total, anxious perhaps that their hydrocarbon reserves might become worthless, began to stress the prospect of robust carbon prices in the projections they shared with investors while also drawing up plans for the clean energy transition. The more time that passed without government action, however, the more the energy companies began to relax. The Paris Accords, after all, were little more than a statement of intent, and included no enforcement mechanism.
In 2021, the International Energy Agency, the leading forecaster of global energy futures, decided that enough was enough. The agency was formed in 1974 as a defensive response by Western countries, and the US in particular, to the shift in power in oil and gas production away from the West and largely towards the Middle East. In subsequent decades the IEA asserted its independence, but critics were sceptical, citing the agency's tendency to underestimate growth in renewable power production. It was extraordinary therefore to see the agency set out a pathway for the global energy sector to reach 'net-zero' emissions of greenhouse gases by 2050. This would give the world an 'even chance' of limiting the global temperature rise to 1.5degC. The IEA wasn't telling governments what to do; it can't. But if net zero and 1.5degC were to remain on the table, there could be no new oil and gas fields or 'unabated' coal-fired power plants approved for development (we'll return to that word 'unabated') and no new coal mines. Zero. The implication was that all undeveloped reserves should immediately be stranded: not half, not four-fifths, but all. And even this might not be enough.
Barely had the ink dried on the IEA report than new coal mines were approved in countries ranging from Australia to China and India. Others swiftly followed; over the next two years, more than four hundred new oil and gas developments were approved in more than fifty countries. These included Rosebank, located eighty miles west of Shetland and estimated to hold as many as 300 million barrels of oil - Britain's largest untapped oilfield. In ignoring the IEA's unambiguous recommendation (or warning), policymakers sent a clear signal that they were not interested in stranding fossil fuel assets. On the contrary, it was business as usual. Energy and mining companies - the sponsors of the new projects - were duly emboldened. BP's reversal came less than two years after the IEA's intervention. No wonder talk of asset stranding has flagged since 2021. The world has surrendered to climate breakdown.
Ihave  borrowed the language of 'surrender' from Overshoot by Andreas Malm and Wim Carton, a clear-eyed analysis of the last half-decade or so of climate horrors. Stranded assets - their absolute necessity, and their apparent impossibility - are at the centre of the story. Malm and Carton give a stark account of the fossil fuel industry's resistance to stranding, and the alacrity with which it continues to fashion and exploit opportunities to convert reserves into productive assets. As they point out, it is a matter of wealth accumulation: the oil and gas business remains staggeringly profitable, the business of developing alternative energy sources anything but. It is easy to frame the present historical moment, in Gramscian terms, as an interregnum: the old (fossil fuel capitalism) is dying and the new (clean capitalism) cannot yet be born. But, as Malm and Carton insist, fossil fuel capitalism isn't dying: if it were, output and emissions would be falling decisively. Instead, the industry has been buoyed by waves of approvals for new project-development in the last few years.
Malm and Carton dismiss the argument that fossil fuel companies are merely responding to customer demand - demand the companies say their competitors would meet if they didn't. There is responsibility here, but no accountability. They note Daniel Bressler's calculations of the 'mortality cost' of carbon: an estimated 226 excess deaths before 2100 for every million tonnes of CO2 emitted in 2020 (35 billion tonnes were emitted that year, so that's nearly eight million excess deaths). And the mortality cost is rising: as global temperatures increase, so does the damage caused by each additional unit of emissions. Malm and Carton cite the closing argument of the prosecutor in the case against the officer who murdered George Floyd: 'If you're doing something that hurts somebody, and you know it, you're doing it on purpose.'
Rich-world consumers aren't absolved either. Consumption-related CO2 emissions are as unequally distributed as monetary wealth, and the egregious emissions levels of recent years have done much more to sustain the carbon-intensive consumption habits of the affluent in the global North than to lift people out of poverty in the global South. I have lost count of the number of times a self-identified climate progressive has explained to me that our individual consumption and emissions are irrelevant; that what we need to do is strand fossil fuel assets. Yes, asset stranding is needed. But it's a nonsense to think that production shapes consumption and the reverse does not apply. 'Consumption produces production,' as Marx wrote. 'Consumption furnishes the impulse to produce and also provides the object which acts as the determining purpose of production.' Supply may not create its own demand, but we know by now that demand - demand, at least, for oil and gas - calls forth ample supply. We also know that political initiatives of sufficient scale and visibility in the realm of consumption can help, however modestly, in bringing about systemic change: consider, for example, the role of consumer boycotts in the anti-apartheid movement. This isn't to say that there is a material or moral equivalence between consumers and fossil fuel companies in the allocation of responsibility for climate breakdown. Malm and Carton are clear that there isn't. But we make it far too easy for fossil fuel producers if we also refuse to change. Hypocrisy aside, it confers legitimacy on the argument that they are merely serving consumer demand.
Malm and Carton are less persuasive in their analysis of why governments have surrendered. This matters, because all fossil fuel projects are politically constituted. Either they are state projects, controlled and administered by state-owned enterprises such as Equinor, Saudi Aramco or Sinopec, or they depend on state permissions in order to exist. Why haven't policymakers stopped the pillage? Malm and Carton suggest that governments are fearful of sparking an epic financial crash and it's true that any political intervention resulting in the stranding of fossil fuel assets would entail losses and instability far beyond the confines of the energy sector.
Yet there is more to the collective surrender than this. The power of the fossil fuel lobby shouldn't be underestimated: some 2500 oil and gas industry lobbyists attended the 2023 UN Climate Change Conference (in Dubai, of all places, and hosted by the president of the UAE's national oil company), nearly four times as many as attended the previous year's circus in Egypt. A resurgence of concerns over national energy security in the face of the supply-chain seizures of the pandemic period and the difficulties caused by Russia's invasion of Ukraine and growing instability in the Middle East has also played a role. And even where production is wholly controlled by private companies, profits have to be shared with domestic governments in the form of royalties and other taxes. Few governments, in countries rich or poor, would willingly relinquish those revenues.
The degree of political and economic difficulty that fossil-fuel-producing nations would face were they willing to strand their carbon assets varies enormously. It would be especially challenging for the government of a country whose reserves are both plentiful and relatively easy to recover - Venezuela, say. It is in this light that we should understand Labour's plan to stop new developments in the North Sea (it may also withdraw support for the Rosebank project, which is subject to legal challenges). Not only is the North Sea one of the world's most exhausted hydrocarbon basins, but the cost per barrel of extracting what remains is higher than in any of the world's other major hydrocarbon-producing territories, so the profitability of the enterprise is marginal. The likes of BP have long since switched their focus to more profitable regions. In reality, the decision facing Labour is an easy one. This is no sacrifice of untold riches.
There are even greater obstacles to government action when it comes to asset stranding. We live carbon-intensive lives, especially in the global North. This was all too apparent during the inflation surge of 2021-23, when sharp increases in oil and gas prices accounted, especially via household energy prices, for a large share of headline inflation. The concern among policymakers is that a reduction in fossil fuel supply - the very object of stranding - without a commensurate reduction in demand could only result in one thing: a rise in prices. And that is anathema to governments, which as we have seen tend to get ejected from office after periods of inflation. This is why governments worldwide have maintained vast demand-side fossil fuel subsidies - tax exemptions, fuel vouchers, even direct support to consumers - through decades of climate breakdown, and why meaningful carbon taxes have rarely been implemented.
To take just one example of government sensitivity on these matters, in October 2022 OPEC and its partners announced a cut in production of two million barrels per day (out of a total of nearly fifty million), their largest supply cut since 2020. You might imagine that this would be received as good news - decreased oil and gas output, lower CO2 emissions, perhaps a foretaste of further cuts to come - by Joe Biden, who was often praised for having the best environmental record of any president in American history. Yet Biden was furious and openly threatened 'consequences'. The Democratic Senator Bob Menendez demanded that the US cease all co-operation with Saudi Arabia, including weapons sales; even Bernie Sanders agreed. The cut in supply would mean an increase in the price of crude oil - indeed, OPEC spokespeople said this was its purpose - and that would, as Sanders put it, 'jack up US gas prices'. It was under Biden that the US once again became the world's largest oil and gas-producing nation. When policymakers around the world contemplate a potential future of purposeful asset stranding, American politicians see rising fuel prices and angry voters. That is not a future they can promote, still less actively bring about.
If Malm and Carton  are right that all major constituencies have effectively surrendered to climate breakdown, we are now, as the title of their book has it, in the world of 'overshoot'. The notion first came to prominence in a book called Beyond the Limits (1992) by Donella Meadows, Dennis Meadows and Jorgen Randers. Twenty years earlier they had authored (with William Behrens) one of the most influential ever reports on the relationship between society and the environment, The Limits to Growth. The argument of this book was that the earth could sustain only a certain amount of population growth and resource consumption, and that based on current trends its physical limits would be breached within a hundred years, precipitating sudden social and economic collapse. Beyond the Limits renewed this argument and radically shortened the timeframe: we were, in the early 1990s, on track to 'overshoot' the earth's carrying capacity within just a few decades.
Scientists and politicians have repeatedly identified limits or targets for manageable global warming and we have grown accustomed to the idea that we are on course to surpass these thresholds, or have done so already. It was recently reported that global temperatures have exceeded pre-industrial temperatures by at least 1.5degC for twelve consecutive months (averaging 1.64degC warmer). So much for Paris. However, Malm and Carton's polemic isn't just a restatement of this failure. Not only are we exceeding all warming limits that scientists consider 'safe', they argue, but the political, business and scientific powers that collectively determine society's approach to climate have assented to the overshoot as a fait accompli. In other words, there is an institutionalised acceptance of the transgression of notional climate 'limits'.
There are two sides to this accommodation. The first is that asset stranding is considered impossible. The second is that it is considered increasingly legitimate to argue that damage can be undone at a later date. What has come to be accepted, implicitly, is that it is fine to overshoot 1.5degC - to hit 2 or 2.5degC, say - because we can subsequently bring the temperature back down.
As Malm and Carton see it, we have arrived at the acceptance of overshoot in successive steps. The first step was a shift in focus from mitigation (addressing the causes of warming) to adaptation (learning to live in a warmer world). When politicians in high-emissions countries emphasise the importance of adaptation and climate 'resilience', as they began to do in the 1990s, it usually means they have abandoned mitigation. We need to learn to adapt because we can't - that's to say, won't - tackle the causes of climate change.
The second step was the rise of the notion of 'carbon capture and storage', or CCS. If CO2 emissions could be captured at source and transported to a location for safe long-term storage or sequestration, they would pose no danger to the climate. A CCS retrofit to a coal-fired power plant, for instance, could grab the bulk of the CO2 emitted before it had a chance to enter the atmosphere. CCS held out great promise for fossil fuel capitalists. The earliest significant research into possible technical solutions, undertaken around the turn of the century, was funded by major polluters. This returns us to the IEA's recommendation in 2021 that 'unabated' coal plants no longer be approved for development. Plants abated with CCS would be fine. The problem is that more than twenty years on from those early experiments, CCS still isn't ready, technically or economically, for large-scale commercial use. By all accounts it isn't even close.
The third, and penultimate, step towards acceptance of overshoot was the embrace of 'direct air capture'. DAC, like CCS, involves capturing emitted carbon and locking it away. But while CCS captures CO2 at source, before it can escape into the atmosphere, DAC captures CO2 that has already been emitted. This was even more appealing to the fossil fuel industry. CCS, in theory at least, would allow us to continue burning fossil fuels while staying within temperature limits, because combustion would effectively be emissions-free. With DAC, we can emit as much carbon as we like, then suck it all back up. Here, overshoot has no limits. After all, if we can reverse-engineer global temperatures back down from 2degC to 1.5degC, then why not from 2.5degC? Or 3degC?
DAC is the technology par excellence of the insidious terminological and conceptual innovation known as 'net zero'. As many critics have pointed out, 'net-zero emissions' does not mean 'zero emissions': it means a world of continuing fossil fuel combustion and CO2 emission on whatever scale, just so long as an equal and opposite amount of CO2 is captured from the atmosphere. That would be one thing if it worked. But DAC is the most difficult and expensive form of carbon capture, considerably more challenging even than CCS. At last count, a total of 27 DAC plants had been commissioned worldwide, collectively capturing a total of 0.01 million tonnes of CO2 per year, or the equivalent of around 0.00003 per cent of annual CO2 emissions.
Perhaps this snail-like progress explains the growing enthusiasm for the technological fix that represents the fourth and final step: geoengineering. If all else fails, the argument goes, we can modify the composition of the atmosphere to directly cool the earth, for example, by injecting sulphate aerosols into the stratosphere to increase the amount of sunlight reflected back into space. The hope is that by these means we might dispense with mechanisms for managing atmospheric levels of CO2 altogether.
Overshoot ideology is writ large in the statements issued by major governments about their climate goals and how they intend to achieve them. No government speaks of actual zero: net zero - itself a creature of overshoot - dominates official climate policy. But, even more telling, all talk of mitigation (essentially, asset stranding) has given way to the terms and tools of overshoot: adaptation, CO2 removal, geoengineering. The world of overshoot is one in which robust mitigation in the here and now, based on proven zero-carbon technologies of energy generation, is sacrificed for redemptive action based on uncertain technologies.
Overshoot ideology would not have triumphed without the support of the scientific establishment. Among the worst villains in Overshoot is the UN body formed in the 1980s to advance scientific knowledge about climate change, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, and in particular, the IPCC's Working Group III. The group was tasked with the assessment of 'mitigation pathways' and their compatibility with the world's climate goals. In recent decades it has become increasingly relaxed about overshoot. This was made explicit in its 'Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5degC' from 2018, in which it deemed two types of pathways '1.5degC consistent': those in which warming actually 'remains below 1.5degC' and those in which warming 'temporarily exceeds ("overshoots") 1.5degC and then returns to 1.5degC'. Of the 578 pathways included in the report, Malm and Carton tell us, 568 were in the second category. Delegations to the IPCC from vulnerable nations refused to accept the overshoot scenarios: 'We will have the water up to our necks by then.'
Economists are singled out by Malm and Carton for special criticism. The models they have built to help the IPCC and others present illustrative pathways to the public are known as 'integrated assessment models' because they combine climate, economic and social scenarios. IAMs typically assume that the best policy for tackling climate change is the cheapest one, and that costs will fall over time. On this view, it is always better to postpone action which will later become cheaper. In creating these models, as Malm and Carton put it, economists have displayed 'practical loyalty to business as usual and nominal fealty to temperature targets'.
Malm and Carton  don't indulge in any handwringing. On the contrary, Overshoot is a forceful appeal to do as much as we can as quickly as possible to avert a climate breakdown worse than the one already guaranteed. They reiterate the necessity of stranding: keep it in the ground! If the book makes for grim reading, it's because there is little ground for optimism. The forces arrayed against asset stranding are extremely powerful, especially in parts of the world where fossil fuel reserves remain most abundant and can be extracted most lucratively. The situation is not helped by those climate commentators who underestimate or ignore the forces of fossil fuel reactionism: they are guilty of 'hurrah-optimism', described by Adorno as the 'constantly enforced insistence that everybody should admit that everything will turn out well'.
If Malm and Carton see a chink of light in the darkness, it is in evidence of local resistance to the further exploitation of fossil fuel reserves. In principle, they suggest, this resistance could be scaled up, potentially all the way - at least in the West, where the private sector largely controls the fossil fuel economy - to expropriation, nationalisation and forced asset stranding. They cite the example of Ecuador, where there has been a long-running campaign to halt drilling in the Yasuni national park, which stands on top of the country's second largest oil reserves. In 2014, campaigners collected enough signatures to trigger a national referendum. The government refused to recognise the legitimacy of the petition, but after a lengthy court battle Ecuador's Supreme Court judged that the referendum should go ahead. It was held in August 2023 - by which time Petroecuador, the state-owned oil company, had already sunk more than $2 billion into the Yasuni project - and a majority voted in favour of halting extraction. For the first time, Malm and Carton write, 'a people democratically elected to strand fossil fuel assets.' More than a billion barrels of oil remain in the ground, at least for the time being.
The case of Ecuador, and the role of its Supreme Court in particular, put me in mind of E.P. Thompson's Whigs and Hunters (1975), his account of the Black Act of 1723 which criminalised and imposed harsh penalties on those found guilty of various acts of hunting, fishing and destruction of property. The act was a response to a proliferation of these activities during the enclosure of common lands, which saw the immiseration of rural communities. On the face of it, Whigs and Hunters reaffirms what we already know: that laws and legal frameworks are instruments of the ruling class, used to enforce and maintain social inequality. But it is in the paradoxical nature of the law, Thompson argues, that the more brazen it is, the more it loses its efficacy. 'If the law is evidently partial and unjust,' he writes, 'then it will mask nothing, legitimise nothing, contribute nothing to any class's hegemony ... It cannot seem to be [just] without upholding its own logic and criteria of equity; indeed, on occasion, by actually being just.' To an extent the law made the elites 'prisoners of their own rhetoric; they played the games of power according to rules which suited them, but they could not break those rules or the whole game would be thrown away.' It was 'inherent in the very nature of the medium which they had selected for their own self-defence that it could not be reserved for the exclusive use only of their own class'. Thus, as and where they could find and afford a lawyer, England's commoners in the 18th century 'would actually fight for their rights by means of law; occasionally [they] could actually win a case.' The law both reinforced the power of the ruling class and at the same time 'imposed, again and again, inhibitions on the actions of the rulers'.
The government in Ecuador could neither stop its people fighting for their rights, nor ignore the rule of law when legal judgment obstructed the government's preferred course of action. And it isn't only in Ecuador that fossil fuel capitalism is occasionally stung by nettlesome jurists. In 2019, Surrey County Council granted planning permission for four oil wells to be drilled at Horse Hill. Campaigners mounted a legal case, arguing that the environmental impact assessment conducted by the council should have taken into account the more than ten million tonnes of CO2 that would be emitted when the recovered oil was, inevitably, burned. After five years and numerous setbacks - including losses in lower courts against adversaries with deep pockets - the UK Supreme Court ruled in June that the council had indeed acted unlawfully by granting permits without considering the consequences for the climate. The council's planning permission was quashed.
I am not starry-eyed about any of this. More often than not, the law comes down on the side of fossil fuel capital. The multi-year custodial sentences recently given to Just Stop Oil activists for conspiring to cause gridlock on Britain's roads says much about the illiberalism of the legal system. And we can expect the right-wing supermajority on the US Supreme Court to be emboldened by a second Trump term. But Thompson was right that even a legal system weighted in favour of propertied elites can and sometimes must rule against their interests if they ask too much of it. There is precedent, too, in the successful use of the legal system to curb the influence and power of Big Tobacco, which was eventually undone by its own misinformation campaigns. When all other avenues to the timely stranding of fossil fuel reserves, including government intervention, appear to have been closed off, perhaps the law - ably navigated by determined campaigners - is all that remains.
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Don't go quietly
David Trotter

