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I stab and stab
Anne Enright

4824 wordsIn  1985, Helen Garner picked up the Oxford Anthology of Australian Literature in a bookshop in Melbourne and examined its index to confirm that she was not in it. On finding she was right, she felt the world seesaw and walked away wretched. 'I am crude, a beginner. People must laugh at me behind my back. I posture as a writer and at 42 I can't even get into the Oxford book.' Garner's first novel, Monkey Grip, published in 1977, sold well and won a national award in Australia, so she was not unknown, just rejected by the anthologists who anyway preferred poets. When I look at the contents page, I find that, of 38 names listed under 'Contemporary Writing', eight are women. Among the male names I do not recognise (my bad), one is a judge-poet and two are lawyer-poets, and this feels, to me, already distinctively Australian.
On the other side of the scales of justice are two drug-addicted poets who died in their early twenties and one mentally ill poet who shot a politician at point-blank range through a car window, explaining afterwards to police that he had to do something to set him apart 'from all the other nobodies'. I mention him because Garner was also, in her day, accused of looking for attention after finding herself on the wrong side of the establishment. In 1972 she lost her job as a teacher because of an impromptu sex education class in which she answered written questions from her 12 and 13-year-old students. One of these - 'WHY DOES THE WOMEN HAVE ALL THE PAIN, MISS?' - became the title of the essay she published about the lesson in a countercultural magazine called the Digger, but it was perhaps the spoken query ('Miss - have you ever had a suck?') that got her the sack. Or it might have been her answer: 'Yes.' Or it might have been the fact that her article contains nine iterations of the word 'cunt', one of them in the lines, 'I tell them that I'll get the sack if it gets round that I've been saying fuck and cunt in the classroom. They nod solemnly.' Anyhow, it got round. The Digger was fined for obscenity, Garner lost her job, and there were articles in the national newspapers alongside cartoons, whose irony Garner's bewildered mother failed to understand. More than twenty years later, a journalist tried to speak to her about all this and, as Garner recorded in her diary, she 'sat there, silent, sick with horror, thinking, "They were right to be enraged. It's a wonder I wasn't lynched. I should have been lynched."'
Garner wrote Monkey Grip as a sacked single mother living on welfare, scraping together extra cash by writing for the Digger and other magazines. 'She cares too much about money, I'm afraid' was one of the bitchy, anonymous comments about her in a 1989 article on Australian fiction in the New York Times. 'She only writes about her own life' was another. It took Garner a long time to meet the accusation that Monkey Grip had been cobbled together from her diaries with the happy admission that there had been an amount of cutting and pasting involved; longer again to turn her diaries into something of value in themselves. You might say she ended where she began, moving from being a plagiarist of her own life to an acclaimed celebrator of the poetic quotidian.
It is the daily, diaristic churn that gives her unloosed first novel the sense of a fully textured fictional world. Monkey Grip is beautifully under-plotted and immersive; marked by tonal variation and structural ease, the finished shape of the book affords the pleasure of musical completion. Narrated by Nora, a single mother living in an arty, lefty collective house in Melbourne's inner suburbs, it is one of those books so authentically of its time and place that, once read, it is hard to think of Melbourne without it. The novel also contains an amount of supremely focused writing about sex between Nora and her drug-addicted lover, Javo.
As a subject, Javo would have been just the type for the Oxford Anthology - Nora, not so much. Garner's second novel, The Children's Bach (1984), now widely considered a classic, didn't make the cut either. And I should leave the poor Oxford Anthology alone - it was only, after all, of glancing importance to Garner - but I am taken by the inclusion in it of a neat short story called 'The Drover's Wife' (1975) by Murray Bail, with whom she began an affair the year after she flicked through to the index. Not that his writing had anything to do with the initial attraction, which reads as something else. She gives an account of their first meeting in her diaries, in which Bail is anonymised by the letter V and Helen goes by H:
Against Z's back door jamb, after the Rigoletto rehearsal, leaned a small, white-faced, long-headed, warped figure. Weird, like something that had crept out of a dark hole where it had been lying for a long time in a tense and twisted position. 'This is V' said Z. When the others went out of the room I felt nervous, like a schoolgirl having to entertain a grown-up.

Some two years after that first meeting, V, who lived in Sydney, left his marital home and Garner moved from Melbourne to be near him. Four years later they were married, he for the second, she for the third time, and six years later again, they were done. The combustion of their marriage makes the diaries a propulsive, almost voyeuristic read, but it is the way the couple's creative rivalry undid or reshaped Garner's talent that makes them intriguing and sad. While they were together, Bail wrote Eucalyptus, his best-known novel, and Garner decided to stop writing fiction altogether. She had never been any good at 'making things up', H thinks, then 'suddenly it strikes me that what I'm doing is vacating the field.'
The couple's particular disaster is, at every moment, contained in the attraction, like a switch waiting to be thrown. The distance between what she knows - H is never less than astute - and what she cannot help doing forms much of the narrative tension. When V writes H a first letter, 'a gong of terror sounded in the bottom of my stomach. Something chilling in him. His intellect.'
The V of the diaries is 'severe'. He does not take his clothes off on the beach. He does not dance. His father was 'a tyrant and a disciplinarian' who died when V was 24, and he 'hated' his mother for no reason apparent here. ('Well, I don't want to lose touch with you. Because I love you,' his mother says to H after the break-up. 'Keep on sending me your little cards, won't you?') According to one of his friends, V is 'an old-fashioned Australian country man who's passionately interested in modern European culture'. He loves Wagner, is profoundly informed about the visual arts and is the kind of snob who judges people 'according to whether or not they've read Thomas Bernhard'. By the alchemy of this kind of hauteur, he has connections to London publishers which H does not.
It is no surprise that V fails to praise his wife's work when he does not pretend to like his own. He reads his stuff aloud 'badly, in a stubbornly unemotional voice' and when she admires something he has done he 'writhes and looks away'. And yet, when Peter Carey wins the Booker for Oscar and Lucinda, H realises 'how differently we think about our work in the world: I see that he is able to imagine his work in that league, while to me it is not even thinkable - it never crosses my mind.'
If the intellectual in V likes to conjure Stendhal, Canetti, Musil and Broch, the old-fashioned Australian country man likes to inveigh against 'bloody women ... flapping around like headless chooks', or complain about 'the ugliness of bloody women crying'. Early in the relationship, Garner hears him refer to a woman as a 'poor bitch' and thinks: 'Let's stop now, before I get so far in I forget where the exit is and have to blow up the building to get out.'
Of course she does not get out, of course the house is reduced to rubble. It is impossible to know whether happy material was left out of the book, but V is also sweet, you can sense it in the way he holds her attention. H comes to the relationship as an absolute force and he makes a worthy creative companion. 'I feel ... that for the first time in my life I am able to stand up to, or with, a man of my own age whose strength of purpose and self-discipline are at least as great as mine.' V says she has an extraordinary mind: 'You think things right through, by prisming them through yourself. Your mind is ten times as good as mine.' And yet, there will be no dancing. When she moves in with him, V asks H not to 'behave briskly - with brisk independence' and she feels 'chastened, as if taught'.
The diaries filled me with nostalgia for all the bollocks we had to listen to back in the day; the interminable wrangle about whether women could even do ... um ... art, which in those days was a concept both grand and known. V 'loves to quote the sculptor's dictum: "When the chips are down, women don't give a fuck about art." He asks, "What's stopping a woman from just getting canvas and paints and crashing through?"' The men he hangs out with seem oddly invested in their exclusion, and the windiness of it all is not lost on those obliged to listen. At a dinner party 'one of the painters began again his diatribe against domesticity and its adverse effects on men, especially artists.' At this, 'the women laughed scornfully, and the hostess fell asleep in her chair.'
It is not the cultural exclusion that hurts H so much as the personal. When she ups sticks and moves to Sydney, leaving her daughter and her garden behind, V is still officially married. 'I am not to answer the phone at V's, or be present when certain visitors come, or leave my stuff lying around.' She turns up at his apartment on the evening of her birthday 'wearing heels and a long skirt, thinking he had invited me to dinner', only to find he thought she might bring the food and cook it herself. This expectation, that she tend his household without occupying it, persists through their married life. He needs the whole apartment if he is to do any work. 'He will not consent to close his workroom door. So once again I find myself wandering the streets.'
The lack of a 'proper life' makes her feel dispossessed, not just of space but of language itself. H reads 'a severe article about German literature' and thinks 'I will probably never write anything large, lasting, solid or influential.' She finds it impossible to tell V why a painting means something to her, perhaps because 'the language for talking about paintings is formed in such a way (i.e. by men) as to make my thoughts foreign to it.' This is Helen Garner! A woman fluent in French, who compares translations of Rilke for fun. Like the protagonists of her novels, the writer of these diaries is a resourceful, socially skilled woman who takes great pleasure in domestic order. In one way, she longs to 'be of service', but that does not stop her also being a scrapper, a fiercely loving mother and one of the best writers (if we could only reach into the past and tell her so) around. Here is the way, in 1988, she describes a good day at the desk:
I'd been quite faint and wild with pleasure all day long, shaping sentences, juggling the pages, trying to get sense and pace into them without flattening the imagery or becoming even the smallest bit explanatory - trying to trim adjectives without losing the sensuous detail they afford - and feeling the shape of the story changing under my attentions - it expands, becomes richer, more leisured and yet still packed. I ate things, cleaned up, walked from room to room, thought, wrote again. In my absences from it I could sense its faults of structure, pace and narrative. Got to stop it from galloping away.