5390 wordsPhilip Larkin  claimed that sexual intercourse began in 1963, between the end of the Chatterley ban and the Beatles' first LP. A better (if rhyme-busting) bet might have been 1965, when BBC One broadcast Up the Junction, a riotous group portrait of women at work in a Battersea chocolate factory and on the pull in Clapham, in its Wednesday Play slot. Mary Whitehouse, president of the recently formed National Viewers' and Listeners' Association, certainly got the memo. 'The BBC,' she complained in a letter to the then minister of health, Kenneth Robinson, 'are determined to do everything in their power to present promiscuity as normal.'
Up the Junction, based on a book by Nell Dunn, was the first collaboration between Ken Loach, who joined the BBC as a trainee director in 1963, and Tony Garnett, who had been hired by James MacTaggart, producer of the Wednesday Play series, as a story editor and talent scout. Taking advantage of MacTaggart being on holiday, Garnett put sufficient resources into the project to ensure that it would be too expensive to cancel by the time he got back. By his account, a 'huge, apoplectic, stand-up row ensued', as much about the play's lack of narrative structure as about its 'controversial content', before MacTaggart, who knew original work when he saw it, found a way to back down gracefully. For if sexual intercourse didn't begin with Up the Junction, then something else did. A television play made to an exacting schedule to fill a slot in a series established a benchmark for the new and hugely influential style of filmmaking which has since come to be known as social realism.
Previewing Up the Junction in the Radio Times - an unlikely platform for a manifesto - Garnett characterised Battersea as an area of 'dead-end jobs, crumbling houses, dirty streets', its inhabitants 'exploited, given a raw deal, or just conveniently forgotten'. The play's purpose was to make both the place and the people that much harder to forget. 'Whether you like it or not,' Garnett insisted, 'this is here, now, 1965.' He'd budgeted for several days' shooting on 16 mm film in locations in Clapham Junction and elsewhere, a concession to the documentary impulse almost unheard of at the time in the production of studio-bound television drama. The scene is set by a montage of brief, establishing shots. Then we're introduced to the three leading characters, Rube (Geraldine Sherman), Sylvie (Carol White) and Eileen (Vickery Turner), by means of a pan down from a sign for Clapham Junction station which fits them exactly to a place and time. The play's loose, episodic structure allows for improvisation. What Loach was to call a 'go-in-and-grab-it type of filmmaking' follows the actors - for the most part newcomers or non-professionals - as they move through real locations among real people going about their ordinary business. Later, after Eileen and a man she's picked up have had sex in a derelict building, there's a further montage of a dozen or so shots - many more than mere reality-effect would require - of workmen demolishing a row of houses. Social realism could be said to revive alongside the familiar use of the term 'circumstance' to indicate a condition or state of affairs - the kinds of 'raw deal' (poverty, homelessness, addiction) which were to remain its primary topic - a much older and now obsolete meaning: the totality of immediately surrounding things.
It is customary to locate the origins of social realism in the immediately postwar era of epithets when 'angry young men' were seen tearing it up at work and at home, more often than not without much regard to the 'kitchen sink' allegedly installed somewhere in the house. Novels by Stan Barstow, John Braine, Alan Sillitoe, David Storey and others framed stories told from the point of view of an aspiring and/or truculent working-class protagonist, often Northern, usually but not always male, as a Bildungsroman or novel of moral and sentimental education. Together with plays by John Osborne and Shelagh Delaney, these books inspired a New Wave British cinema which during the early 1960s seemed as though it might rival its celebrated Continental counterparts in originality and scope. Shot largely on location, New Wave films gave an unapologetic voice to people whom mainstream cinema had for the most part, in Garnett's phrase, 'just conveniently forgotten about'. Loach has spoken of being drawn to writers like Barstow who shared his background and many of his interests. The films of the books, he adds, 'didn't affect me at all'.
This disclaimer signals a change of tack. A Bildungsroman is generically obliged to filter attention to the totality of immediately surrounding things through the narrow gauge of a narrator/protagonist's unique (though not necessarily unrepresentative) point of view. What matters is the intensity with which these figures live. Because they are all attitude, their grasp of immediately surrounding things tends to the provisional or the epiphanic. In the final pages of Storey's This Sporting Life (1960), battered rugby league player Arthur Machin makes what may or may not be his final appearance on the pitch. Knowing that for him the 'game' (in more than a sporting sense) is up, he looks beyond its claustrophobic mayhem at the 'life' not yet 'absorbed' into it: at 'the tops of the buses passing the end of the ground, the lights turned on inside the upper decks, the people sitting uncommitted behind the windows'. Significantly, perhaps, from Loach's point of view, the film version, directed by Lindsay Anderson, lacks even that degree of belated acknowledgment, having just expended most of its remaining energy on the expressionist flourishes of a deathbed scene. Realism became social in Loach's work by taking in as much as could reasonably be expected of the life we don't absorb, or choose to ignore, even as we remain aware of its existence.
There's plenty of ambition on display in Up the Junction, but its occasional crystallisation into overt attitude serves less as a way to tell a story than as an object of analysis. Black women workers are prominent in the camaraderie and impromptu jive sessions which enliven the daily routine in the Battersea chocolate factory. But their presence, like that of the demolition crew, is no mere reality-effect. Garnett and Loach shrewdly reconfigure the episode in the novel in which a door-to-door salesman - 'I'm a tallyman, the name's Barny. Carpets, briefs, cookin' utensils, you name it I've got it' - takes the narrator on a tour of Wandsworth, Clapham and Brixton in his Austin van. In the film, Barny (George Sewell) talks over his shoulder to (or at) an unidentified invisible presence in the back of the van. 'Once you get your foot in the door,' he swaggers, 'you've got to keep it there.' This exposition of method soon acquires a nastier tone. In Brixton, Barny informs us, 60 per cent of his calls are to Black customers. It wouldn't be all that long before Enoch Powell was to build his 'rivers of blood' speech around the story of a pensioner who, having lost a husband and two sons in the war, found herself practically the only white resident on her street.
There is, however, an outside to Barny's burgeoning complaint, against which it can be measured. A documentary-style shot from the window of the van shows two Black women inspecting a shop window. 'I'm like the great white hunter,' Barny confides. 'Down the bottom of the streets you can practically hear the tom-toms going.' One of the women turns to stare unabashedly at the camera. But she has already been press-ganged into Barny's colonial fantasy. 'I'm sick of these coloureds,' he goes on. Racism is not the understandable effect, as Powell would have his listeners believe, of a perception of the damage done to long-established communities by mass immigration. It is, rather, a project which requires for its successful completion the instituting in full of an idea of 'race': of the scandal of a Black face on a white street. An excoriating vignette shows Barny in full flow as he persuades a man to buy a suit - 'I sell a lot of these suits to your sort of people' - even though the jacket is self-evidently too small for him. Then the man's baby starts to cry, and Barny wanders over to the cot. 'What a lovely little picaninny,' he oozes. Racism is Barny's business plan. 'I'm using me brains to the best of me ability,' he explains. 'It's what the Tories call free enterprise.'
Up the Junction was the first time Garnett and Loach had worked with Carol White, the 'Battersea Bardot', who in 1966 was to star in the most famous Wednesday Play of them all, Cathy Come Home, broadcast to an audience of twelve million people. Up the Junction is a film about collective resilience, its mood as jaunty at its conclusion as it had been at the outset. Cathy Come Home, by contrast, based on a script by Jeremy Sandford, adapts social realism to the story of a sole protagonist engaged in a struggle for survival against apparently insuperable odds. A series of missteps and misfortunes drives Cathy, her husband, Reg (Ray Brooks), and their three children deeper and deeper into poverty, and eventually apart. Throughout, the focus remains on Cathy, who delivers intermittent commentary on the increasing desperation of their search for a place to live. Sandford felt that Cathy should be regarded as 'blameless'. She is in fact the pure product of melodramatic convention: an innocent victimised by institutional prejudice and neglect. The play creates a context for the state of affairs in which she finds herself by developing further the techniques used in Up the Junction to absorb the totality of immediately surrounding things. When Reg suffers an accident at work, the family has to move in with his mother, whom we watch climbing the stairs to her flat while various unidentified speakers comment in voiceover on the constraints of the accommodation they'll soon be sharing. 'I think this is the only tenement block in Islington,' one of them remarks, 'where you could sit on your toilet with your door open and cook your breakfast at the same time.' Cathy Come Home inaugurates social realism's most enduring narrative form, the melodrama of circumstance.
By  the late 1960s, Loach and Garnett were ready to move on from the BBC, where the liberal regime overseen by Hugh Greene was coming to an end. Loach had already made one thoroughly unsatisfactory venture into feature film with Poor Cow (1967), co-starring Carol White and Terence Stamp, the latter fresh from John Schlesinger's grandiose Far from the Madding Crowd. He and Garnett decided to set up an independent production company, Kestrel Films, with the sole purpose of bringing to the screen Barry Hines's as yet unpublished novel A Kestrel for a Knave, a story about the sense of purpose instilled in a much-put-upon school reject by his capture and conscientious training of a falcon. The making of Kes (1969) was, as David Forrest explains in his thoroughly informative addition to the BFI Film Classics series, at once a local and a collective achievement. Loach has testified to the similarities of experience and outlook which made working with Hines, who was born and raised in the Yorkshire mining village of Hoyland Common, a pleasure. They filmed at St Helen's School in Athersley, where Hines had spent two years as head of PE, and where they found David Bradley, who plays the 15-year-old Billy Casper. 'He was just one of the kids in the class who was the right age,' Loach recalled. 'The kestrel, or kestrels, actually - which were called Freeman, Hardy and Willis - were trained by Barry's brother, Richard, who showed David how to work with the birds himself. Everything had the appropriate size about it.' Loach's sense of 'appropriate size' remains to this day the key to his achievement as a filmmaker.
Kes marked a conscious departure from the 'go-in-and-grab-it' style of Up the Junction. The aim now was to observe, sympathetically, at a distance, but still with a view to avoiding as far as possible any suspicion of extensive rehearsal. Loach has explained that much of his 'directing' consists of the creation of events off-camera to which the actors have to respond. 'A lot of effort has to go into the circumstances in which they can work.' It's long been his practice to shoot wherever possible in the chronological order of events, with the actors not allowed to read ahead in the script, so that they only find out what's going to happen as it happens. Forrest's chapter on the making of the film concludes with some thoughtful pages on the ethical implications of this uncompromising demand for authenticity when it comes to the use of child actors. Bradley did enjoy some success as an actor in the 1970s, but to all intents and purposes his career began and ended at the age of fifteen. He is, as Forrest puts it, 'defined entirely by the film'.
Billy Casper would not have been altogether out of place in David Lean's Oliver Twist (1948). His physical meagreness identifies him from the outset as an archetypal waif. He's about to leave school and has no prospects apart from the mine which employs his elder brother, Jud (Freddie Fletcher); there might not even be a job there, as Jud is at pains to point out, for such a 'weedy little twat'. The story of Billy's relentless victimisation both at school and at home amply fulfils melodrama's requirement for pathos. Like Hines, Loach felt that he could have been more sympathetic towards Jud, who has troubles of his own that neither novel nor film ever fully admit to. Jud does assault Billy and murder the kestrel, but he's been provoked to it by Billy spending - on fish and chips - the money Jud gave him for the purpose of placing a bet. The bet (well-judged, as it turns out) would have earned Jud a welcome week off work. It's vital to the success of novel and film, however, that the requirement for pathos which makes a deep-dyed villain of the older brother shouldn't seek to sift good from evil in the younger. Unlike Cathy, Billy can't be regarded as blameless: there's as much Artful Dodger in him as there is Oliver Twist. An early draft of the script introduces him as a leading member of a gang of schoolboy hoodlums. In the first ten minutes of the filmed version, he manages a mildly dangerous prank and a couple of acts of petty theft.
To those in authority, the impulse informing Billy's behaviour looks a lot like sheer recalcitrance (from the Latin verb meaning to kick out backwards, as an animal might). But it isn't that at all. We learn to recognise in his sudden accessions of energy - each a step or lunge forwards - a sort of heedlessness. The film's achievement is to uphold a Romantic or broadly humanist faith in heedlessness's inherent creativity, while at the same time describing from within, as the melodrama of circumstance demands, the damage done by institutional neglect. Social realism has consistently taken a greater interest in the radical flux that envelops the coming-of-age saga's protagonist than it does in the sharp-edged ambition on display in New Wave cinema's Bildungsroman-induced parade of fast-talking twenty-somethings. Heedlessness arises out of flux and remains for a piercingly lucid interval its primary expression.
The first classroom scene sets the tone. Mr Crossley, played by Trevor Hesketh, who had taught Bradley, is reading the register. Silence falls when he reaches the name of Fisher, who doesn't seem to be present. 'German Bight', Billy interjects. When Crossley rounds on him, he explains that the joke 'just come out. Fisher, German Bight. That's the shipping forecast, sir. Fisher, German Bight, Cromarty. I like to hear it every night, sir. I like t'names.' Of all the many tributes paid to the BBC's regular late-night incantation, the most remote in provenance from Billy's may in a sense be the most germane to it. Seamus Heaney once attributed his earliest understanding of words as 'bearers of history and mystery' to the 'beautiful sprung rhythms of the old BBC shipping forecast - Dogger, Rockall, Malin, Shetland, Faroes, Finisterre'. These rhythms have stirred Billy to a visionary lunge forwards that evades Crossley's crude jeering as easily as it does the scornful laughter of his classmates. 'It just come out, sir,' he reiterates.
The next day, Billy, having tried to rouse one of his mates and been told to 'Bugger off, you little sod' by the boy's mother, heads out into the woods - the 'vast and verdant' landscape, as Forrest puts it, in which he has been accustomed to 'seek solace'. On this occasion, however, Billy's mood is less than bucolic. He thrashes wildly at the vegetation with a stick and hurls something into a stretch of water which is more post-industrial sump than bubbling rill. Reaching the edge of the forest, he sees a kestrel launch itself from the ruins of a farmhouse towards a telephone pole. Fascinated, he climbs a wall and starts to cross a field. We watch from his perspective as a man and his young daughter emerge from behind the building: 'Bugger off, then,' the man yells. 'Dunt tha know it's private property?' Billy says he's only there for a sight of the kestrels. The next shot, lasting almost a minute, is from behind the man, as Billy approaches him and a conversation develops, the two standing side by side gazing up at the nest. It's the first time in the film that he's been treated as an equal - as something other than a little sod - by an adult. His new acquaintance advises him that what he needs if he is to catch and train a kestrel is a book from the library. Rebuffed by the librarian (more institutional neglect), he duly lifts a copy (Dodger-style) from a second-hand bookshop. Billy will be back at the ruined farmhouse that night to seize a young bird. The solace he seeks is to be found not in nature, but in a removal of nature from nature mediated by cultural exchange, by the gathering of information.
Billy's heedlessness receives its ultimate vindication when the English teacher, Mr Farthing (Colin Welland), invites the class to consider the difference between fact and fiction, and, after a good deal of coaxing, Billy is persuaded to talk about his experience of training Kes. His account gradually gathers momentum as he takes Farthing's place at the front of the room, illustrating the techniques of falconry with remarkable clarity of both word (jess, swivel, leash) and gesture. We see him in close-up as he describes the mixture of fear and awe he felt as he waited for Kes to return to his gauntleted fist, 'like lightnin', head still, and you couldn't hear t'wings'. The lengthy shot ends in a round of applause as Billy declares: 'Well, that were it, sir, I'd trained her.' By Welland's account, the reception his story receives from the class was 'completely unrehearsed'. 'We were genuinely moved and that's what comes across.' It's because the whole film occupies the span of Billy's lucid interval that its downbeat ending seems less a conclusion than a pause held indefinitely.
Kes proved a hard sell. Falconry is not the most mainstream topic, while the thickness of the Yorkshire accents led Garnett himself to wonder whether the film would be understood anywhere outside Barnsley. United Artists finally agreed to back it, in a deal brokered by Tony Richardson, whose Woodfall Films had been responsible for New Wave films such as A Taste of Honey (1961) and The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner (1962). Obliged to show Kes to Eric Pleskow, a United Artists executive who happened to be in London, Garnett sat anxiously at the back of the theatre. When the lights went up, Pleskow passed him on his way out without even breaking stride. '"I would have preferred it in Hungarian," he said.' Still, Kes did eventually achieve a general release. Its critical and commercial success, in the UK at least, served to establish Loach's reputation as a director of feature films.
A charge sometimes laid against social realism is that its politics are blithely social-democratic. It remains content with an exposure of the effects of injustice rather than its causes. This isn't entirely fair. Up the Junction, Cathy Come Home and Kes don't lack for analysis of structural failure. Garnett and Loach, however, seem to have felt that they needed to find new ways to press that analysis home. By the end of the 1960s, they had certainly had enough of social democracy. Their most significant doctrinal departure was The Big Flame, a Wednesday Play broadcast on 19 February 1969, from a script by the ex-miner and activist Jim Allen, who had been following with keen interest the progress of an unofficial dock strike on Merseyside. In the play's defining scene, a militant trade unionist persuades the strike committee to pursue a 'political' rather than merely 'economic' struggle against the employers. What would happen if, instead of withdrawing their labour, the strikers were to take control of the docks and run them as a workers' collective? Betrayal on the part of the union leadership, followed by military intervention, turns out to be the answer; but not before a 'big flame' - the embrace of metaphor is telling - has been lit for others to see. The organisers of the strike are convicted and sent to prison. The Big Flame makes extensive use of unidentified voiceover and descriptive montage to give due weight to the experience of the rank and file during the strike. But it is as much fable as melodrama of circumstances. The fable contains a formula for the history of the working-class aspiration to political agency under capitalism: betrayal plus martyrdom equals heroic failure.
Garnett said that he and Loach wanted The Big Flame 'to be true, to have the texture of the world, what the world is really like', while also admitting that it is 'straightforward propaganda'. A decision about genre was soon to remove the fable altogether from the sorts of 'texture' enabled by social realism's preference for a contemporary setting. Television, somewhat unexpectedly, made this change of emphasis possible. Days of Hope, a further collaboration with Allen, was broadcast by the BBC in September and October 1975, during a period of economic instability and the widespread politicisation of industrial relations as Conservative and Labour governments sought successively to cope with that instability through wage restraint. Its four parts chart episodes of heroic failure, from the savage treatment of conscientious objectors during the First World War to the collapse of the 1926 General Strike through the involvement in them of several members of a Northern working-class family, thus providing a revolutionary counter-script to the mildly reformist ideology of successful costume dramas of the time such as The Forsyte Saga and Upstairs, Downstairs. The last and lengthiest of the four films lays the blame for the failure of the General Strike squarely on the betrayal of working-class militancy by the leadership of the Trades Union Congress and of the Labour and Communist Parties. This is considered propaganda, patient, bold and admirably serious, and it gave rise to widespread debate - including the ultimate accolade of a scornful rebuke from Margaret Thatcher, during her first address to the Conservative Party Conference as leader of the 0pposition, on 10 October 1975.
But there was a price to be paid. Days of Hope fights a losing battle of its own against the conventions of costume drama, which complicate any effort to reconcile the claims of propaganda with those of the texture of the world. Whether you like it or not, as Garnett probably didn't remark to Loach, that was there, then: 1916, 1921, 1924, 1926. The first two films adopt tried-and-tested observational techniques such as the use of a mobile camera to follow movement through a physical and social space with which we gradually become familiar. But the locations have inevitably been doctored, while the box-fresh antique vehicles - limousines, cabs, buses, vans, drays, armoured cars - are a constant distraction, more toy than prop. As the fable develops, dialogue morphs into disquisition. Intent on developing a thesis, the films have less time for an accompanying hubbub of unidentified voices.
Two further historical dramas can be said to have completed Loach's transition from the director of flagship television plays to the director of internationally funded arthouse movies with an enthusiastic if rather more scattered following: Land and Freedom (1995) and The Wind that Shakes the Barley (2006), both produced by Rebecca O'Brien, one written by Allen, the other by Paul Laverty. These epic reconstructions of key episodes in the Spanish Civil War and the Irish War of Independence certainly succeeded in stirring political debate. Their propaganda, too, is considered. But, like Days of Hope, they are to my mind inhibited as dramas by their adherence to the Big Flame formula. It's a formula that Loach had by now begun to articulate as a political activist. The speech he gave in Islington in support of Jeremy Corbyn's candidacy during the 2024 general election turns precisely on the memory of heroic failure (the 1984-85 miners' strike) as a living reproof to the serial 'treachery' of the Labour Party leadership (Kinnock, Hattersley, Blair, Brown, Starmer). By this reckoning, the endgame is still martyrdom: expulsion from the party worn 'as a badge of honour, proudly'. In September last year, Loach attended a private meeting of Collective, an organisation dedicated to the establishment of a 'new, mass-membership political party of the left'.
The activist's disavowal of social democracy did not curtail the creative uses the filmmaker was able to find for social realism's commitment to the texture of the world. Never happier than when steeped in dense concentrations of vernacular speech, Loach embarked at the end of the 1990s on a Scottish 'trilogy': My Name Is Joe (1998), Sweet Sixteen (2002) and Ae Fond Kiss ... (2004), all produced by O'Brien and written by Laverty, a civil rights lawyer who had originally sent him a script based on his own experiences in Nicaragua which became Carla's Song (1996). Loach has described My Name Is Joe as a 'love story' about the on-off relationship between a recovering alcoholic who coaches a football team for the unemployed and a health visitor responsible for the family of one of the players. 'It's quite light in some ways,' he adds. Its more graphic scenes involve domestic violence, intravenous drug use, a relapse into alcoholism and suicide. If Loach's 'quite light in some ways' makes you wonder what he might understand by 'quite dark in some ways', you need look no further than Sweet Sixteen. Fifteen-year-old Liam (Martin Compson) is a latter-day Billy Casper, headed for no job at all rather than one he knows he'll hate. The heedlessness he devotes to providing for his mother on her release from prison has the not wholly unintended consequence of introducing him to the rigours of gang warfare. 'Ye didna' fight them because you were brave,' his elder sister remarks tersely while (once again) cleaning his wounds. 'You fought them because ye just didna' care what happened to ye.' Drawing back a little from this Clydeside abyss, Loach next embarked on a love story about the on-off relationship between an Irish-Catholic teacher and a second-generation Glaswegian Asian who has trained as an accountant but aspires to something a bit more adventurous. Written with a subtlety that doesn't by any means shirk harshness, the film tiptoes far enough into romcom territory to avert the gloom of the Burns song which supplies its title ('Ae fond kiss, and then we sever!').
It's  largely thanks to Loach's example that social realism remains a potent and versatile cultural resource for young filmmakers with something to say about working-class experience in Britain here and now. Kes, Forrest notes, has 'carved out a space in British cinema' for such 'nuanced and poetic representations of the politics of childhood' as Lynne Ramsay's Ratcatcher (1999), Andrea Arnold's Fish Tank (2009), Samantha Morton's The Unloved (2009) and Clio Barnard's The Selfish Giant (2013). These are all films in which the young protagonists 'demonstrate their otherwise unrealised capacity for love, care and skill' through their relation to animals. In each case, I would add, it is the protagonist's essential heedlessness - their refusal to fit in or go quietly - which lays bare the 'politics of childhood'. If we broaden the focus sufficiently to include heedlessness not involving animals, we could add Pawel Pawlikowski's Last Resort (2000), Shane Meadows's This Is England (2006) and, more tentatively, Duane Hopkins's Better Things (2008) and Charlotte Wells's Aftersun (2022). Arnold's Bird (2024), a coming-of-age saga set in the part of north Kent where she grew up, follows the Loach playbook in many respects (it was shot in the chronological order of events, on location, with a mixture of first-time and professional actors who hadn't always been allowed to read ahead in the script). There are times when the film's helter-skelter as-if-shot-on-a-phone aesthetic begins to feel like the 'go-in-and-grab-it' style responsible for Up the Junction's similar raucous bravado. A playbook, however, is not a template. Animals proliferate in Bird. As their vivid presence infiltrates and ultimately commandeers the plot, so social yields to magic realism, hard-won observation to extracts from a bestiary.
Remarkably, Loach is still at it, in collaboration with Laverty and O'Brien, directing The Old Oak (2023) at the age of 86. The 1984 strike remains an important point of reference in a film set in a mining community in County Durham. As the heroic age of trade-union militancy recedes, however, so the emphasis of his work has shifted once again. It now places greater faith in civic than political solidarity. Different patterns shape the narrative: the warmth of the friendships between a world-weary older man and a young woman at her wits' end in I, Daniel Blake (2016) and The Old Oak; or the miraculous materialisation of a flash mob or posse of well-wishers at the conclusions of Looking for Eric (2009) and The Old Oak - like dragon's teeth sprung from the bare earth, but jovial and startlingly co-operative. The political deduction might be that a Collective-style mass movement will need to begin in community activism.
The recent film with the best claim to 'appropriate size' is Sorry We Missed You (2019), which chronicles the intolerable strain placed on a family by an uphill battle against debt. Ricky Turner (Kris Hitchen) is a self-employed van driver cast adrift in the gig economy; his wife, Abby (Debbie Honeywood), a care nurse run off her feet; their teenage son, Seb (newcomer Rhys Stone), a Billy Casper who seeks solace in graffiti rather than in falconry. As in Kes, Loach's reliance on long-focus lenses serves to embed the protagonists in an unforgiving environment. The 'texture' of the world seeps into the film with each traffic warden appeased, each gentle soothing of the mortification brought on by incontinence or incipient dementia. The ascent of Seb and his crew to the elevated hoarding they propose to spray-paint is as heedless in its way as Billy's scramble up a brick wall to the kestrels' nest. Sorry We Missed You is social realism at its most unsparing. Its title acquires a sombre resonance as the members of the family count the emotional cost of the bitter disputes that have driven them apart. Ricky's downwards spiral culminates in a savage beating. The next morning, although clearly not fit for work, he sets off in his van, while Abby and Seb try in vain to stop him. Accelerating ferociously up the street, he takes a speed bump too fast. The shot lingers just long enough to capture the van's juddering skip into the air - a final bulletin from the totality of immediately surrounding things.
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At the Courtauld
Gothic Ivory
Christopher Snow Hopkins