The sense of overspilling delight may owe something to her new romance with V but, even early in the relationship, it seems to rise in her and leave at the same time. H notes 'the jumping force field of interest between V and me, both mutual and outward, that makes the world seem so rich and teeming with spectacle. His pen moves fast and light across a sheet of paper. The way he can physically put words down makes my pen seem a log.'
Later, speaking of her spiritual life (which V declines to understand), H writes of 'a dark column of meaning' which enters and then becomes her. 'I mean it fused with my spine, and I was full of such powerful joy that tears ran down my cheeks.' An 'astonishing sunset' secretly reminds her 'of a long orgasm: pulsing, wide, vivid, generous - the whole sky filled with clouds of every kind'. The description continues (well, this is a diary) through 'wide slivers of gilt and blazing orange, then delicate grey scooped veils, then tiny bright scallops high up - to the north a tender, apricot-pink, melting wash'.
When she is with V, her prose narrows. There are fewer flights of description or of forensic pleasure; she loses her eye for an interesting child. H remembers how intensely she used to notice things when she was on her own: 'My senses were sharp. Now I'm dulled and ordinary. I plod from day to day.' That first year in Sydney her writing feels 'false and stiff' till V goes travelling and she has the place to herself. She realises she has been 'trying unconsciously to write like a man, i.e. at too great a distance from myself'. For V, the novel is at the top of some artistic hierarchy and she has to get free of that. 'I need to devise a form that is flexible and open enough to contain all my details, all my small things. If only I could blow out realism while at the same time sinking deeply into what is most real.' In his absence V's book is well reviewed and she writes him a letter 'confessing envy of how seriously his work is taken in the British literary world', which mercifully goes astray.
By  1990, the work is going well enough. Hours pass 'in big bursts' and she reels back to V's 'with sore eyes and an empty head'. A title, Cosmo Cosmolino, 'strode into place' for a volume of three narratives she describes as a novel and, at V's instigation, the book is signed up by Bloomsbury in London. Proofs for Cosmo come in and V does not get round to reading them for some time. When he does his comments are 'technical', 'subtle' and 'good'. Shortly afterwards he starts his own novel: it is as if they are taking turns. From the door, H can see plans spread out all over his desk. 'Strange how differently we approach writing. I blunder in blindly and scrub-bash my way through a trackless forest, but he stays well back until he has laid out the route, created a fundamental map. He has an aim in mind.'
The book, Eucalyptus, will take seven years to write, so it may be these plans aren't as good as they look. Meanwhile, H is 'on a hair trigger', suffering from nocturnal hot sweats, and V says that he has to 'have "an asbestos suit on" in order to criticise her work'. One evening in 1992 before Cosmo is published, he takes her bare feet in his lap and finally tells her what he thinks of it. The first section makes 'a very strong story' he says, but her friend O, who suffered from a brain tumour, would have been shocked to see himself 'revealed and scrutinised' on the page. In another discussion, V says she has an obsessive interest in 'death, rape, murder and so on' and H wonders if this is true and, if so, 'Is it wrong?' He is also of the opinion that she is limited by her subject matter; she should get away from the 1970s, which he describes as 'a period of bullshit'. When H counters that his work feels like the 1950s, he says it is set 'in no-place and no-time'. (Ah, the men who don't write about anything.) The relationships between men and women, she says, make it feel like the 1950s, realising, as she says it, that this conversation has been conducted while she is on her knees scrubbing the toilet, with a man who is publicly proud of the fact that 'he has never cleaned a lavatory in his life.'
Two years in, and despite his beautifully laid plan, V's novel is in trouble and he starts telling people that 'he feels he's going to die soon.' Meanwhile, nothing else is allowed to happen in their lives. Above all, no one can visit. When her daughter, M, comes through town for a few days in 1995, H wants to book her a motel and V objects to this too. 'You're mad! Mother-mad!' he says. 'Why do you go peculiar and behave in these exaggerated ways when she's about to visit, and when she's here?' Of all the losses detailed in the diaries - her piano, her car, her garden - nothing feels so sad as the way V 'is so mean' about her daughter. 'Imagine marrying a woman with a child and not letting her have the child to stay. What have I been thinking of, to let this be the state of affairs?'
The accusation of 'mother-madness' comes at a stressful time. Her next book, The First Stone, is facing legal challenges from the women whose story it tries (and signally fails) to tell. When it does come out, there will be hostile letters and interviews. H goes into hospital for a hysterectomy and comes home to the news that it has sold 40,000 copies. The controversy may all be 'a media beat up' but she finds herself 'crazed by the accusations', some of which have never gone away.
The idea for the book came in September 1992 when Garner spotted a newspaper article about two female students taking the Master of Ormond College in Melbourne to court for indecently assaulting them at a party. In The First Stone she tells of the 'repeated rushes of horror' she felt on reading the article, how she dashed off an immediate letter of sympathy to the accused man. 'He touched her breast and she went to the cops? My God - why didn't she get her mother or her friends to help her sort him out later?' she writes, inviting the unlikely image of a student's mother striding up the college drive in order to wag a finger at the perpetrator.
In the interests of moral clarity, Garner recalls her own sacking as a teacher accused of discussing sexual matters with students: she wonders if her sympathy for the Master is an 'upsurge of the rage I'd had to swallow at the time, when I'd been sent sprawling'. Just as in the diaries, however, accurate self-observation is not the same as insight. H reads Camille Paglia, who 'momentarily takes away my fear, and replaces it with a kind of over-excitement that is almost defiant'. The victims refuse to talk to her and still Garner goes on with the book, waiting in vain for them to 'convince' her, feeling in the face of these young feminists' 'prissiness, cowardice and brutality' increasingly 'importunate' and 'forlorn'.
The amazing thing about this oddly kiltered book is the way it argues so powerfully against Garner's own point of view. She highlights poor college procedures, discusses the difficulties of conciliation and describes the chilling self-assurance of the men in charge. Arguments against sexual harassment that we now see as natural or self-evident are presented with great lucidity, though they are punctuated by Garner's incomprehension, which can seem a bit blustery at times. It is a book about ambivalence that manages to skip the concept of consent. She finds it all so exasperating. Why do women who find themselves in bad situations go all passive? Why are we so afraid to insult the fragile egos of the men who do us harm? Why did the women (or perhaps their mothers) not just give the guy a slap? Towards the end of the book she talks on the phone with her own daughter who agrees in 'her dry, thoughtful voice' that she would never, in such an instance, go to the cops. V reads the book in manuscript. 'Having established the pointlessness and tedium of my project, he made several very sharp and useful editorial suggestions,' which she incorporates. After which, she publishes the thing and everyone starts shouting at her.
H dreams she is wearing men's shoes in a public place. 'A size too big, somebody else's.' She goes back to Paglia's writings about sex: 'Take your blows like men.' ('Yikes,' H says.) At a party in the house of her neighbour X, a painter, she looks at the hostess's 'un-Australian' expressive gestures and thinks: 'She comes from a culture where women are different from men, and don't try to resemble them.' Shortly after this, at the desk: 'I seem to have lost my nerve as a writer. I feel guilty and nervous all the time.' Her book is a success, as measured by sales and public noise, and this makes V unhappy. 'Why are men so fragile?' He is a better novelist than she is, she says (when did that become true?). 'He can handle broader ideas, more characters etc - This is not the problem. The problem is that my success seems to get in his way. It somehow stops him from working.'
H starts to see a therapist, which is the kind of thing that drives V 'berserk'. He thinks artists should stay away from analysis, saying, 'I had an unhappy childhood. Most people's childhoods are unhappy.' The therapist tells H her responses to V 'are like your responses to your father'. (No shit, Sherlock.) Her father, Bruce Ford, is a man who, when he heard she was travelling with her then boyfriend, Bill Garner, told her never to contact her family again. This is the man who declined to enter her house to see his newborn grandchild, a man who suffers 'that jealousy of nothing', according to his wife, by which she means 'everything'. He is a wool merchant, a money guy, with a tendency to bully, to be impatient and angry, that H finds sometimes in herself. She talks about this with her sister, who responds that 'it's better to be him, to have those characteristics ... than to be like Mum - a bloody doormat.' The family stays tight, father and daughter are not estranged, but H refuses to dance with him, 'I'm double-parked, Dad.' Finding her photograph in his bedroom, separate from those of her siblings, which are near his desk, she thinks: 'Dad ... Can't you stop being jealous, and let me be happy?'
Her therapist will say, after some pleasure-limiting remark from V, that 'it can be hard to recognise jealousy in someone else.' And yet, in the 'force field' between the couple, it will be H who is struck, consumed and self-harmed by jealousy as a result of the slow trap her husband sets.
One morning in 1996, while H is sitting on a bench, V passes by, 'inches away', deep in conversation with X the painter, and H thinks 'but you never see anyone ... before lunch - isn't that why I have to go out to work?' Later, he explains that he needed to give X an article about Bernhard's translator. He cries off going to the theatre because he feels sick and when she bails out at the interval she finds that he is not home - he has been doing 'some paper punching' for X. The next two hundred pages are spent by the reader in a state of dreary appal. X lives down the street with her mother. She needs a lot of help and advice. 'I gave her the Stendhal and wrote a couple of letters for her.' On and on it goes. When H asks why he never invites X over to their place he says: 'Oh, she's not interested in you.'
V's novel picks up. He opines that 'women's writing "lacks an overarching philosophy".' He shows her some pages, and H sees in them something 'that's been missing from his previous work'. In a real 'head-on smash' he asks her not to write about him in her diaries and she does her best, but 'there's no way he'll ever understand that writing about my life is the only thing that makes it possible for me to live it. I can't (or won't) give it up.' And though she knows the marriage is not great, she also knows she will not rock the boat until his book is finished. When the final draft is done, she gives V 'many sincere and thoughtful compliments' and he touches her arm. 'You're a good person,' he says. Later, friends will tell her: 'He could never have written this if it hadn't been for you.' A book of condemnatory essays about The First Stone has come out containing 'a malicious personal attack' and 'every night while we sleep, faxed offers for V's novel flood in from publishers in the UK, Europe and the US.' H admits she feels 'irrelevant, small, hollow, untalented, worthless', though there are tiny compensations: V is anxious that the great eagerness of foreign publishers might be a sign that the book is 'mediocre', even 'middle-of-the-road'. The friend who reports this to H 'bares her teeth and hisses, "I hope it is a bestseller."' His British publisher phones to invite H to London with her husband and she tells him that V has serious doubts about doing publicity. 'Long pause. "He has to come here." Longer pause. "It matters im-mense-lah." Tremendous pause. "People have to hear him thinking."'
In the dying light of the marriage the couple manage a sweet kind of quiet, now and then, like boxers between rounds. 'We talk, lying under the yellow sheet, till past midnight. He lays a lot of our troubles at the door of my "going to a shrink. You turned away from me. You turned inwards and became self-absorbed."' The explosion is not far off, however, and electrifying when it comes. She finds a love letter V has written to X and trashes his espresso machine, his cigars and finally his novel: 'I wrench the cap off his Mont Blanc fountain pen and stab the proof copy with the nib, gripping the pen in my fist like a dagger. I stab and stab, I press and screw and grind. The nib gives way, bleeding ink, and twists into a little golden knot.'
I really hope all that is true. Garner went on, after the marriage was done, to write many books - of non-fiction and near-fiction and probably, mostly, fictitious fiction. She now lives beside her daughter and grandchildren in Melbourne. She loves a courtroom, a judgment, a moral ambivalence; she circles things that can be described but not known. Her work is now, by every available measure, more successful than Bail's abroad and at home (and yet, Eucalyptus is a fine book). In the spring of 2024, I went into a beautiful antiquarian bookshop in Melbourne not far from the courthouse featured in This House of Grief and the library where she wrote Monkey Grip and I did not find her work on the shelves. Eight different books by Bail, none by his more famous, more celebrated, more loved and justly admired ex-wife. How could she be so excluded, I thought, even now? And so close to home? Had she annoyed the bookseller in some way? Knowing Garner, the way her readers think they do, I wouldn't be surprised. Slowly, it occurred to me that her work had sold out.
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Everything Is Possible
James Meek recognises that Trump's 'deep attachment to symbols of power and identity' is probably sufficient to explain his interest in Greenland (LRB, 17 April). As he notes, two other common rationalisations - securing the Arctic frontier against Russia in a world with less or no northern sea ice, and the exploitation of rare earth elements - fall on the grounds that these things are impracticable and unnecessary. However, Greenland does stand in a unique position with regard to another increasingly valuable resource: sand.
The rapid urban expansion of the 20th century necessitated the mining of vast quantities of sand and gravel, the primary constituents of concrete. By a wide margin, sand and gravel are extracted in greater amounts than any other material (nearly thirty gigatons per year by 2010, presumably a vast underestimate considering the power of illegal sand-mining operations). Nonetheless, the global sand supply system is bracing for hard times. A global sand shortage is widely seen as inevitable, and may have arrived already. One issue is that not all sand works as aggregate for concrete. An individual grain in the Sahara has probably spent a million years experiencing mechanical abrasion, getting rounded and polished as it blows in the wind and slams into its neighbours, but for concrete the grains need to be rough and angular if they are to pack together effectively. Riverbeds are full of suitable sand. A documentary from 2023, Eat Bitter, follows a sand supply chain in the Central African Republic, from the backbreaking work of an artisanal diver filling buckets by hand in the Ubangi River to a Chinese construction foreman building a bank in the capital, Bangui. Many of these localised reserves, near the construction projects they're intended for, are already exhausted. Others have been mined to the point of destroying ecosystems and destabilising riverbanks, threatening riparian communities.
Another ideal source of angular grains is from the bed of melting glaciers. As the Greenland ice sheet retreats, it grinds down the underlying bedrock and liberates fine-grained sediments. These are carried by river channels to the coast, forming deltas. Mining these deltas would probably involve the use of floating suction dredgers to pipe sand from the delta directly into larger tankers. This obviates the need for a skilled local labour force and carries less long-term risk than developing a mine; you can simply pull anchor and sail away.
Trump himself is more interested in turning 'the world's largest island' red, white and blue on the map than in any of these considerations. But that isn't necessarily true of some of the people around him. For example, his commerce secretary, Howard Lutnick, was the CEO of Cantor Fitzgerald when the firm acquired a $10 million stake in the Critical Metals Corporation, which is actively pursuing a rare-earth mine in southern Greenland (he stepped down after he was confirmed by the Senate). One wonders if the smart money might shift from the extraction of materials that would go into solar panels, turbines and EVs to the mining of materials to build gaudy skyscrapers and luxury condos. An enormous ship anchored far offshore, hauling away the island itself as it is ground to gravel under the melting ice sheet, all to build the Trump Hotel Rafah: it feels almost inevitable.