1335 wordsThe object  at the centre of Medieval Multiplied: A Gothic Ivory and Its Reproductions, at the Courtauld Gallery until 16 February, is a 14th-century ivory mirror case, carved in relief, showing knights laying siege to a castle defended by maidens. On the left of the scene, a knight in chainmail climbs a rope ladder fastened to a battlement. He has lost his helmet but is on the cusp of breaching the castle. A wimpled maiden reaches down to stroke his chin. Next to him, another knight has half removed his own helmet and holds his sword upright by its point - a symbol of ineptitude, perhaps. On the right, a knight is boosted over the wall by a confederate. Caparisoned horses crowd the foreground. At the top of the scene, above a parapet embellished with trefoils, a demented seraph - the God of Love - gleefully stabs two members of his retinue with arrows. The margins are patrolled by lions who guard the threshold between our world and that of the siege.
[image: ] Ivory mirror case carved with the Assault on the Castle of Love (c.1325-50).




This medieval allegory is known to modern scholars by many names, including the Siege of the Castle of Love, the Storming of the Castle of Love and, as in the Courtauld display, the Assault on the Castle of Love. The curators might easily have dedicated an entire show to the motif, which was rendered on scores of mirror cases and composite caskets (boxes decorated with narrative scenes) as well as in well-known manuscripts such as the Peterborough Psalter and the Luttrell Psalter, but their focus is not on the trope itself but on a single object and its reproductions. The mirror case appears about ten times: in its original form and as replicated in a variety of media. The earliest reproduction on display, a copperplate engraving from 1812, shows minute details - creases of fabric, the musculature of the crouching lions - but gives no sense of the materiality of the original. A photo-chromolithograph from 1857 better approximates the physical presence of the mirror case but gives it a sandstone colour and - in an audacious alteration of its prototype - replaces the lion missing from the upper left corner. A recent reproduction, made for the exhibition using a 3D printer, captures the ivory hue of the original but degrades its compositional elements to such an extent that they meld together like molten wax.
The point of the show isn't to prove that reproductions fail to do justice to the original. The curators, Tom Nickson and Alexandra Gerstein, argue instead that reproductions have much to tell us about the production of art-historical knowledge. The Courtauld is home to some five hundred plaster casts of carved ivory objects that were amassed in the 1850s by the scholar and curator Augustus Wollaston Franks. These 'fictile ivories' played an important role in the study and teaching of Gothic ivories in the 20th century, allowing for a more complete classification and placing them within broader discussions of medieval art and visual culture.
Twenty-four of the plaster casts make up one display at the exhibition. Their arrangement on the wall matches the layout of photographs of individual ivories in a book produced for London's Arundel Society in 1869. At the top of the installation are sacred subjects (such as the Crucifixion) and at the bottom profane ones (the Siege of the Castle of Love): the creator of this arrangement seems to have recognised that the medieval imagination placed the earthly close to the celestial, whether in the form of bawdy carvings in the architectural fabric of churches or grotesques cavorting on the margins of the Luttrell Psalter. Here, biblical scenes are brought into conversation with scenes of gallantry and folly (incompetent knights in quest of maidens).
The exhibition also includes a significant number of reproductions of other medieval objects: an electrotype of a 12th-century gilded reliquary lid, a rubbing of a c.1380 memorial brass from 1970. In an accompanying panel, the curators propose that our collective disregard for reproductions - which led to the destruction of many cast collections in the 20th century - was driven by the belief that, to use Walter Benjamin's word, reproductions lack the 'aura' of the original artwork. Their phrasing implies Benjamin was uneasy about the advent of reproduction technologies, but this is not quite right. Rather, Benjamin considered mechanical reproduction necessary to unlocking art's political potential. The political implications of reproducing works of art could have been given more space here.
The mirror case that inspired this exhibition was made in Paris in the first half of the 14th century; the disc is only 13.5 cm in diameter, about the size of a saucer. It enclosed a polished metal disc and would have been kept, along with ivory combs and gravoirs (hair parters), in a lady's dressing case (although, as the curators note, ivory mirror cases were sometimes owned by men as well). This example, one of the finest of its kind, was acquired by the Victoria and Albert Museum in 1855 for PS50 12s. Such mirrors were practical items, intended to be held and used, and were almost always embellished with secular subject matter. One of the fictile ivories on view is a reproduction of a mirror case from the Louvre showing a couple playing chess in a tent. The man clutches the tent pole - once described by the art historian Michael Camille as a 'phallic lance' - while the maiden considers her next move.
The Siege of the Castle of Love wasn't just a visual motif. The subject was performed at festivals across Europe during the late medieval period. In the early 13th century, a Paduan notary called Roland recorded the details of the spectacle, which began with 'dames and damsels and their waiting women' building a 'fantastic castle' and fortifying it on all sides with sable, ermine, brocades and other lavish materials. Next, the youths cast as the besiegers bombarded it with 'apples and dates and muscat-nuts, tarts and pears and quinces, roses and lilies and violets, and vases of balsam or ambergris or rosewater, amber, camphor, cardamums, cinnamon, cloves, pomegranates, and all manner of flowers or spices that are fragrant to smell or fair to see'. The castle's guardians withstood the fusillade but later capitulated to the men when they showered the castle with golden ducats.
Art historians have long suspected that the Siege of the Castle of Love derived from a literary source and a number of texts have been proposed (and subsequently ruled out). My theory is that the trope is linked to a 12th-century treatise on love by Andreas Capellanus, a cleric in the circle of Marie de Champagne. Andreas relates the story of a four-sided palace, ruled by the God of Love and occupied by ladies. The God of Love commands the eastern gate; the northern gate is shut, guarded by recalcitrant ladies who spurn the men attempting to woo them; the western gate is open, allowing concupiscent ladies to romp with lovers beyond the palace walls; and the southern gate is also open but the flow of prospective suitors into the castle is regulated by ladies who assess their valour. It seems probable that the Siege of the Castle of Love is a depiction of the southern gate of Andreas's palace and that the motif should be read not as an allegory of violent seduction, as it is commonly understood, but as a fable of female agency. As Andreas writes, the inhabitants of the palace 'admit those entitled with every honour [and] repulse the unworthy far from the court of Love'. At the centre of the mirror case at the Courtauld is a two-towered barbican with a partially raised portcullis. Could it be that the knights scaling its walls have been rebuffed by the gate's guardians, who judged them unworthy and 'repulsed' them from Love's keep? Or perhaps this bumbling cohort of knights is so accustomed to besieging castles - boosting one another over walls, breaching fortifications in any way they can - that they do not even realise the gate is open.
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Dear So-and-So
Ange Mlinko

2260 wordsThe potential  for drollery should be obvious: four females, confined in a luxury apartment on an upper floor of a Manhattan high-rise, moulder in rage and ennui when the head of household, Arnold, absconds to Paris with his new French girlfriend. The abandoned wife, J., swallows 'fistfuls of Valium' while staring bleakly out of the window. Monique, the young au pair, looking 'much older and more careworn than when she first arrived', is disliked by her charge, four-year-old Sally Ann, who is in turn ignored by her mother. Then there is Renata, the 13-year-old stepdaughter, who barely speaks and eats cake she has baked from shop-bought mixes in front of the television: 'The matronly spread of her huge body gave her the look of someone prematurely middle-aged.'
The Stepdaughter is only fitfully sympathetic, and it's about as comedic as an exorcism. It is written entirely from J.'s point of view, in the form of letters to non-existent confidantes ('Dear So-and-So'), and the catharsis is all hers:
Everything about Renata I found instantly disturbing ... Her face was pudgy with lost, fat-buried features, and her skin was very bad, as if she had always lived on a diet of ice cream and starch. She was wearing an orange and white T-shirt which had a really bold Californian bad taste. It emphasised the way that her bulging midriff was just as prominent as her bulging belly and breasts. I found myself staring transfixed by the brightness of Renata's ugly orange shorts, which allowed one to see that her massive thighs were marked like an old woman's with little pocks of bluish fat.

There's more than a little scorn for America here, as if Renata embodies a gluttonous nation. J. suggests that Monique is also repelled: 'Monique has a beautiful slim little figure ... Sometimes I see Monique looking at Renata with real terror as if she fears that at any moment this enormous girl might give birth to some kind of colossal messiah of an instant cake.'
The cakes are a point of contention because J. herself is wasting away, subsisting on black coffee and obsessing over her husband's shenanigans. 'If she would only make proper homemade cakes, using proper ingredients, butter, sugar, milk and flour, I might be able to respect it,' J. complains, without an ounce of believability. Rapidly the accusations mount. Renata leaves the kitchen in a mess and is rude to Monique; she shows no interest in playing with her half-sister. The coup de grace arrives when we're told that Renata uses tremendous amounts of toilet paper and doesn't flush. Soon J. is imagining that Renata's mother is on a cruise in the Caribbean (in reality she's on a psychiatric ward in California) and that little things are disappearing from the apartment, pilfered by Renata. When Monique gives two weeks' notice, J. is thrown into disarray: something has to change. The teenager has to be got rid of somehow.
The Stepdaughter (1976), Caroline Blackwood's first novel, was published when she was 44 and married to Robert Lowell. The seven years they spent together transformed her from an occasional magazine writer to a committed litterateur, a vindication of many years in the role of aristocratic playgirl, trophy wife and muse. She hailed from 'the insular world of the Protestant ascendancy in Northern Ireland', her biographer, Nancy Schoenberger, writes, 'the product of a long line of colonial administrators on her father's side and the Guinnesses on her mother's'. (Maureen Guinness was one of the 'golden Guinness girls', three sisters who reigned over London high society between the wars; arranging debutante balls for her daughters may have been her sole maternal pleasure.) Blackwood's first husband, Lucian Freud, painted her; Walker Evans photographed her; she was the dedicatee of Lowell's Pulitzer Prize-winning collection The Dolphin. (Sample epithet for Blackwood: 'baby killer whale'.) He was likely writing the poems while she was writing The Stepdaughter in the same room. The couple were known to hole up on the top floor of Blackwood's London townhouse while her most recent ex-husband, the composer Israel Citkowitz, occupied the middle floor and the nanny and children (two of them Citkowitz's, one Lowell's, one Ivan Moffat's) lived on the ground floor.
'I'm manic, and Caroline's panic,' Lowell quipped. As in The Stepdaughter, the living arrangements were claustrophobic. Four months into their relationship, Lowell had a mental breakdown and locked Blackwood in their flat, forbidding her to call anyone: 'It was the longest three days of my life,' she said. According to Schoenberger, Caroline agreed 'to consider his breakdown their affliction, not just his'.
This set the tone for their folie a deux. From the start their partnership was embattled, both having to extricate themselves from marriages (Lowell's seismic separation from Elizabeth Hardwick, his wife of more than twenty years, is recounted in The Dolphin Letters). But it was his illness and Blackwood's alcoholism that were responsible for the domestic chaos that marked their time together: him in and out of psychiatric institutions, her moving the brood from London to a country house in Kent, an ancestral manse in Ireland, then to the US and back again, trailing an ever-changing retinue of nannies and housekeepers. There were serious mishaps: two car accidents in 1972 alone, and one child, six-year-old Ivana, spilling boiling water from a kettle on her lap and ending up in a burns unit for nine months. Another car accident resulted in Ivana's almost losing an eye. When the family moved to Boston for one of Lowell's teaching stints at Harvard, a cousin of his recalled that 'the countess sat elegantly with an empty liquor bottle at her feet that she did not even try to kick under the couch. To me, this made her an aristocrat.' Obviously it couldn't last. The couple's friend Frank Bidart told Schoenberger that he was 'afraid of how destructive [Blackwood] could be when she drank ... She once threatened to put her children in the car and smash into a wall.'
'It's hard not to read The Stepdaughter as a veiled account of Caroline's sense of entrapment by her brood of children, whose constant needs she was often unable to meet,' Schoenberger writes. (What hope is there for those of us without a Guinness fortune to fall back on?) There were family friends who maintained that The Stepdaughter was a portrayal of Blackwood's relationship with her eldest daughter, Natalya. The family denied it, and physically Natalya was nothing like Renata. But in 1976, during one of Lowell's hospitalisations, Blackwood, dreading his release, fled to America with her two youngest children, Ivana and Sheridan; the 15-year-old Natalya was somehow left alone in the London flat without any money. By the time she was seventeen, in 1978, she had left home and fallen into drug addiction. She died within the year, a syringe floating in the bath in which she was found. It appeared that she had been too drunk to finish injecting herself with heroin before she slipped into the water.
In The Stepdaughter Renata seems less a character based on a person than a projection of the narrator's own self-hatred, the two representing a psychic split in which both ageing wife and ugly stepdaughter are duelling aspects of the same person. Similarly, the women in The Fate of Mary Rose (written five years later) are slippery projections of the narrator, a historian called Rowan Anderson. His dour wife, Cressida, is self-effacing and houseproud. She is infatuated with their runty six-year-old daughter, Mary Rose, stuffing her with yeast and cod liver oil and keeping her away from other children. Rowan has set them up far from his own London flat, where he works on his books and entertains his tempestuous mistress, Gloria, the perfect Magdalene to Cressida's Madonna: sexy, liberated, dabbling in modelling and acting and writing. He seesaws between the two, comfortable in his masculine prerogative, but vaguely aware that he is making no one happy. Only Cressida's neighbour Mrs Butterhorn (widowed, so more authentically free than anyone) has his number and scolds him for neglecting his wife and daughter. When Maureen Sutton, a child from the local council estate, is found dead in the woods, there isn't enough sand in the world for Rowan to bury his head in. As the whole village spirals into paranoia, Cressida becomes more and more disturbed, dyeing her clothes black, stalking the bereaved parents, pacing sleeplessly through the house at night and adding multiple locks and bolts to all the doors. Does she suspect Rowan of child rape and murder, and is this what she is whispering to their daughter? Which one - mother or father - is Mary Rose's rescuer?
Doubles prevail: wife and mistress, living girl and dead girl, or living doll and plastic doll. (The plastic doll, a rejected gift from Rowan to Mary Rose, sheds tears and passes water.) It's like the blurred vision of a drunk. Rowan was plastered on whisky the night Maureen went missing and has no memory of what transpired. He's Arnold from The Stepdaughter, but instead of dominating the story through his absence, he is the unreliable husband around whom the women do a ghost dance. As in The Stepdaughter, the claustrophobia of houses and families threatens to dissolve identity. Yet which is worse - to be too close or too distant?
The ways in which Blackwood was abandoned were myriad. Her father, a heavy drinker, died in the Burma campaign when she was thirteen. (What little time they spent together seems to have mostly involved Caroline retrieving his dead birds on shoots.) Her mother was a narcissistic socialite who left Caroline and her two siblings to the whims of despotic nannies before dispatching them (or 'shovelling' them, as her sister, Perdita, put it) to 'another school and another school'. By the laws of primogeniture, her younger brother inherited the family pile. She was sought after by men - the American composer Ned Rorem called her 'one of the two or three most beautiful women I have ever seen'. But her marriage to Freud, at the age of 23, set the pattern for the rest of her relationships: she left him, either because he was brazenly unfaithful or because one night he pushed away a plate of food she had prepared for him. One of her lovers, Ivan Moffat, said that 'people who leave don't like being left. Caroline was a great leaver.' (Though, as Schoenberger writes, 'that didn't prevent her from feeling, at times, that she had been abandoned.') I am condensing an impossibly eventful life lived in a succession of haunted houses.
The cruelty of The Stepdaughter would be funnier if it were more facetious. As unkind as J. is about Renata's body, in other ways she is pathetic and vacillating, lacking all comprehension one minute, acutely self-aware the next. Fixated on the absent Arnold, she is as much of a bore as the dumpy, mute Renata. If Blackwood was drinking while writing this novel, it might account for the repetitions. At one point I was certain she had lost the thread. The detail about Renata stuffing the toilet with paper and not flushing is repeated twice within fourteen pages. Halfway through the book J. blames Renata for her inability to concentrate on her painting - the first time this pursuit is mentioned.
The Fate of Mary Rose, on the other hand, only rambles while walking the reader through a dark alley in a choke collar. After The Stepdaughter, Blackwood's writing took a quantum leap. Great Granny Webster was shortlisted for the Booker Prize in 1977 (Philip Larkin nixed it because he said it wasn't fiction). There, too, matriarchal relations are haunted by a phantom man - in this case a father - but the narrator is all eye and ear, the better to capture the indelible characters of Granny Webster and Aunt Lavinia. The book is full of genuine black humour. Blackwood hit her stride just as her relationship with Lowell collapsed and he flew back to Hardwick in New York. (Freud's painting of the youthful Caroline, Girl in Bed, was in Lowell's arms when he suffered a heart attack and died in the back of a taxi coming from the airport.) Neither The Stepdaughter nor The Fate of Mary Rose ends with anything like finality. Both daughter figures finagle their own escapes, so thoroughly that even the reader is left out of the reckoning.
One last shady detail. After Natalya's death, Blackwood co-wrote a mock cookbook with the novelist Anna Haycraft. Darling, You Shouldn't Have Gone to So Much Trouble: Stylish Meals in Seconds collected recipes from celebrities and glitterati - Sonia Orwell, Marianne Faithfull, Barbara Cartland and Roald Dahl among them - along with quotations from canonical writers and philosophers. 'Caroline used to cook these appalling meals,' her friend Xandra Hardie remarked. 'And [she] would slop onto these plates a sole really burned on the top, maybe some grapes chucked in with it, and some sort of white sauce which was about nine-tenths white wine, one-tenth cream.' Anita Brookner, reviewing the book for the TLS, was appalled by the recipes, finding absolutely no fun in Blackwood's culinary short cuts - particularly her use of Smash. It smacks of Renata's instant cake mix in The Stepdaughter, of which J. is so disapproving. Blackwood dedicated the cookbook to the memory of Natalya.
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Poem
The Falling
Jorie Graham