Name and address withheld


James Meek mentions Greenland's mineral deposits. Those on the east coast were first discovered in 1964 by a British expedition of which I was a member. The mineralised veins occur in Tertiary basaltic rocks near the snout of the Kronborg glacier. Aircraft routinely patrolled the coast checking for other country's submarines. Our expedition found grim evidence of this in the wreck and dead crew of one such aircraft that perhaps through navigational error was flying inland at night and crashed into the basalt cliffs on the north side of the glacier.


David Bell

				Oxford
			


Bird Sense
  James Vincent writes that 'magnetite found in the beaks of migratory birds is thought to act like an internal compass, enabling them to sense the strength and alignment of the Earth's magnetism in  the way humans feel the push and direction of the wind' (LRB, 17 April). In fact, there is a growing, though inconclusive, body of evidence that  migratory birds are dependent on a quantum sensing technique to guide their migrations. The hypothesis is that interactions with light cause electron transfer within cryptochrome proteins in the  retina, resulting in the formation of pairs of molecules, each with an unpaired electron. These 'radical pairs' rapidly oscillate between two different configurations of the combined spins of the  two unpaired electrons. As spin, in the language of physics, couples to the magnetic field, the birds are able to use the effect of Earth's magnetic field on these molecules to orient themselves.  This hypothesis explains why northern birds transplanted to the southern hemisphere will still migrate to the equator and why the electromagnetic noise of the city can disorient migratory birds.  Aside from the beauty of this mechanism, the true wonder is that it can function at all. The birds are sensing an interaction a million times weaker than the thermal fluctuations of the molecules.


Jonathan Tinsley

				University of Liverpool
			


Call me comrade
  I read Miriam Dobson's review of Alexis Peri's Dear Unknown Friend with great interest, having corresponded with Volodya Bystrov of Leningrad from 1957 until his death about twenty years  ago (LRB, 17 April). The relationships Dobson describes seem rather distant compared with the one I enjoyed with Bystrov, probably because we initially  met face to face, by chance, in Moscow and became great friends from the outset. The political divide was never a problem, and our subsequent monthly correspondence proceeded unhindered by  censorship, although this undoubtedly took place on the Russian side. Books of all sorts were exchanged, including Nineteen Eighty-Four, which Volodya translated into Russian and  circulated as samizdat in 1958, possibly the first Russian translation. Our letters were mainly about day to day events, on his side always full of humour. He spent a year teaching German to  reluctant pupils in a remote village near Arkhangelsk and his stories of life there were hilarious, as were those of his fiancee, Ena, who spent some time organising mobile libraries for nomadic  reindeer herdsmen in Kamchatka. Volodya eventually became a technical translator specialising in the mining industry. I became a regular visitor to the household, where I learned all about  Bystrov's family history, including that of his grandmother Maria Doroshinskaya, whose memoir, This Was My Russia, was recently published in English by Land & Sky Press.


Norman Rimmell

				Matlock, Derbyshire
			


Preferred Viewing
  Patrick Cockburn notes in his account of the Iranian embassy siege in 1980 that the SAS assault was broadcast live on television (LRB, 17 April). It  might be added that the coverage had so many viewers because everyone was at home watching the final of the snooker world championship. The BBC returned from Kensington to Sheffield in time to show  Cliff Thorburn prevail in the ultimate clash of styles against Alex Higgins. My late father and I were not alone in considering the interruption of the game to be somewhat overextended.


Andrew Battarbee

				Grindleford, Derbyshire
			


Worth Trying
  Erin Maglaque mentions the use of the frog Xenopus laevis in pregnancy testing (LRB, 17 April). The introduction of this technique in London was  the work of my great-uncle, the physician and herpetologist Edward Elkan (1895-1983). A refugee from Nazi Germany, he retrained as a doctor and went into practice just before the beginning of the  Second World War. In his unpublished memoir, he describes reading about the discovery of this use of the frog by Lancelot Hogben in South Africa. He decided it was worth trying in England because  the existing test was 'cumbersome, expensive and needed hecatombs of young mice'. He ordered his first hundred frogs from South Africa and set them up in an aquarium on his balcony, where they  thrived on emulsified liver from the butcher. But when the war broke out, he like many other Jewish refugees was interned, and the frogs were sent to other homes.
  After the war, he reclaimed the frogs. In the memoir he writes that the test had become quite acceptable in medical practice, and that he had a substantial clientele. In 1970 the Department of  Health took over pregnancy diagnosis and the frogs were transferred to a laboratory at what was then called Shrodell's Hospital in Watford. Elkan took on a part-time position overseeing the  laboratory; at its peak there were about five thousand frogs there.


Nora L. Howley

				Silver Spring, Maryland
			

  I want to adjust one misconception in Erin Maglaque's review of my book Conceiving Histories. My argument isn't that people in the past were more comfortable with or calmer about the  'not-knowing' around conception. The possibly pregnant, their medical consultants and other invested parties were often anxious to know. Instead, I suggest that, historically, people benefited from  a greater openness about not knowing. We kid ourselves that technologies have resolved all doubt, when really they only cap it.
  My argument is different from, but does not contradict, the one made by feminists who remind us that the power of foetal imaging technology is not always wielded in women's interests, and that  uncertainty can be positive. I argue that, as well as thinking about what technology does in positive cases of pregnancy, we should be clearer about its benefits and limitations in negative ones.  At-home kits don't test for pregnancy but for the hormone HCG above a defined concentration. A pregnancy may be establishing but not meet the threshold or, after meeting the threshold, may not  progress. A sonogram can be ambiguous early on and in negative cases. Yet, because of the greater challenge posed by negative diagnoses, when a sonogram confirms a miscarriage, it draws a line in  the sand. The historical writing I explore offers insight into an experience of profound unknowing which persists even in modernity, whatever we tell ourselves.


Isabel Davis

				Natural History Museum, London SW7
			


We're eating goose!
  Malcolm Gaskill's review of Lyndal Roper's Summer of Fire and Blood does much to bring out the best features of its fresh account of the German Peasants' War (LRB, 17 April). But to describe Roper as having 'risen above the weaponised historiography' is a bit much. At least one of the targets of Roper's pike seems  clear enough: the Marxist tradition that stretches back to Friedrich Engels's still widely read history of the war. Roper makes some strange claims, such as that German peasants in the 16th  century, unlike Karl Marx, cared about 'the environment'. Engels, she says, believed the peasants were not 'truly revolutionary', and that for him and for Marx it was only the rising bourgeoisie of  the towns that mattered. But Engels and Marx each criticised their friend Ferdinand Lassalle for failing adequately to capture, in his play about the war, the tragic position of the peasants. They  insisted the peasants' movement was a real force, but one that had no chance of coalescing with the 'necessarily petty' interests of the townsfolk and lower aristocracy. Just because one doesn't  think the peasants had a prayer doesn't mean one looks down on what they did. By examining the historical forces that constrained the rebellion, the historian does them as much, if not more,  justice than by recovering the details of their lived experience. Surely the question of which types of elite rupture and cross-class co-ordination can achieve lasting results is not without  interest in our own time.


Thomas Meaney

				Berlin
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Too Soon to Know: The Spectacle in Practice
T.J. Clark

578 words So you thought the spectacle was just smoke and mirrors? Is that why you're shocked? You didn't think I would do anything? How can I have allowed something as boring as a tariff war to take over your screens, after only a few weeks of excitement - suddenly it's talking heads, eager economists, graphs and percentage points, ten-year Treasuries, 'the end of Atlanticism' ... Wake me when it's over.
 I'm sorry, but there's much more boredom to come. Put the reins of state in the spectacle's hands, and the horses are soon in control of their rider. I don't like it any more than you do. (Il reve d'echafauds en fumant son houka.) Up at the top we have to be seen to be making a difference - moving the levers of state, they say, or better, pretending to break them. (As if we came in with the least intention of extracting the state from subsidy-and-bailout-world - that's the gated community we made our bucks in - or from the military-industrial-entertainment complex, In Whom Do We Trust. A few millions for malarial children, that's where we'll make the cut.) What are states supposed to do, then? (Yawn) Oh yes ... Make war, make peace, punish and pardon, run empires, extract fealty and homage, humiliate clients that aren't properly grateful. I'll do all that (yawn), but how do I make a spectacle of it?
 It all started so well. Remember Zelensky sweating in his flak jacket under the lights ... Remember the toady shouting 'Do you own a suit?' ... Remember me conjuring the ghost of Putin - 'he went through a hell of a lot with me' - sending the Think Tanks running for their safe rooms. Remember Gaza ... Nobody does any more. They don't see any difference between me and Biden on this one ... What's a guy to do these days to stir up a bit of outrage? Aren't my bombs big enough? What's the health of the state if no one notices its massacres?
 They were good, those first four weeks, but I knew there was something the matter. I was getting meta too much of the time. I could feel the spectacle needing encouragement, somehow ... needing reassurance. 'This is going to be great television. I will say that.' (I guess I was feeling high for a moment. Offering up the media crowd the vulgar theory of spectacle.) 'We have an opportunity to do something that could be phenomenal. And I don't want to be cute. I don't want to be a wise guy, but ... the Riviera of the Middle East.' (What was I saying? I don't want to be a wise guy! How the hell was that supposed to go down in the Panhandle?)
 I could feel the sickness coming on me. 'The responsibilities of statesmanship ...' Trade deficits. Back-channel negotiations. Senators from Missouri. You don't want to know. Whatever happened to retribution? (That was fun for a while. Like letting Los Angeles burn.) Where are the cringing vice-chancellors when you need them? Why don't I get to see Sidney and Rudy any more, spin a few yarns? Weren't we going to invade Greenland? Can't some handsome Italian take another potshot? They're supposed to hate me out there. Isn't this America?
 I'm living it, and it's horrible, I can tell you ... The spectacle becoming a state.
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Dangerous Chimera
Colin Kidd

2910 wordsIn  a less frequented corner of YouTube, the late Marxist philosopher G.A. Cohen lives on in a few comic skits. Among the funniest of these party pieces are two diatribes on 'the German idea of freedom'. Cohen adopts the persona of a deranged Teutonic philosopher who claims that 'no greater freedom can be imagined for a man than absolute blind submission to an unjust law.' By contrast with the English conception of liberty, which Cohen's cod-philosopher thinks tantamount to the 'vertiginous regressivity of choice', the Germans supposedly see 'true freedom' as consisting in an 'orderly' attachment to 'oppression', 'tyranny' and the 'jackboot itself'. Cohen's immediate target is the Hegelian infatuation with the rational state as the summit of ethical life, obedience to which constitutes the highest form of freedom, but his monologue also points to a more general problem: the ways we confound words and things, deceived by the multiple meanings and hidden implications of seemingly basic political concepts.
Political theorists have long been aware of the dangers lurking in the superficially innocuous term 'liberty'. At the height of the Cold War, Cohen's mentor and friend Isaiah Berlin raised the problem of 'Two Concepts of Liberty' in his inaugural lecture at Oxford. Berlin distinguished between positive liberty - broadly speaking, self-government - and negative liberty: the freedom of the individual from government interference. Berlin, a liberal pluralist, contended that there was no sure connection between democratic self-rule and the liberty of the individual. Positive liberty, a fuzzy concept that encompassed 'collective self-direction' as well as 'self-realisation', was ripe with potential for illiberal outcomes. The upshot of both the French and the Russian Revolutions (Berlin had experienced the second of these as a boy) was authoritarian state structures restrictive of individual freedoms. Negative liberty from constraints seemed a 'more humane ideal' than the otherwise admirable goal of 'positive self-mastery', given the risks associated with the latter. Berlin would be dismayed at the ways opponents caricatured these anxieties. He wasn't, he later insisted, an enemy of democratic self-rule, which he recognised as a 'fundamental human need'; but he felt that the 'perversion' of positive liberty into despotism was an obtrusive historical fact, 'one of the most familiar and depressing phenomena of our time'.
One prominent early critic, the American philosopher Gerald MacCallum, thought that Berlin had mistakenly reified two aspects of a single category, but a later commentator, the Cambridge historian Quentin Skinner, went in the opposite direction, arguing that Berlin had overlooked a highly distinctive version of liberty, which he labelled 'neo-Roman'. He set out this position in various venues, but most poignantly when he delivered the Isaiah Berlin Lecture at the British Academy in 2001 on 'A Third Concept of Liberty' (a version of this essay appeared in the LRB of 4 April 2002). More precisely, Skinner thought he had identified a second type of negative liberty, of which there were 'two rival and incommensurable theories'. He found in the Roman historians Livy, Sallust and Tacitus and in their early modern reception an emphasis on free citizenship, conceived as the absence of subjection to the will of another. Negative liberty, Skinner argued, can take the form of the liberal conception of non-interference or the Roman idea of non-dependence on the power of someone else.
In recovering this lost Roman concept of freedom, Skinner had, as he warmly acknowledged, an ally in the political theorist Philip Pettit. But there is a subtle distinction between their positions. Whereas Pettit emphasises non-domination as the leitmotif of a tradition of republican freedom, Skinner thinks that the primary feature of this strain of liberty was the absence of dependence, and that adherence to this way of thinking about liberty wasn't confined to those with overtly republican political commitments. For Skinner, neo-Roman liberty was a kind of status rather than merely a freedom of action.
Skinner made his name in the 1960s and 1970s as a result of his contextualist transformation of a fundamentally misguided discipline. The unchallenged norm in pre-Skinnerian political thought was the study of a canon of major thinkers who engaged in analysis of a set of perennial concepts. Skinner's reframing of the history of political thought was underpinned by the philosopher J.L. Austin's theory of speech acts. The central preoccupation of a historian of political thought, Skinner contended, should be not so much what a text said, as what a text did, its function in the debates of its own era. He didn't think that the central topics of political thought were so robust and self-contained as to be immune to the vagaries of context. In his Berlin lecture Skinner punctured the 'illusion' that 'we can somehow step outside the stream of history and furnish a neutral definition' of terms such as 'freedom' and 'liberty' which are 'so highly indeterminate, and so extensively implicated' in 'a long history of ideological debate'.
Skinner's centre of gravity is the period between the late medieval era and the 17th century, but he also reaches back to classical antiquity, to Roman writers in particular, and forward to 19th and 20th-century philosophers. His interests straddle an array of modern disciplines - philosophy, politics, law, literature and classics as well as history - while in Reason and Rhetoric in the Philosophy of Hobbes (1996) he displays an exquisite command of early modern rhetorical techniques. His new book shows his formidably detailed knowledge of another outlying zone of his immense hinterland, the political thought of the 18th century - not just the works of canonical figures, but now obscure pamphlets and sermons as well as imaginative literature. Despite the decades I have spent reading 18th-century sources, there were several figures in the book with whom I was unacquainted. For most of us the gradient of the learning curve involved here would demand recourse to a low gear; but Skinner, as ever, races along ambitiously.
The book advances a remarkable explanation of how and when our liberal notion of freedom displaced the neo-Roman version, recovering an overlooked history of the formulation of liberty in 18th-century English political culture. Although there were various early justifications of the Glorious Revolution - historical, biblical, providential and de facto - an argument came to prominence that emphasised the natural rights of the people to remove a tyrant who would reduce them to servitude. John Locke, whose work was not immediately influential but had by the 1740s become a vital prop of the Whig regime, upheld the classical definition of liberty as independence. The work of Algernon Sidney, another Whig icon, who was executed by Charles II in 1683, gave a similar neo-Roman reading of liberty. In Sidney's posthumously published Discourses Concerning Government (1698), slavery was identified with dependence on the will of another, regardless of that person's actions. The thrust of Sidney's argument was anti-monarchical, though he accepted that if a king were controlled by laws, then a kingdom might still resemble a free state. Cato's Letters, a highly influential series of articles published in the London Journal by the Whig writers John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon, and which first appeared as a collection in 1724, took a similar line.