351 wordsA hand or something like
a hand
appeared in the upper
sky & I

saw what must have been
its fingers un-
furl & drop two ice-white
dice which began

their slow

tumbling each over each
down till they turned
to wings dragged
by the weight of

their bodies down & then
all the new &
improved
viruses shook out their

mutations

as they fell, as they
sprinkled down & dusted
us - in-
candescent - & then,

spiralling, all of it
swirled into glinting clanging war-
heads which
appeared

to be arguing each
with each
above the din
of the rushing air

through which they now

fall, two

arguing then screaming mouths
as they drop ever
faster with their
disasters & morph

into just heads just

faces no
backs - mouths
hissing & spitting as if each
wanted to be the

winning number as they
plummet - accelerating - so fast - all
seeking to reach
earth & reveal

the outcome - look now it's

arms trying to clasp

each other before
they fall into the pile
down there of
severed arms or hands & then

the feet fall & the droughts fall &

famines like
bunched veils reeling with
their new contagions &
then, small & icy

& looking like they'd melt
before they'd ever reach
destination, the
ideas - so jagged &

hard to make out, fall - until
it's just voices, two
voices, you'd think you
cld see them so

sharp is their
muttering, so eager their
articulation of right of
wrong, though the

meanings escape us,
they come from such altitude,
& the tumbling turns now
again into dice,

the two of them flashing
all their possible per-
mutations
as they turn, as they

fall, of

chance they sing
into the silence of our waiting,
the centuries of waiting,
the centuries of trying

to make out
how they'll land,
on whose side, who
will be right

in the end, who
will have fathomed
the right. Of chance they sing
descending. Of chance.

And the winds blow.

And the motives hiss.

And the alibis flock & throng

in the trees.
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Not Cricket
Peter Phillips

3187 wordsKarl Baedeker  wrote in his 1868 guide to Venice that when sitting outside the twin cafes of Quadri and Florian in St Mark's Square, 'strangers have here to submit to, with the best grace they can, the importunities of flower-girls, hawkers, musicians etc.' He could have written 'buskers' - the word was in use by then - but he didn't. Musicians have long been condescended to. Confined to a lower stratum of artistic endeavour than artists or writers, they have often been presumed to be socially inferior, too, mere entertainers possessed of cunning tricks. Two hundred and fifty years after Michelangelo had earned his living as a freelancer, Joseph Haydn was still the liveried servant of a princely family. The typecasting has fluctuated according to culture, but the most telling example was the attitude in Britain in the 19th century. As the British built their empire, anything that was held to be unmanly in society was condemned and ostracised. The Catholic church, and all the culture that went with it, was a leading candidate. In a letter of 1851, Charles Kingsley wrote of Cardinal Newman that 'in him and in all that school there is an element of foppery - even in dress and manner; a fastidious, maundering, die-away effeminacy, which is mistaken for purity and refinement' - and blamed the aristocracy for falling for it. In this view the humiliations of the Crimean War were a direct consequence.
The music of the Oxford Movement came quickly into the firing line. Looking back in 1889 the Musical Times complained:
Few things have contributed more effectively to perpetuate in this country the prejudice against the musical profession ... than the impression that musicians are as a class wanting in the manlier qualities. In a country like England, where devotion to athletics forms a cardinal tenet of the national creed, such an impression cannot fail to have operated greatly to the prejudice of the art - indeed, of all arts, for there are many excellent people with whom the term 'artist' is simply a synonym for 'Bohemian' or 'black sheep'. They are so firmly persuaded that exclusive devotion to the study of music is inevitably attended by a weakening of moral and physical fibre that they avoid all personal contact or association with such persons. In some cases that we know of this feeling amounts to a positive repugnance and resentment.

The author goes on to instance the poor behaviour of opera singers - 'By a sort of freak of nature, a splendid voice is often implanted in a person of less than mediocre intelligence' - but, apart from a general desire to belittle female musicians, a major concern was the effect singing church music might have on young men. A.H. Peppin wrote as late as 1927 that one music master he had recently interviewed suspected that 'a great many of the boys and a good many of the masters' regarded music with indifference, and some with 'positive contempt', since musicians as a class were thought to be 'maiden ladies and foreigners with long hair, and educated Englishmen did not sing'. Sir William Henry Hadow, a leading educational reformer after the First World War, remembered the schooling he had received in the 1870s by noting that music had been
the reluctant substitute for cricket, all the more bitter because it carried the suspicion of an unmanly preference; the hours of drudgery to which no intelligible aim was propounded; the lack of discipline and authority; the whole subject regarded as alien and superfluous, commonly treated with a sort of disdainful toleration, but not admitted within the customary frontiers of citizenship.

This prejudice was reinforced by the fact that ordinary cathedral lay clerks were generally not well educated, and cathedral organists in the 19th century were not university men. Peppin goes on: 'Music still had no recognised place in any public-school curriculum. And should teenage boys be singing at all? Victorian choir-trainers had had doubts about the wisdom of allowing boys to sing for several years during the change of voice for fear of inflicting permanent damage.' He wasn't thinking of castrati.
This unsympathetic judgment has had a long run. I remember the jibes about long-haired, effeminate musicians when I was at school, and the notion that music is really only a suitable pursuit for women is still to be found as a lazy assumption among the British intelligentsia (in my experience it is not so ingrained in our counterparts abroad). Much as, in Rosemary Hill's words, a 17th-century mason, 'however skilled, had a status roughly on a par with a farmer', musicians were not scholars and gentlemen until the age of Stanford, Parry and Elgar.
The practical effect of this class distinction was to delay until the late 19th century any hope of raising the standard of native composition or performance, even in church. The process couldn't have started from a lower bar. By 1850 Britain had not produced a single composer of any worth, with the possible exception of S.S. Wesley, since the death of Purcell. Handel, Haydn and Mendelssohn had come and gone, enslaving the much denigrated local talent and reducing its effectiveness still further. Meanwhile every other branch of classical music-making was treated at best as an amateur activity. This dearth led to the famous remark that England was 'das Land ohne Musik', the title of an anti-English polemic written in 1904 by the German bohemian Oskar Schmitz. By that point, as Paul Serotsky has remarked, 'this was already no longer true. However, when the idea - that England was the only cultured country without its own music - was first mooted in 1866, it held more than a grain of truth. England, probably too busy with the Industrial Revolution and what-have-you, seemed to have tucked its indigenous "classical" music away in the cloisters.'
Even those cloisters had not been encouraging. Sydney Smith, a canon of St Paul's from 1831 until his death in 1845, complained that 'it is enough if our music is decent ... we are here to pray, and the singing is a very subordinate consideration.' Churches of most denominations proceed along those lines to this day, but not the Church of England. Around the beginning of Charles Villiers Stanford's career - he went up to Cambridge in 1870 - the place of music in Anglican worship began to change, becoming ever more synonymous with official state worship: something that required a certain extrovert bravura, incisive word-setting and loud organs. The demands of empire had turned the tables; music could now go hand in hand with young men who won battles.
It helped that the British establishment had not only wanted to promote the Anglican church in the colonies, but had decided the music associated with it was fit for purpose, especially those examples written by Elgar. Handel had shown how to write ceremonial religious music, and although the composers of the hundred years after his death failed to learn from him, by the time the Victorians wanted grand writing - one thinks of Parry's 'I was glad', written for the coronation of Edward VII in 1902 - there were composers good enough to provide it. There was a coming together from 1870 onwards of the music that was being written for Anglican services, the attitude of the authorities to it and the social standing of the composers involved. This can be seen in the rapid social advancement of the organists at the two principal London choral establishments - St Paul's and Westminster Abbey. The old non-university keyboard player gave way to masters with knighthoods. This didn't necessarily make them good composers, of course, but their standing and visibility in society rose and with it the standing of classical music more generally. The first organist at St Paul's to receive a knighthood was John Goss, though he had to wait until his retirement in 1872. After that new organists often got one immediately. The pattern at the abbey was very similar: James Turle was the last of the old type, having been organist there for 51 years, starting in 1831, without official acknowledgment. His successor, Frederick Bridge, was knighted in 1897. Again, every subsequent organist was so recognised until the run ended with William McKie, knighted after he had conducted at Queen Elizabeth II's coronation in 1953.
The person to whom most credit should go for moderating this traditional prejudice and opening the door to a new era of composition was an Irishman. Stanford was born in Dublin in 1852 to a musical family: his father was a cellist and bass, who had sung the title role in the Irish premiere of Mendelssohn's Elijah, and his mother was a well-regarded pianist.
Stanford was among the first composers in Britain to write church music that was not automatically relegated to the background; and it was Stanford who, through being professor of music at both Cambridge and the Royal College of Music in London (at the same time) raised the teaching of music at university to put it on a par with other more respected subjects. Most remarkable was his fluency as a composer. Jeremy Dibble's newly revised biography has a list of his complete works, which runs to 43 pages: seven symphonies, nine operas, four piano concertos, three violin concertos, one concerto each for cello and clarinet, five organ sonatas, eight string quartets and many sonatas for piano and strings, other songs and miscellaneous chamber music without number. It is ironic that the section dedicated to his liturgical Anglican music - the only body of his music regularly performed today - is one of the shortest. His current reputation rests on two Evening Services (in F and E flat), six more Morning, Communion and Evening Services (in B flat, A, F, G, C and D), 25 anthems, four mass-settings, a Latin double-choir Magnificat and various carols and hymn tunes.
We can see with hindsight that Stanford's greatest achievement as a composer was to write, at just the right historical moment, the kind of Anglican service music that appealed to the churchgoers of his time, an appeal which has lasted. For more than a hundred years this repertoire has been found to have just the right mix of academic solidity, catchy melodies, unthreatening harmonies and effective sweep. It is worth underlining that this renaissance owed nothing to the German performance tradition, which was based in the teaching at conservatoires. It was a specifically British event, rooted in the practice of robed choirs of men and children, singing almost daily in at least 35 foundations around the country. This practice has continued to the present day - despite the lack of a strong religious sensibility in the public and the inevitable shortage of cash - and has been extended recently to involve girl choristers alongside the boys, so enhancing its unique educational value. Evensong has become more of a cultural icon than a religious event. As Richard Dawkins, no theist, put it, 'I'm a cultural Anglican and I see evensong in a country church through much the same eyes as I see a village cricket match on the village green.'
But Stanford hadn't set out to be only a church music composer. He had much grander ambitions, which centred on becoming part of the German orchestral tradition, something he hoped would bring him instant recognition and respect. Certainly it can have done his reputation in England no harm to be seen going to Germany on repeated visits throughout his career, and having his music conducted by the leading practitioners there, in particular Hans Richter and Hans von Bulow. (He was less fortunate with the leading composers. Wagner eluded him; and although he met Brahms when he was a young man in 1873, Brahms was in a bad mood and dismissive.) But the two conductors and the violinist Joseph Joachim were enthusiastic about Stanford's large-scale orchestral writing, and performed it in Berlin and Leipzig as well as in England. Thus encouraged, Stanford continued in this way until after the First World War, when no one wanted his music any more, neither publishers nor audiences, his German mentors were dead, and he himself realised he was out of date. But to judge from the catty comments made by his rivals in England - especially by Parry and Elgar, who had largely taken the same professional route - his hobnobbing with eminent foreigners probably helped to establish Stanford's purely Anglican music in a way nothing else could.
One misunderstanding about Stanford's compositions is that they are irredeemably 'Victorian', and so must be cloying to our ears. In fact, there is very little of the saccharine chromaticism that makes up so much of the music of Maunder, Ouseley, Goss and Stainer. Listening to Stanford's symphonies - there is a complete set of the seven recorded by Vernon Handley and the Ulster Orchestra on Chandos - the overriding impression is that they are fluent, outward-going, joyful works (the facility with which they were written giving that sense of joy). If one wanted a comparison, the obvious starting point would be Mendelssohn. There is the same easiness of composition, the same sense that happiness is inevitable and reliable, that even after stormy emotional moments, everything will be all right again. The problem with Stanford is not so much harmony as melody, which sometimes flows too easily and can't be turned by the performers to effective ends. Stanford was very good at musical structure - his academic training ensured that - and he was also good at rehashing the idioms of his peers, without necessarily putting much of himself into the mix. This is where the most trenchant criticism of him lies: facile melodies bolted onto fail-safe musical grids, a kleptomaniac composer, who simply wrote too quickly to achieve anything lasting and had little to say. The most appreciated of all his borrowings was not from a contemporary Romantic composer but from Bach, in an a cappella setting of the Magnificat in Latin. No one has ever objected to the provenance of this magisterial work, suggesting that the same judgments are not applied to choral writing. The real answer may be that, hard as this Magnificat is to sing, it has remained in the general repertory and not been dismissed along with the rest.
But  there is a long way to go with Stanford's legacy. This many melodies cannot be judged quickly, and his sense of form meant he knew how to develop those melodies, and build whole movements out of them. Composers have borrowed from each other since time immemorial: if Stanford's Second Piano Concerto sounds in places like Rachmaninov, why should we sneer? There is plenty in the score to recognise Stanford as an individual thinker. It is our task to find those moments without giving up because we suspect they will be too Victorian to be taken seriously.
The only major issue I have with Dibble is his account of Brahms's influence. Among other obvious clues to his admiration, Stanford quoted the slow movement of Brahms's Fourth Symphony in the slow movement of his own Third - and 'Brahmsian' is an adjective often deployed by writers on Stanford. But this is easily said, and despite Dibble's 700 pages, I couldn't pin down exactly what is meant by it. My search has not been helped by the index, which gives page references to Brahms over nearly a whole column, not one of which is accurate. This index is often inadequate, but the worst blight seems to affect composers whose names begin with 'B', yielding the counterintuitive result that when one follows the index it is impossible to follow a line of research. Brahms is the most serious casualty.
Stanford's tendency to borrow from German masters was not appreciated by those who wanted something more emotionally taxing from their composers. George Bernard Shaw was one such critic, though he found a more subtle explanation for his discontent than blaming Stanford for overhasty thought and cheap plagiarism. He noted in him 'a record of fearful conflict between the aboriginal Celt and the Professor', wishing Stanford had remained true to his Irish roots and broken free of academic constraint. He believed that Stanford was good at being 'passionately sad about nothing', the result of 'a genteel, cultured, classic' piety. One Irishman could clearly see the faults of another when in England, but Stanford's faults were evident to native English writers, too. Martin Cooper, reviewing a performance of Stanford's Stabat mater in Hereford in 1952, killed off the idea of founding a Stanford Society: 'So long as no odious comparisons obtruded themselves, no unprejudiced listener can have failed, I think, to enjoy and then forget the eminently respectable music.'
And there the matter rested till the end of the century. The Anglican church has kept Stanford in view. A Stanford Society was eventually founded in 2007 by Dibble and others; and Dibble has worked hard to establish a more international view of his subject, praising the 'revival of his symphonies, concertos, chamber music, choral works such as the Requiem, the Te Deum, Stabat mater and the epic Mass Via Victrix, many of the magnificent songs and several of the operas.' He quotes Vaughan Williams's remark that Stanford's work 'is in the best sense of the word Victorian, that is to say it is the musical counterpart of the art of Tennyson, Watts and Matthew Arnold'. No mention of the pre-Raphaelites, who presumably exemplified the worst sense of 'Victorian'.
Stanford was the most ubiquitous and influential musician in the country for several decades. Among many other things he helped to establish the idea of an English National Opera, subsidised by the state, and was the first composer in England to use folksong in a symphony. He was relentless in his determination to improve the standing of his students, fellow professionals and English composers more generally, so that by the turn of the 20th century it had become impossible for them to be treated as dismissively as they once had been, whether by English society or German commentators. But I prefer to remember him as a composer. Whatever we may make of those scores waiting to be explored, and whatever we may think of his Anglican service music, Stanford was capable, across the board, of inspirational flashes quite out of the ordinary. At the end of a recent concert I had decided to present his 'Blue Bird' as an encore. It is a part-song, innocent of religious teaching. As is usual with the non-Renaissance pieces my group performs, the singers knew the music better than I did, and I wasn't going to waste their time rehearsing it just so that I could learn it - I could see that there was nothing in the score to trouble me as a conductor. I started the piece with a smile of toleration, and ended it in tears. It is one of the greatest miniatures in the repertoire, its length perfectly calculated to contain the emotion of the text. Take the bass F flat away in the sixth bar from the end, or extend the music by just a few seconds, and the magic would be dissipated.
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Diary
Defending Mr Jefferies
Patrick McGuinness