By the 1740s, neo-Roman arguments were being used to underpin Britain's claims to be a free state. However, several major novelists - Henry Fielding, Samuel Richardson and Tobias Smollett - interrogated what Skinner calls 'Whig complacencies'. Britons did not groan under the yoke of absolute monarchy, but many of them lived at the whim of others, whether as servants, marriageable young ladies or the clients of patrons. In Tom Jones, Fielding shows that, when acting as a justice of the peace, even the benign Squire Allworthy is capable of as much caprice as his volcanically vituperative neighbour Squire Western. But literary exposure of the sham and hypocrisy behind Whiggish boasts about English freedom did little to dislodge the prevailing conception of liberty.
Despite this, its commanding position in English political culture crumbled with extraordinary rapidity between the 1770s and 1790s. Skinner has identified what must constitute a major turning point in modern history, yet one that has gone largely unnoticed. How can we have failed to spot something of this magnitude? The embarrassing nakedness of the historiography here is disturbing in itself. But then comes a further shock. The reader casually assumes that the displacement of neo-Roman categories by a liberal understanding of freedom must have had something to do with the emergence of the market as the dominant trope in modern political language. But while Skinner thinks it plausible that the 'new view of liberty' held some attraction for champions of the market, he traces its provenance back before the 18th-century emergence of commercial society. What's more, he identifies specific and immediate factors that caused liberty as non-interference to 'ascend so suddenly to a position of ideological dominance' from the late 1770s.
At the heart of Skinner's story is a defamiliarised version of the American Revolution, which brings into focus its transformative effect on the political idioms of the motherland. In the late 1770s, a conservative clerisy - jurists, clergymen, political pamphleteers - adopted the liberal idea of freedom as a way of 'fending off the republican and democratic potential' that was becoming apparent in the older tradition of liberty. The threat came particularly from an ideological fifth column in Britain that openly supported the American cause. In February 1776, Richard Price, the minister of a dissenting Presbyterian chapel at Newington Green, then a village outside London, published Observations on the Nature of Civil Liberty, which was in its fifth edition by March. Not only did Price align himself with the colonists' claim that they were being taxed without their consent, but he made a more general argument that called into question whether Britain under its unreformed constitution was genuinely a free state. Since self-government was the defining attribute of liberty, even being 'guided by the will of another' implied a form of 'servitude'. Therefore, Price contended, when the laws were 'made by one man, or by a junto of men in a state, and not by common consent, a government by them does not differ from slavery'. Despite his outspokenness, Price insisted he was a good Whig, and that his arguments aligned with 'those taught by Mr Locke and all the writers on civil liberty who have been hitherto most admired in this country'.
In response to Price, pro-imperial pamphleteers used the arguments of a 17th-century strain of Continental - but reliably Protestant - natural jurisprudence which stressed the distinction between the natural liberty enjoyed in the intolerably stressful conditions of a state of nature, where there is no safety or security from the depredations of others, and the very different kind of civil liberty enjoyed as a subject of government. Thomas Hobbes in Leviathan (1651) emphasised the contrast between the anarchic horrors of life in primitive circumstances and the security that came of submission to the sovereign state, which guaranteed peace and basic security for its subjects. In this new environment, liberty was redefined as the space where the silence of the law left the subject unimpeded. Although Hobbes was a bogeyman to his contemporaries and succeeding generations, not least because of his materialism and heterodox religious views, similar views percolated into English culture by way of a succession of less controversial natural jurists - Samuel Pufendorf, Jean Barbeyrac, Johann Heineccius, Jean-Jacques Burlamaqui - whose works appeared in translation between the late 17th and the mid-18th centuries. Independence was indeed, they agreed, an attribute of humankind in the wretched condition of natural liberty; but civil life implied - and depended on - its renunciation. In the more fortunate and vastly different condition of life under civil government, the ideal of independence had become a dangerous chimera.
Between the late 1770s and the 1790s the arguments of natural jurists were recycled by a host of English propagandists who restated the idea of liberty in terms of a lack of restraint on actions. The pamphleteer John Gray, an upholder of parliamentary authority over the colonies, contended that, although entry into civil society necessarily involved a loss of natural liberty, 'the most perfect degree of civil liberty' was nevertheless possible when personal freedom was least constrained by law. Interestingly, some pamphleteers employed everyday usage as a way of determining the meaning of liberty. The jurist Richard Hey wondered 'what idea is conveyed by the word in common conversation', and decided that it was an 'absence of restraint'. An influential subset of these writers was associated with a utilitarian turn in English political thought - not only Jeremy Bentham, but also his friend John Lind and the clergyman William Paley, whose Principles of Moral and Political Philosophy (1785) had gone through fifteen editions by the time of his death in 1805. The natural jurists' arguments were soon interwoven with a more traditional political theology that emphasised Christian obedience to temporal powers. In 1793, Skinner notes, the Reverend John Fawel of Wigan published a political sermon under the arresting title Due Subordination True Freedom. Cohen's mock-Hegelian philosopher no longer seems so outlandish.
How  far did the discomfiting proximity of liberty and slavery in contemporary polemics blunt the appeal of the older idiom of independent freedom, especially given that this period saw the first major stirrings of abolitionism among evangelicals? The multiple connotations of the word 'slavery' certainly provide one of the central preoccupations of Skinner's protagonists. Price's broad definition of slavery as dependence drew the ire of conservative opponents. In Some Observations on Liberty (1776), the Methodist leader John Wesley bristled with outrage at Price's obtuse failure to recognise the difference between the 'chained' chattel slave and men of property in the colonies who, because they were taxed without their consent, Price deemed enslaved. Henry Goodricke scoffed at the way Price collapsed the meaning of slavery into mere dependence on the will of another: this, he wrote, 'will be found to introduce slavery almost everywhere, and to make it absolutely necessary to the happiness of mankind'. The charge stung, and Price introduced distinctions between different types of slavery in his subsequent contributions to the debate. Nevertheless, he could not resist a tart response when the archbishop of York, William Markham, redefined civil liberty as 'a freedom from all restraints except such as established law imposes for the good of a community': the archbishop, Price replied, 'has given a definition of liberty which might as well have been given of slavery'.
While Skinner punctiliously observes historical proprieties and writes with precision, clarity and accessibility about all the writers he discusses, there is a note of plangency in his central arguments, a sense, too, of deep passions coolly suppressed. The stunted liberalism we live with today, Skinner argues, is the consequence of an urgent conservative strategy in the age of revolutions to redescribe the contours of liberty. The older understanding of liberty as independence did not entirely disappear, but was confined to the socialist margins of 19th-century political culture. Recovered, this notion has the potential to inspire a more empathetic way of thinking about today's precariat of zero-hours employees, casualised workers and deunionised staff dependent on the whims of employers. It also offers, Skinner suggests, a connection that might prevent the untethered ideals of liberty and democratic self-government from drifting dangerously further apart. Whereas Berlin saw no necessary connection between liberty and democracy, Skinner argues that representative democracy is the only form of governance that can guarantee liberty as independence: 'No democracy, no liberty.'
The most unsettling of this book's surprises lurks in its unadvertised implications. If Skinner's is a story of loss - the submersion of a concept of liberty which for all its flaws in practice was pregnant with greater democratic potential than the liberalism that replaced it - where does that leave our grand narratives of democratisation? The history of franchise extension seems less buoyant in the light of Skinner's arguments about the entrenchment of an anti-democratic liberalism in the decades before the first Reform Act of 1832. Or do these divergent narratives rather serve to highlight the gulf that separates the realm of political thought - no matter how contextualist the aspirations of its interpreters - from the mundane world of political practice?
Alone among the brilliant triumvirate who most reshaped the practice of history in Britain over the last sixty years - Skinner himself; the historical demographer Tony Wrigley; and the historian of popular belief Keith Thomas - Skinner recognised the continuing primacy of the political. But his wasn't political history as it had been practised. He managed to avoid reductive approaches to context of the sort envisaged by Marx (ideas as a reflection of economic structures) or, more significantly, by Namier (ideas as a rhetorical smokescreen for high political manoeuvres), but Skinnerian political thought did not quite become a non-canonical, ultra-contextualist history of political argument - though Liberty as Independence comes closer to this than other works by Skinner and his pupils. Rather, given Skinner's philosophical interests, the revamped discipline was orientated towards political philosophy and away from the mechanics of political action. What makes the disconnection from political practice a problem is the sheer scale of Skinner's achievements. He has been if anything too successful, his influence disturbing the ecological balance in several of the best history departments. The brightest students are disproportionately attracted to intellectual history and political thought, while political history - without the same conceptual plushness - dwindles in popularity. Yet, ultimately, it is the more prosaic study of personnel and institutions which provides the grist of political explanation.
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West End Vice
Alan Hollinghurst

11,137 wordsHomosexuality:  do we really have to talk about it? Earl Winterton, aged 71, introducing a debate in the House of Lords in 1954, apologised for bringing forward 'this nauseating subject'. In his youth it was never mentioned in 'decent mixed society'; in male society it was 'contemptuously described by a good old English cognomen' which he refused to utter in the House. The government had just announced that it would set up a committee to look into homosexual offences, and the trouble was that you couldn't legislate for homosexuality, or preferably against it, without naming it and going into the subject a certain amount. Some in the press had shown they were ready to do so: Douglas Warth, in the Sunday Pictorial, warned that 'the natural British tendency to pass over anything unpleasant in scornful silence' was providing cover for an 'unnatural sex vice which is getting a dangerous grip in this country ... The silence, I find, is a factor which has enabled the evil to spread.' Likewise John Gordon, in the Sunday Express, who seized on John Gielgud's arrest for importuning in 1953 as a chance to rip aside the 'protective veil' of delicacy around this 'repulsive' and 'peculiarly unsavoury' subject. For Gordon the essential, the thrilling thing was to 'smack the pansies down'. The period covered by Peter Parker's astonishing two-volume compilation culminates in the pansies' at least partial vindication, the long deferred passage of the Wolfenden Committee's recommendations into law in 1967. Together these books present for the first time an assemblage of exactly what was being written on this subject, in public and in private, during a period when it was being talked and thought about with new openness. By the end the Lords are briskly debating the danger of 'buggers' clubs', and the good old English cognomen is all over Hansard.
Some Men in London is rare among really good anthologies in containing a huge amount of rubbish. It is divided, broadly, into writings by the gays and by the anti-gays, and since the gays, through most of this period, had to keep things to themselves, it's their opponents who have the advantage. Long-dead and forgotten bigots and nutcases air their theories and hatreds once more, and offer their confident prescriptions for dealing with the gays. These range from impossible cures to savage punishments - imprisonment, flogging, castration, deportation. For this seventy-year-old gay English reader, Parker (who's the same age as me) has clarified alarmingly the discourse around the question of homosexuality in the years we were too young to know much about it; by the time the Sexual Offences Act is passed, at the end of his second volume, we were thirteen. I know I was alert by then to the word 'homosexual' as it appeared in headlines, and disturbed by this bold-faced naming of a deepening preoccupation of my own. I can see my father's Times and my mother's Mail raised on either side of the fireplace, and catch still the slight discomfort in the air, though I can't recall their saying anything about the great question in my presence - a wholly typical reticence, and a great relief to me. Now I know the sort of stories they were reading and the opinions they were absorbing. Fifty-eight years later I look at these popular columnists and local vigilantes, these magistrates and bishops and members on both sides of both Houses of Parliament, with a kind of wincing fascination, glad of the recurrent bursts of inadvertent comedy, laughing too at the sheer benighted idiocy of a bygone era, but also with a colder feeling about the status of minorities, and the undying capacity of states to persecute them.
Parker's narrative opens in the libidinous free-for-all of the VE celebrations, with John S. Barrington, a 25-year-old beefcake photographer, moving through the crush in Piccadilly Circus and 'kissing every soldier, sailor and airman I could meet', before picking up a 'superb sailor' and taking him back to his office to 'fuck him "silly", an exceptional activity for both of us'. The festive delirium won't last long, and happy and forthright accounts of sexual acts will be rare in the ensuing eight hundred pages; the verb 'fuck' won't be seen again until Joe Orton's account of a Holloway Road pick-up 22 years later. There are glimpses of casual sex, often paid for, in gay men's diaries, and of longer, sometimes anxious affairs. There are court reports about those unlucky enough to be found out, and the evidence to the Wolfenden Committee tells us a fair bit about what gays got up to, if often filtered through the attitudes of those who policed or otherwise objected to such activities. For Parker's purposes, those activities are confined to London. Now and then I found myself wondering about gay life elsewhere, 'Some Men in Leamington', perhaps, or Liverpool; about queer enclaves in the provinces, and certain seaside towns - Bournemouth is asserted by a homophobic journalist in 1952 to be a favourite resort of 'Evil Men'. But the focus on the capital makes sense - the huge city, with its resources and possibilities, being a magnet for gay men seeking to lose and find themselves in the near anonymity it provides.
The queer topography of London emerges in these books like a heat map, flaring in patches round the edges at Shepherd's Bush Green or Clapham Common, where activity concentrates at night around public lavatories, and further out, at Wimbledon Common ('exactly five miles from the bright lights of Piccadilly'), where in 1963 a reporter from the News of the World, high on disgust, observes 'that misguided collection of misfits known as The Queers' assembling after dusk (they sound like a band from a couple of decades later). Hampstead Heath gets a few mentions, with police agents provocateurs getting up to ludicrous antics, as does the Coleherne in Earls Court, later London's most famous leather bar, where in 1964 Keith Vaughan finds the pianist playing early Beethoven sonatas and Schubert's Moments Musicaux - 'marvellously inappropriate for a Saturday night crowded queer bar', yet also aptly 'stressing the heart & pathos behind the sparklingly "gay" exterior'. Both areas feature more dimly than they would have done a decade after Parker's cut-off. Marble Arch, much nearer the centre, is a bright nexus for cruising and for picking up guardsmen, and thermal imaging would have captured multiple couplings in the umbrage of Hyde Park beyond. But the burning centre, inevitably, is the West End, where everything conducive to fun seems to concentrate. (The City, by contrast, is a sexless blank.) The West End as a figure for the theatre, where queers have a nearly unassailable hold, is a recurrent motif in this story, and the 'West End vice' a journalistic catch-all for homosexual activity. This was the city from which Wolfenden's committee drew nearly all its evidence, and where the long labyrinthine process leading to decriminalisation would play out: a decade of delay, prevarication and slowly advancing opinion between his report and the change in the law.
Wolfenden was a former public school headmaster, aged 48 when his committee was set up (it also examined the issue of prostitution). At the start he showed a wary enthusiasm for the task: 'I know that this is going to be a difficult and in many ways distasteful operation; but in a queer sort of way I am rather looking forward to it.' He had a brilliant gay son, and must have had subtler intuitions about the whole subject than he let on publicly. When presenting his report three years later he made the legal case for decriminalisation, while stressing in a press conference that the committee did not want to be seen as 'approving or condoning' homosexual behaviour, 'which we regard, most of us, as morally repugnant'. As quite often, a declaration of repugnance seems a precondition for supporting more advanced positions, as does a readiness to imagine the repugnance of others. Even E.M. Forster writes, in 1953, that 'the great majority of people are naturally repelled by the subject.'
Among the forgotten multitudes resurrected by Parker are some appealing characters. I especially enjoyed PC Butcher, one of two plainclothes constables who gave extended evidence to the committee about activity in men's toilets in Mayfair and Soho. They provide a description of what went on that is unrivalled, in these volumes, by any account by an actual queer before Orton. Butcher is expansive and non-judgmental in tone, and his pride in his work seems connected with the fact that his beat is such an important one: 'I think I can safely say that the Mayfair area is strongest in the lunch hour ... There are three urinals that are quite famous throughout the world.' He knows from observation the routines and practices of the men who go into them, in their lunch break or in the early evening, and speaking to the committee he finds himself with a rare audience, eager for his accumulated knowledge.
Butcher is not an agent provocateur, but since his work keeps him going into the urinals he sometimes finds himself part of it: 'They come up to me and say "Are you interested in this sort of thing?" and I can honestly say "Yes" and an arrangement is made' - 'but I do not keep it, that is the only thing.' He has noticed that the gays are turned off by the smell of Dettol first thing in the morning, but once the 'smell of cleanliness has worn off you can see these people definitely working themselves up into a frenzy inside ... and once they have the scent there is no holding them, they are oblivious to everything else.' Normal criminals pick up the separate scent of a six-foot-three plainclothes copper in size eleven shoes, but not the queers: 'to my mind the stronger and the bigger the man the more interested they are in getting to know the other side of him.' Once he had a chap who was interested in him: 'I gave him a smile,' and the man followed Butcher right across town and in at the back door of the West End Central Police Station. 'I there arrested him, and he said, "I thought we were going to your place," and that was true!'
Butcher's colleague PC Darlington offers more detail about the atmosphere in the toilets, the 'deathly quiet', no one urinating, 'practically everyone you see will be masturbating himself.' Some of them pick up a 'friend' (a friendly term in itself) to take back home 'to indulge in what we call the finer arts' - 'what they are I do not know,' he says firmly. One gets the sense of these two constables as comparatively humane: daily inhabitants of a gay world whose codes they understand. They seem unlike the policemen who give evidence elsewhere in the volumes about the goings-on in cottages: 'The defendant looked about him continually and down [at] penis of man on his right' etc. These are records of degrading work which brought presumably straight constables into an intimate dance of other men's hands, mouths and erections. The detached tone is both comic and horrible, as is the picture of them vying with one another to make the most arrests.
What personal attitudes lie, barely perceptibly, among the standard expressions of repulsion, is hard to say. In his submission to the committee Sir Laurence Dunne, the chief metropolitan magistrate, combines a tone of military contempt with a hint of excited conjecture, declaring (prematurely, Parker shows) that 'the old unholy traffic between soldiers of the Guards and Household Cavalry and perverts in the Royal Parks is now a thing of the past,' and explaining that the 'abolition of the old tight overalls worn by other ranks' has helped: 'battle dress or khaki serge lacks the aphrodisiac appeal of the old walking out dress.' Tight trousers had for centuries been a way of advertising something otherwise unmentionable, and they're a recurrent signifier here, sometimes thought sufficient evidence in themselves of the wearer's sexual tastes. Parker's survey ends at the moment when exposingly tight trousers were becoming emblems of a new sexual freedom, ushering in a decade or more of eye-popping display for gay and straight alike. As an anonymous queer man explained to the Evening Standard in 1964, 'fifteen years ago, almost anyone wearing tight trousers ... was probably gay. But now the normals have taken over our kind of dressing and you simply can't tell from clothes any more.'
The cases that came up before Dunne were mainly importuning in public lavatories, and above all - 'I make no attempt to explain it' - in the 'Brighton and Chatham section lavatories at Victoria Station'. As with PC Darlington's 'I do not know,' you wonder: is his not explaining a form of pudeur or genuine ignorance of Brighton's reputation for loucheness and the concentration of naval cadets at Chatham? His tone grows fiercer as he goes on. Male prostitutes make the gents at Piccadilly Circus and elsewhere 'plague spots after dark', host to 'male harpies' luring decent heterosexual boys back to their flats. Pubs that get a name among the perverts are a recurrent problem - 'these pests descend like locusts' and 'perverts in a mass are even more noisome than singly.' Dunne is doing his duty but is perhaps rattled by his contact with brute facts, falling back instinctively on a lexicon of classical and biblical abomination.