4391 wordsAweek  before Christmas in 2010, a young woman called Joanna Yeates disappeared from her home in Bristol. I remember first hearing about it on the car radio, my attention snagged, as it always is when Bristol is on the news, because that's where I went to school. The fact that Bristol is a big place has never prevented me thinking I know it well, but it was when the reporter mentioned Clifton that I was reeled in. Clifton? I had been there. Indeed, I had lived there between 1977 and 1987. It was where I went to school, arriving from Belgium aged nine, my English imperfect, accented, full of holes. I think of the three years I spent at the prep school as the damp, dark, dry-rotted basement of myself: somehow foundational but not to be visited without protective gear.
In 2010, as my children chatted in the car on the way back from the playground, I made a note to look up the story when I got home. Instead, I forgot, and it wasn't until the next day that I read about it. The photographs were a shock: not only was that Clifton, but it was a street I knew. I really had been 'there'. I walked along that street twice a day for five years. I had been in that building, in one of those flats. I could hardly have been much more there.
What came next was completely disorientating. As the neighbours were interviewed by the press, I recognised one of my former schoolmasters. After almost 25 years, he looked the same, according to that pickling process that seems unique to one's old teachers. He was speaking to the cameras as one of several vox pops, but there was nothing pop about his vox: just as I recalled, he spoke in precise, perfect sentences, despite being flustered. The mot juste every time, whether discussing a George Herbert poem or ordering in a restaurant. His voice was deep, his words perfectly enunciated if a little over-emphasised from years of teaching. He spoke briefly and discreetly, and obviously did not enjoy the sort of attention being trained on him and his neighbourhood.
Over his shoulder was a tote bag advertising a bookshop, one of the many elements of his 'profile' that would count against him once the media began to cast him as Yeates's killer. As so often in these cases, unlike on TV, when the actual culprit was arrested a month later he was not the scapegoated singleton, loner or oddball of indeterminable sexuality, but a heterosexual man with a girlfriend and a good job. But at this early point in the unfolding story, Yeates's body hadn't been found and it wasn't yet widely known that my old schoolmaster was her landlord and her neighbour. He was at this stage just a local, a passer-by, a passer-through. I wondered what it was like for him to be so close to the eye of the storm: what it was like for him to be there, in the thick of it, in the thrill of it. I couldn't have imagined how terribly that there-ness would play out for him.
Chris Jefferies had been my English teacher at Clifton College, where I continued my studies, and we stayed in touch for a while after I left school. It was Chris I rang in 1987 to find out my A-level results. I was in Bucharest at the time, and to phone outside the country we had to book a slot via the Romanian telephone exchange. Chris was the teacher, more than any other, who taught me to read and love literature. And I was very lucky with my English teachers: they included Brian Worthington, a former pupil of Leavis, and, for a short but inspiring time, David Lambert, a man who spoke about poetry and nature with such passion that it was no surprise when he left Clifton to become a gardener. He later c0-founded the Parks Agency and is now a compelling advocate for Extinction Rebellion.
Jefferies taught with a mixture of forensic attention to language and eloquent enthusiasm. Though no Leavisite (too European-minded and too interested in film and theatre, with tastes that were inclusive but scrupulous in their inclusions), he was rigorous but not didactic. He was a close reader of words, but also of shots and scenes in films. He loved the theatre and loved it as theatre: lighting, staging, the building, painting, the shifting of props. I liked and respected him - we all did (or so I assumed) - because he showed us the world outside and beyond the syllabus. One occasion stands out. For what must have been a pre-O-level English class, he wheeled in a huge TV and video player and put on Fanny and Alexander. A class of twenty-odd 14-year-old boys making innuendo-laden gags about a 'Swedish film' was not the most promising of audiences for a slow-moving 188-minute masterpiece of European cinema. But we watched it for the first 45 minutes (an attention-span measured, back then, by the length of an episode of The A-Team), until the lesson ended. Jefferies told us he would show the rest of the film to anyone interested after school. Anyone interested ... yeah right ... as if we'd come back in our free time ... But later that afternoon, at least half the class was back. There were countless instances like this.
Looking back on my schooldays, I think there was something quietly rebellious about the way he taught, not just in the homeopathic doses of subversion in the works he chose, from outside the syllabus, to accompany the set texts, but also in his after-school activity. Clifton had a Cadet Force, in which schoolboys would dress up as soldiers. It was much prized by a number of pupils and teachers because it formalised - gave a certain order to - the otherwise sprawling bullying. Teachers such as Jefferies were far away from all of that. He was one of a small group who didn't go to chapel and didn't referee sports. One of the facets of his character that was later repeated in the papers as evidence of his being sinister was his dislike of sport.
Those of us whose parents had got us off the toytown-army gig for ideological, religious or health reasons, or who had simply refused to take part, had nonetheless to undertake what was known as a 'Monday Afternoon Activity'. Jefferies ran what we called 'Theatre Service'. It was like a version of the Foreign Legion for misfits: the asthmatics and the diabetics, the boys with the hearing aids and the boys on crutches, the epileptic, the attention-challenged, the marginal, the sad and the emotionally combustible. We loved it. We got changed into scrappy clothes, and as we passed the lines of boys playing soldiers we ran a gauntlet of abuse. Encouraged by the teachers who oversaw the Cadet Force and had ranks in the Territorial Army ('commanding officers'), the Monday afternoon military whistled and shouted insults. My favourite was 'Theatre poofs!' crooned in a falsetto voice. Homophobia was rampant both at school and in the insinuations about Jefferies that came later. We'd make our way to one of Bristol's theatres, sometimes with CJ (which is what everyone called him) driving the college van, and set to work building sets, cleaning up stages, fiddling with the lighting. There was tea, coffee, biscuits, friendly people. Sometimes we got to see rehearsals. We often finished early, and would walk back through Bristol by ourselves, smoking or having a drink, and we'd return as the cadets were taking off their boots and massaging their blistered feet after three hours of pointlessly marching about being shouted at.
I mention these things - foreign films, the theatre, book bags, poetry - because much of what was great about Chris Jefferies was used to attack him and destroy his reputation when the media, unimpeded by the police and maybe even aided by them, decided he must be Joanna Yeates's murderer. The things that made him such an interesting teacher, such a thoughtful and articulate lover of literature, music, art and film, and such a completely individual character, were used to turn him into a monster.
The scale of the vilification would take too long to encompass here and anyhow it is better to read Jefferies's witness statement to the Leveson Inquiry, which is moving as much for the composure and dignity with which he expresses himself as it is for what he describes. I had lost touch with him a year or two after leaving university, but what was most apparent to me from where I stood - watching TV almost twenty years after our last meeting - was how quickly the media went to work. The rumour, innuendo and lies were already in circulation before he was arrested at 7 a.m. on 30 December 2010, five days after Yeates's body was found. The day before, he had been stopped in the street by journalists and TV reporters with cameras and quizzed on the contents of the two (voluntary) statements he had previously made to the police. It's still not clear how the press got hold of that confidential - and potentially evidentiary - material.
I followed the case closely, not just because of Chris, or because it was a little of my own past that was coming to light, but because I recognised the names of some of the ex-pupils and teachers who spoke to the press: those who were happy to get stuck into the lying and smearing, but also those who defended him. I kept getting reeled in by things I half-recognised, things that had, in some way, 'happened' but not like that, not in the way they were being presented. I had been there, but I was no longer sure where or what there meant. For example, the Sun reported that 'an ex-pupil of Joanna Yeates murder suspect Chris Jefferies yesterday claimed he was obsessed with death. The former student said eccentric English teacher Jefferies made them watch films about Nazi death camps - and scared some children with his macabre fascination.' (Note the move from 'student' to 'children', and the way the passage taps into a whole substratum of mob fear on the turn of a word.) I remembered that occasion because I had been there. Jefferies, with some other teachers, arranged a screening of Resnais's Night and Fog in the school theatre. The film was contextualised and, so far as I can recall, attendance was voluntary. As for 'obsessed with death', it would be quite difficult to find an English literature course in which death didn't play a prominent part. The day after his arrest, one of my former classmates spoke to the Telegraph. The article was headlined 'Joanna Yeates Murder: Suspect Christopher Jefferies was eccentric with love of poetry' and my classmate was quoted as saying: 'He was particularly keen on French films.' If innocence can look this bad, who needs guilt? Jefferies became the nation's High-Culture Hermit-Ogre.
Then there were the outright lies: the claims, for instance, that he made lewd comments or asked about our sexual experiences. Schools are small and rumour-filled communities, and not only did I not hear of anything remotely like this, none of my friends did either. Students know which teachers go in for this sort of thing, for questioning and touching students, and Jefferies wasn't one of them. To me, and to others who had been taught by him, events seemed to be happening in a sort of binocular vision: on the one hand, there was material we recognised, narratives composed, in part at least, of familiar facts; on the other, there were lies, travesties, inventions. Looking back, I imagine that telling lies was easy because the first defence against lies had been broken by the selective arrangement of pieces of fact (this film, that poem, that piece of music). That's the way the tabloids work and, on occasion, the broadsheets too. We think the truth is enough, that it doesn't need defending - it is the defence. We think that once known, the truth will win. But the monstering of Jefferies showed me that truth and untruth were not regarded as opposites but notches on a continuum. The years since 2011 have only proved that to be more urgently and more damagingly true.
Many of Jefferies's ex-pupils followed the case closely. We felt we were involved somehow. We had been there. I kept seeing pictures of places and people I knew. I read about film screenings and theatre performances I had attended, classrooms, even individual lessons I had sat in. I could remember the smells, the chalk dust on fingers, the whump of three hundred backsides rising at the bell followed by the sound of three hundred chairs being dragged across lino. Maybe I was still there? Everything was familiar, but distorted, as though seen underwater: Jefferies himself, the other teachers, a few pupils I recognised, the school buildings, the streets, the classroom where we sat in what's known today as 'boardroom seating', the echoing corridors.