Such terms  and images are repeated, with differing degrees of vehemence, throughout Some Men in London - now so obviously founded on ignorance, prejudice and fear that it's an imaginative exercise to re-enter the world in which they were found so satisfactory. A stalled vocabulary of contempt circles through the books. From the start the dismissive though faintly technical-sounding 'pervert' is pervasive. 'PC Burton said he knew Jones as a convicted pervert,' we read in an early newspaper report - the word trenchant but fastidious, declining to engage in the niceties of just what he was convicted of. The distaste it conveys is summed up by the awful Winterton when he says: 'I prefer the word "pervert" to "homosexual", because "homosexual" is too friendly a word for these horrible people.' In 1945, the lord chamberlain's office (tasked with passing, or censoring, plays before production, and like the Lords a source of long-running low-wattage comedy here), was moved by one play to state that 'sentimentalising about perverts is a most insidious method of encouragement' and emphatically refused it a licence for performance. Statistically, 'pervert(ed)' tapers off, occurring seventy times in the first volume but only thirteen in the second, where Parker has more intelligent and informed material to explore.
Of course 'homosexual' and 'homosexuality' recur throughout (more than 1500 times), though earlier on it is so perplexing and alien to members of the police, press, armed forces etc that it appears in a number of items with a redundant hyphen: in 1950 there is a long report, by DI Norman of the marvellously named 'C.O.C.1', on the surveillance of 'Guardsmen engaged in homo-sexual offences'. On repeated acquaintance it strikes one as a word with a peculiar valency, a bastard Greek-Latin compound whose intrinsic meaning of same-gender coexists with a clear suggestion of man-sex. Like other terms and modes of speech in this period, it blurts out the thing that it's trying - out of principle, good manners or revulsion - not to mention. To some of the revolted it seemed to imply an unacceptable scientific tolerance. In a memoir published in 1955, a guardsman called Alan Roland echoed Winterton's remarks of the year before when recording his disgust at the type of man he found hitting on him: 'The police call him a homosexual - a too-pleasant term for a vile creature.' 'Queer' was so much quicker and more adaptable than this five-syllable shot at classification, which the reformer had to deal in matter of factly while to his opponents it had the savour of a slippery exemption from censure. 'Queer', of course, has now come full circle, or is on its second lap: in Parker's subtitle it has a narrower sense than its present-day usage, which embraces both bolder and subtler understandings of sexuality. In these books, it's the term used most naturally by the queers themselves.
When he called homosexuality 'filthy, disgusting, unnatural', Winterton noosed in one phrase three of the most prominent and mindlessly routine terms of condemnation. Of these keywords, 'unnatural' is the most common here, occurring more than forty times. Its assertions are both biological and ethical. It conveys contained disgust, while making a loftier and more impersonal claim - that 'love-making between persons of the same sex is a perfidious contradiction of nature.' At its most absurd it relates to the alarmist notion that the nature of British manhood, perhaps even the future of the British race, was under threat from homosexuality. Something close to a great replacement theory was embraced in 1958 by the Labour MP Frederick Bellenger, who said that if the 'malignant canker ... were allowed to grow, it would eventually kill off what is known as normal life'. During the second reading of the Sexual Offences Bill in the Commons eight years later, the alarm is shriller: legalisation would be a boost to the canker, and the 5 per cent of the populace presently thought to be queer would get 'higher and higher'; what if 'the figure jumps from 5 per cent to 50 per cent'? This is from a Tory MP, Cyril Osborne, and it's a line of thought that resurfaced two decades later in the Thatcher government's notorious Clause 28, which banned local authorities from doing anything that 'promoted' homosexuality. This fear, that with the right promotion homosexuality might really catch on, implies an unconscious conviction that the 'unnatural' is natural after all, merely awaiting, in everyone, the licence to blossom.
'Disgust(ing)' occurs 22 times in the first volume, and fourteen in the second. With its expressive fusion of the physical and the moral, it's a more visceral word, impossible to say without some amount of feeling, and conveys a strong reaction to what it generally disdains to name (indeed stresses its unnameability). Deep down the disgust is surely focused on the bodily facts of sex between men. 'Filthy', of course, occurring six times in each of Parker's volumes, has a moral dimension, but its focus is physical, and galvanises primitive fear and shame about buggery itself.
What of such sex acts, PC Darlington's 'finer arts', here veiled by euphemism or the expressionless formulae of the copper's report, but at the heart, or the bottom, of centuries of fuss? Buggery itself is never explicitly described or discussed. Taking evidence as a member of the Wolfenden Committee, Desmond Curran, who was psychiatric consultant to the Royal Navy and must have dealt with these issues before, remarks that when he was in the US 'the mouth was very popular', and asks PC Butcher: 'Is that very popular here?' Butcher, alert to the antics of foreigners of all kinds on his beat, says of course the West End is full of American servicemen, many committing 'gross indecencies in doorways' in Coventry Street after 11 p.m., but he has not yet been required by the committee to enter into the specifics of sexual acts. When pressed he agrees that 'the mouth' seems 'to go more with them, yes'. This method of squaring up to a topic while naming it only by a metonym is telling - perhaps intended, too, as a small frowning courtesy to the three lady members of the fifteen-strong committee.
Court cases are inevitably a key part of the record: often pitiful in themselves, and with potentially terrible consequences of exposure and professional ruin. Sir George Mowbray Bt, chairman of Berkshire County Council, spent a drunken hour in Piccadilly Circus underground station, where he 'smiled, nodded and looked' at other men. In court he explained he was happily married with three children and at home 'drank barley water', but at a meeting in London he'd had four large gins and two glasses of port, and afterwards thought it wise to park his car in Regent Street and go into the station for an hour to sober up. It's hard not to see this as a poignant image of a moment's disinhibition, a glimpsed opportunity which he was then unable to act on. Since nothing sexual had happened, his conviction for importuning was quashed on appeal. What effect the case had on his career, and on the attitudes of his family and friends back in the village of Mortimer Common, is not revealed.
There are other occasions where nothing sexual is spelled out, or where a well-to-do man has the misfortune to pick up a violent criminal. When Viscount Sudley was robbed by two young low-lifes he'd chatted up in a West End club, his explanation that he'd 'invited them to his house for a few friendly bouts of wrestling' was apparently taken at face value. (Sudley, as Parker points out, was the elder brother of Lord Arran, who in 1965 had introduced the private members' bill in the Lords that led two years later to the Sexual Offences Act.) Sir Edward Boulton, 'baronet-stockbroker', was gagged, bound and robbed by a guardsman he'd met in a pub and invited back to his flat for a conversation about 'landscape gardening'. This delicately ludicrous detail quite possibly conveys the actual pick-up line used by Sir Edward as a transparent cover for a bit of fun, and the euphemism is kept up respectfully in court. Class solidarity sometimes led magistrates to express their regret at inflicting ruin on MPs or men with distinguished military records. 'This case is a tragedy,' declared Mr Pratt, fining Major Fitzroy Fyers for persistently importuning in the tube station at South Kensington, but his sympathy was stern: 'Whatever penalty I inflict will be as nothing compared with the punishment he has brought upon himself by his own action.'
The attention paid to cases involving toffs, most notably Lord Montagu's trial and imprisonment in 1954, creates a tabloid impression that homosexuality was a practice of the titled and rich. This was a view encouraged by the far-right National Labour Party, which saw any possible legalisation as 'pampering of pansies' and ignoring the working class, 'who as yet are still healthy in their instincts, thank God!' But Parker points out that court records show the working classes were just as up for it. Douglas Plummer, in his frank book Queer People (1963), insisted that 'for every Hugh Walpole there are many thousands of ordinary labourers or lorry drivers or salesmen who are also homosexual.' It's a world where Walpole is still a touchstone, of class, artistic status and, 22 years after his death, of an exposed sexuality.
Parker  uses two remorselessly productive diarists to cast light on very different class experiences. Henry 'Chips' Channon was dead at 61, nine years before the 1967 Act decriminalised the kind of affairs he'd been having before, during and after his marriage to the fabulously wealthy Honor Guinness. Parker gives us extracts from Chips's diaries, during the period when he was having an affair with Terence Rattigan, fourteen years his junior, already a famous playwright and according to Chips a 'very great Roman beauty'. A long-term and 'fair very beautiful' boyfriend called Peter Coats was also on the scene, and Chips vacillated in his usual fashion. The diaries are frank - 'Terry ... smelt seductive, and was altogether unforgettably enchanting' - but not sexually explicit. Chips notes 'extravagant "romps"' and 'frolics in the afternoon', memoranda which oddly have the ring of news-stand headlines when others less fortunate were caught out. He gets wind that his affair with Rattigan is becoming too widely talked about - 'public property, and almost ahead, a scandal' - though he doesn't fret for very long. He intended his diary to be read and published fifty years after his death, but maintains a degree of prudence even when showing off. 'I went home with Nigel Davies to his flat in Curzon Street and had an amazing connection and etc etc etc.'
Channon was drawn to men in his own elite circle, but the trend in these books is for well-to-do men to seek sex and romance outside their own class, among soldiers and working men, often paying for it. The writer James Pope-Hennessy, living in Ladbroke Grove with a former paratrooper called Lenny, loved inviting cabbies back to the flat and asking them what they did in bed: 'how I adore getting a total stranger to speak freely about sex.' When he gets out around the pubs or into the major cruising area at Marble Arch he finds himself excited by 'cocky little London boys ... grubby but desirable', but is disgusted by the commerce of the 'pavement world': 'they are only interested in one thing, money; and there is no justification for romanticising this profession whatever.' At Marble Arch he might well have strolled unnoticing past George Lucas, a civil servant who was there a great deal and who did romanticise soldiers ('civilians leave me cold'). Lucas kept a gloomily detailed diary from 1948 until 2014. He was despised by his parents - his mother said 'she would rather I was a murderer than a homo' - and was clearly and doggedly in search of companionship and sympathy all his life. At 23 he was already the Pooter of the postwar London queer scene: 'I have succeeded in forming an acquaintanceship with a young Grenadier Guardsman. His charm is undeniable; and I am not wholly despondent of bringing about some amorous relationship between us.' His novelettish phrasing makes one fear for his skills as a lover and a chatter-upper. But his diaries, exposing his generally reactionary views and conventional mind, cast light on a life very different from that of the artists and aristos who flit through the same bars and parks, and through whose writings we tend to get our sense of the period and its networks.
The increasing number of frank, fact-based books and articles in the second decade of Parker's narrative are mainly by gay men, most of them using a pseudonym. Plummer (real name John Montgomery) opens Queer People with a declaration: 'I am a homosexual, a so-called "queer" or "pansy". I admit it without shame, although I must hide behind a false name because of fear of the law, vindictiveness and ignorance.' He tells the truth, about himself, and about the now familiar ancestry of great gays, Michelangelo, Tchaikovsky and so on, brought up to date with figures such as Edward Marsh and Ivor Novello, as well as unnamed heroic soldiers and airmen still living. He works out that a million men and a million women in Britain are queer, and turns the tables in one indignant phrase: 'I sometimes think we homosexuals are absurdly tolerant.' Frustrated common sense had marked an essay by the married but gay-friendly Edward Hyams in a special issue of the New Statesman in 1960 on 'The Homosexual and the Law': the deemed 'seriousness' of the homosexual 'problem' appears 'to be entirely bogus. There is no problem except in so far as one is created and daily recreated by the ridiculous law.' Hyams decried 'officious nosey-parkering into the individual's management of his own life', and saw that those who advocated 'cures' for homosexuals were really punishers under a guise of compassion.
Later the same year A Minority by 'Gordon Westwood' (the sociologist Michael Schofield) presented the results of interviews with 127 queer men, with statistical breakdowns of where and how often they found partners, and of patterns of friendship and courtship which turned out to be much like hetero ones. The result is pleasingly complex, containing a range of experiences and feelings no novelist of the period came close to representing. Homosexual clubs, though not named, are central; some men like them, some almost live in them, others admit clubs 'revolt me up to a point' or find the men there night after night are 'like lost souls'. One says he goes now and then as he might to a museum, 'to see if they've changed the exhibits': anyone who's frequented a particular gay bar or club will know just what he means, and himself run the risk of becoming such a specimen. The lexicon is examined ('queer' versus the now spreading 'gay'), and districts specified - 'when I walk through Notting Hill Gate I feel I'm at a gigantic homosexual party.'