Every now and then someone would emerge with their 'take' on Jefferies and I noted that, by and large, those who had positive things to say about him ('engaging', 'memorable', 'he seemed to break the mould,' 'I still remember those classes years later as being really fascinating') were named. Those who spoke against him, on the whole, were not. I knew some of them, recognised the names of others, but it wasn't just the school, its staff and ex-pupils. The neighbours joined in on the act, anonymously, of course: Jefferies was a 'peeping Tom'; he was nicknamed 'Hannibal Lecter'; he was a stalker.
But Clifton's former headmaster, Mr Andrews, a pompous historian I disliked and with whom I had several run-ins, behaved with honour and defended Jefferies in the very thick of the monstering. While Jefferies was still in police custody, he not only vouched for his character but stated that in all his years as headmaster there had never been a complaint against him or rumours about his behaviour. To speak up as he did would have taken some doing - not least because the headmaster of Clifton at the time of the murder had made an extraordinarily curt and unpleasant public statement that took Jefferies's guilt for granted and fed into the witch-hunt. (Jefferies was no longer at the school; he had retired in 2001.) Five years later, that headmaster was forced to resign after mishandling a genuine case of paedophilia. Stuart Andrews, who retired from Clifton in 1990, has my very belated respect.
Luckily for Chris Jefferies, he didn't own a TV (this was also part of what made him 'strange'), and as for newspapers, 'I buy a paper if there's something I particularly want to read.' In his statement to the Leveson Inquiry, he said that when he finally learned - from an article in the Financial Times in October 2011 for which he was interviewed - the extent of his vilification at the time of his arrest and afterwards, 'it was one of the most distressing experiences I have had in my life.' After his release, some friends took him in: for his own safety he needed to change his appearance and stay away from his flat. The police didn't drop their charges for another two months, long after Vincent Tabak had been arrested and charged with Yeates's murder. Friends gave Jefferies refuge, shielded him from what was being said about him, kept him away from the news. But at some point, he was bound to find out at least some of what had been said.
I have often wondered what hurt most. The crassness of the lies? The malice of the distortions? The countless smaller betrayals by colleagues and ex-pupils who let themselves be quoted or misquoted in exchange for a piece of the action, or maybe even some money? All of those, yes. But worst of all, I imagine, was going back over his life and his decades-long career in the context of those articles, thinking of his friends and colleagues, his pupils and ex-pupils, and asking: is that how people saw me? Is that how I appeared?
He must have stood outside himself and looked in, and questioned what he thought he knew about his life and his relationships. I suspect it was only once the exonerations were made official, the (financial) compensation paid, the liars and attention-seekers muted or shamed into silence, that the damage could be assessed. When you are forced outside yourself to that degree, it can be difficult to get back inside. I imagine Chris looking at his life and at himself, both as an 'I' and as a 'he', across a dangerous faultline.
My recollection, for what it's worth, is that none of the smears in the press reflected the way he was seen, or the way anyone I knew felt about him, at the time. But the media weren't interested in that story. When Greg Reardon, Joanna Yeates's boyfriend, condemned the 'character assassination' of Jefferies, journalists either didn't report that part of his statement or found ways of deflecting the criticism away from themselves and onto the 'ghouls' and 'internet warriors'.
I wrote a letter to a large national newspaper on 3 January 2011 (the so-called quality papers weren't much better than their tabloid cousins) saying that I had been taught by Jefferies and that I remembered him as an excellent and generous-minded teacher. I specifically addressed the insinuations about his behaviour and teaching on the grounds that I was, that I had been, there. I sent the letter twice and included my address and phone numbers in case they wanted to check my veracity, or at any rate my existence. But there was no reply, no acknowledgment and no publication.
It has occurred to me in the years since Joanna Yeates's murder that the Chris Jefferies story is not only a story about impressions and assumptions and the irrepressible desire in the media to demonise and humiliate the other. It is also a story about our attitude to culture. The things Jefferies loved - books, music, theatre, opera, architecture, poetry - were, in the hands of the press, weapons to be used against him. They were evidence. And all the more so because he tried to communicate them to the pupils he taught, could not help but communicate them, in a way few other tutors and lecturers I encountered at school and then at university ever did. He didn't just 'teach' these things; he showed us what it meant to be changed by them, to make them part of ourselves.
I have often wondered why those ex-pupils, colleagues and neighbours said what they said. Were they fed words like 'odd', 'strange', 'weird'? Did they really think showing a Jean-Luc Godard film or reading Browning indicated murderous potential? I wondered, too, about the wild, unsubstantiated allegations of stalking and sexual voyeurism. Where did they come from? Were the distortions and lies part of the speakers' attempts to make sense of what they were being told or was there a thrill in staking a claim on a lurid national story, of being able to say I was there, I was in that classroom, I lived in that building, I knew a murderer.
One of the films we watched with Jefferies was The Go-Between with Alan Bates and Julie Christie. We also read the book by L.P. Hartley, though I can't recall which we did first. I was influenced by the phrase 'The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there.' It has become a bit of a cliche, but I always liked the present tense in that quotation: the is and, especially, the do. Whatever they were doing in the past, they're still doing it, and they're doing it right now. I've never been able to let go of that idea. The past isn't some over-and-done-with thing: it's still wet, malleable. It may not be the main track we're on, which we call the present (as in the present tense, a matter of time, but also as in present and correct, a question of place, of being in place, another version of being there), but the past is there too, a branch line, and it has its own traffic, its own freight, its own timetables and stops.
When I first heard the news of Joanna Yeates's murder, I had been trying and failing to write something about my schooldays. I had settled on making it a memoir but one of the reasons the book kept stalling was that I couldn't decide whether to write it in the first person or the third. It then came to me to write it in both, with one character in the present being 'I', and his childhood self being 'he'. At the book's halfway point, it would become clear to the reader that the he and the I were one and the same; or rather, two and the same. After watching the Yeates case unfold, I decided to return to the sidelined book. Now it would be a detective novel. A detective would be investigating his old teacher, accused of a crime he didn't commit. The contemporary story would be told in the present tense, with the detective relaying events in the first person: trying to solve the crime, revisiting his school, meeting his former teachers and classmates. At the same time, on the other side of the tense-divide, his child-self would be there in the third person, part of the story, a young, confused witness to the truth that became the distorted allegations against his former teacher. Like the two ends of a bridge, the first and third person would meet across the thirty-year gap - or fail to. The book would need to make clear almost from the start that the teacher was not guilty. The 'case' to be solved was not so much the murder as the identity of the detective, a person whose past and present do not, and may never quite, meet.
I had to be careful not to provoke any of the traditional thrillerish suspense, which, in its anticipatory energy, its forward-driving tack, would upset the balance of the tenses that gave the book its purpose. When the book was translated, it was taken up by publishers who either placed it in their detective-novel series or advertised it as a thriller. Judging from many of the reviews, it was a case of false advertising. People complained it was slow-moving. 'Slow-moving'? I had failed - I wanted it static. I didn't want time to be a fast-moving stream, the time I'm interested in is more like an estuary, like the Avon Gorge seen from Clifton Suspension Bridge: a counterpoint of drain and glut, crosscurrents and backsliding, mud and silt.
I did not wish to hurt Jefferies and I made my character - Mr Wolphram - sufficiently different from him in appearance, habits and tastes. I changed the location, too, though Clifton Suspension Bridge plays a big role in the book. I spent a lot of my writing time examining my own motivations. In some selfish and appropriative way, I felt it was my story too. For three years, I abandoned the novel altogether and thought myself somehow unforgivable. I didn't lie about Jefferies, but I made his story mine, or latched mine onto his. Like those people who spoke to the press, I was projecting myself into the drama. I was fearful, too, of adding to the mountain of English boarding school fiction, the genre by which the British upper classes say to the world and to the rest of the country: 'If you think what we did to you is bad, wait until you see what we've done to our children.'
But I was still thinking about it in 2015 and decided to try again. I wrote the opening scene, in which a character who is not me interviews a suspect who is not Chris Jefferies. I decided that the letter I had sent to the newspaper in 2011, and which had never been published, would appear verbatim, albeit with the names changed. I liked the idea that, like Monet mixing grains of sand into the paint as he worked on his seascapes, I could use a bit of the 'real', a bit of my own brute being there, in the story. One of my friends later suggested that if the letter had been published, I wouldn't have written the novel - that the novel was fiction doing the work of reality, paying reality's debt in fictional currency. I think that's true.
In 2016, I was invited to a bookshop in Bath to read from my memoir, Other People's Countries. I had written to Chris in 2011 but, not knowing his address, sent my letter to the school. It never reached him. Arriving at the bookshop in Bath, I recognised him immediately, though he now looked very different from the seemingly unchanged person I had watched on TV. It was an emotional moment, not just because I hadn't seen him for so long and because I knew what had happened to him, but because I had begun to write a book which might, in its own way, add to what he had been through.
The conversation was a little halting on my part and haunted by the fear that I was being duplicitous in not telling him what I was up to. Bath was the closest I had come to Bristol for many years, and the journey by train had been nervy and introspective. As we talked, I told Chris I was working on something that would interest him. Did he already know? Maybe, but he simply said he'd be interested, when I was ready, to hear about it. I think he knew all along, but when I showed him the final draft of the novel and he told me to go ahead and publish it, it was clear that I was also repaying another debt: this time to him.
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