Gaydar was yet to be defined but had always been employed: gays knew one another by their eyes ('liquid', 'hunted', 'sharing'), by walk, voice, hairstyle, eyebrow inflection, the way they held a cigarette. This has an unmissable relation to the notorious Sunday Mirror feature on 'How to Spot a Possible Homo', published in 1963 after the exposure of the civil servant John Vassall as a Soviet agent and illustrated with a photo of him lying on his bed in white underpants, 'a spy and homo - a gilt-edged specimen of his type'. This gay-basher's guide to 'THE CRAWLER', 'THE FUSSY DRESSER' etc sums up and hopes to activate prejudice, but is perhaps less revealing than the Daily Herald's 'What I Found inside Vassall's Flat', a flinching semiology of telltale possessions: cut-out photos of 'stocky hirsute Rugby players', cuddly toys 'one would not expect to find in a man's flat', bedroom and bathroom full of perfume bottles, 'all there for anybody to see' just like in 'a woman's flat': 'I washed my hands and the smell lasted for two days.'
At the end of 1960 Simon Raven wrote a remarkable piece for Encounter on male prostitutes in London, distinguishing five types with the alert eye of a Mayhew addressing an undescribed trade. He deduces that all come from homes where they were unwanted or misunderstood. There are soldiers, who think of the work as no more than a form of masturbation, but have, Raven says, 'a definite if narrow homosexual streak'; there are boys with jobs as shop-walkers or as 'low-grade couturiers' which give them notions of sophistication, and they have no 'uneasy conscience' about their sex work. There are poor and unintelligent boys; there are layabouts; and there are the full-time prostitutes, 'sometimes to be found living in very good circumstances indeed'. Raven gives names - Tom, Rodney, Len, Micky and Conrad - to his five exemplars, and pictures their lives and their probable futures with dry wit and what readers may have felt was an unusually fine grasp of detail. His types hover somewhere between reportage and fiction, each showing a different reaction when offered a bath by their client in his 'nicely furnished bachelor apartment'. Len 'ungraciously accepts, on the off-chance of being able to palm a razor or a comb', and after he's performed lopes off with the money, 'a purloined nail-brush in his trouser pocket, and some thirty loose cigarettes, scooped out of the open and opulent box, already crumbling to pieces in the rotting lining of his jacket'.
By the time of The New London Spy, an eccentric guide to the city's pleasures published in 1966, the chapter on 'Homosexual London' is bursting with barely coded inside knowledge. The book's contributors are listed but the chapters themselves unassigned; my guess is that the survey of the queer scene is by Anthony Blond, also the book's publisher. Its tone is both hip and cagey, totally au fait with bars, clubs and cruising spots that the writer cannot yet name: it's a tantalising guide, innuendo just short of the really useful statement. On the north side of the Thames 'there are two pubs which attract queers with more esoteric interests' - i.e. 'the leather, plastic and rubber cult' - but the 'homosexual motor-cyclist enthusiasts' who might like to drop in are left scanning the shore for the exact locations. In a Fulham Road 'bar club', 'dancing is not discouraged. In fact, on busy Saturday nights it becomes like a rugger scrum and has even been known to approach the orgiastic': the horny tourist consulting his map then discovers that the Fulham Road is more than two miles long. Throughout we get glimpses of practices not seen elsewhere in the guide, a world waiting to be uncovered by writers and readers as much as by the expectant visitor. A tart note is sounded: West End Turkish baths cannot rival those of 'Paris, Hamburg, Amsterdam or Vienna but they might possibly please gerontophiles or collectors of Edwardiana' (those museum exhibits again). The well-travelled writer is on the side of the young, who have grown up 'with a much more sophisticated awareness of sexual deviation' than their parents and grandparents. He bemoans the age-old tendency of a gerontocracy to impose its laws on a young generation with quite different values, and signs off with the hope that 'perhaps, in a year or two, the archaic laws of the country will be changed' and the manifold dangers to the homosexual in London alleviated.
It would  be interesting to see further evidence - it is perhaps fragile, or irrecoverable - as to the role the various clarifying books of the late 1950s and 1960s played in the lives of the people they describe, as well as in the larger social context. When the literature in which queer men found themselves depicted and explained was so exiguous, any book on the subject took on an extraordinary charge. The blue-spined Pelican of D.J. West's Homosexuality (1955) was my way of introducing the matter almost imperceptibly into the family home - left behind in my bedroom bookcase for a dusting mother to find while I was away at boarding school. Not that West's thoughts on the 'frustration and tragedy inherent in this mode of life' would have been reassuring to her. 'No one in his right mind would choose to be homosexual,' he wrote, and I took away from the book a feeling that I wasn't quite ready for the existence it described. Still, it was better than the advice in the book my parents had left almost invisibly for me to find, in a small built-in cupboard in the dining room: Confidential Chats with Boys (1911) by the American physician and sex-pamphleteer William Lee Howard. Dr Howard urged teenage boys to 'sleep on the floor, anywhere: go without sleeping' rather than share a bed with another boy or a man. And if it couldn't be avoided, 'keep awake with your eyes on something you can hit him with. At the slightest word or act out of the way, HIT him; hit him so hard that he will carry the scar for life.'
In 1947, as Parker relates, a young man called Hibbert did just that to an actor called Shuttleworth, after taking up his offer of sharing his room at a hotel: he 'struck him on the head with a piece of gas piping' before trying to strangle him. In court Mr Christmas Humphreys, for Hibbert, said Shuttleworth was 'a moral pervert' whom the jury would no doubt consider 'a loathsome specimen of humanity'; it took them one minute to find Hibbert not guilty of wounding with intent. 'I taught him a lesson he will never forget,' Hibbert said. Sixteen years later George Brinham, a former chairman of the Labour Party, met 16-year-old Laurence Somers in the street, took him out to tea and the pictures, and back in his flat put his arms around him and said: 'Give us a kiss.' Somers struck him three or four times on the head with a glass decanter and killed him. The defence argued that 'one is entitled to kill if a man commits a forcible and atrocious crime against you.' The judge agreed that 'this is about as clear a case of provocation as it is possible to have' and told the jury to ignore the murder charge; Somers was then found not guilty of manslaughter. You can see why a parent with no homosexual brothers or uncles or even acquaintances might worry about a fate like those of Shuttleworth and Brinham for their only son. Lives unfolded in a vacuum of knowledge, a fog of 'delicacy' pierced now and again by alarming factoids; fear and misapprehension thrived.
The various, often forgotten novels that Parker gives extracts from are hard to assess overall from such short scenes; they give off a mixed sense of exploratory bravery and uncertainty about what can acceptably be said. Some writers clearly felt they were taking great personal risks. James Courage, a New Zealander living in London, was tormented with anxiety and guilt about his novel A Way of Love, published in 1959: despite a good review in the Observer, 'I feel as though I had thrown myself, as a homosexual, on the hostile mercy of the world: committed myself irretrievably to perdition, as it were; an anal outcast ... Yet what have I to lose?' He viewed his sexuality as a 'tragedy', and felt even 'a prison sentence couldn't be a worse fate (punishment)' than the depression and inertia that dogged him. But he knew he must write, and publish, the novel: 'It was in me and had to come out.' Others showed a good deal more confidence, and their work transcends mere period interest. In Angus Wilson's first novel, Hemlock and After (1952), fellow gay writers and readers found their world described with a liberating candour and naturalness new to British literary fiction; Parker excerpts a climactic scene in which the married but homosexual writer Bernard Sands is the excited witness to a young gay man's arrest for importuning in Leicester Square - a moment almost too complex to be properly grasped in a short extract. There is also Andrew Salkey's Escape to an Autumn Pavement (1960), a marvellously subtle and original novel about the liminal sexual status of a Jamaican immigrant man, torn between a white boyfriend and an affair with an exploitative landlady.
And there is Gillian Freeman's The Leather Boys, published in 1961 under the pawky pseudonym Eliot George, and written at the request of its publisher (Anthony Blond again), who wanted a 'Romeo and Romeo in the South London suburbs'. This is a far less sophisticated book than Wilson's and Salkey's, but you feel at once, in the brief extract Parker includes, the power of an idea of queer romance that has been oddly absent up until now. We see two young men, unmarried Dick and unhappily married Reggie, sharing a bed, we see them kiss, and for the first time - after nearly five hundred pages, already into the second volume of Parker's history - the words 'I love you' are spoken by one man to another. The monochrome world of suspicion and hatred, of snatched and risky excitements, is belatedly suffused with a glow of tender and completely natural feeling.
Two pages later Dirk Bogarde, star of Basil Dearden's 1961 film Victim, celebrated as the first to tackle the plight of male homosexuals under British law, is taking credit for inserting into the script a stretch of dialogue in which a man says 'I love you' to another man for the first time on film. 'I said: "There's no point in half-measures. We either make a film about queers or we don't."' Even so, the idea that a film about queers should be a film about love comes as a novelty, and a shock. In Victim, the word 'homosexual' is first uttered, half an hour in, by a senior policeman, the humane and sagacious DI Harris. The original trailer shuns the H-word, asking histrionically: 'What crime linked an ageing hairdresser and a famous star of the theatre?' The answer is blackmail, made so easy by anti-gay laws, and it can still come as a surprise that this, and not love between men, is what drives this gripping and historically important thriller. Otherwise the subject of homosexuality, by now of some urgency in contemporary debate, is handled largely through various kinds of euphemism - 'the way I am' or 'how we are' by the gays themselves, and a litany of abuse by anti-gays such as the venomous Miss Benham, a blackmailer herself, who says her victims 'make me feel physically ill' and must 'pay for their filthy blasphemy'. As Some Men in London helps us to see, the film is a clever distillate of contemporary attitudes, and of the language in which they were couched; being made 'physically ill' or 'physically sick' is in the extreme category of reactions, and one assumes rhetorical rather than clinical. (In 1965 Lord Goddard, a former lord chief justice born in 1887, complained that judges of homosexual cases had to 'sit and listen to these stories which make one feel physically sick'.) Victim is of course sharply critical of the existing law, and its central character, the brilliant 39-year-old barrister Melville Farr (played by Bogarde), is caught in the tragic paradox of a gay man who in order to bring down a blackmailer must destroy his own career.
What Victim never offers is an image, even a rumour, of love between men as a positive, happy or even practicable thing. Though the possible consequences of homosexual acts are painfully evident - Henry, the ageing hairdresser, has been to prison four times - there is clearly no possibility of even a friendly glance between queers being shown on screen. Farr reassures his frightened wife that he has never acted on the homosexual leanings he admitted to her before they married. A knowing post-1967 reading of the scant facts given might lead us to think he has in fact had an affair with Jack Barrett, the young working-class man he has repeatedly given lifts to late at night, but the emotional logic of the film requires us to take his word for it that he hasn't: 'I stopped seeing him because I wanted him.' The snapshot taken with a telephoto lens by the blackmailer merely shows Farr in his car with his arm round Barrett, who is crying. Even this tender and touching image is kept from the audience - the photograph is glimpsed for no more than a moment as it shrivels in the fire and the closing credits roll. Bogarde's insisted-on scene in which one man says 'I love you' to another didn't make the cut.
When Victim is released, Parker's voices of protest, sympathy and common sense are gaining in force, matched, as a change in the law seems more likely, by an ever wilder pitch of quasi-biblical commination ('sink of filth' etc). Parker illuminates this moment, of faint optimism hedged by nervous fear of a hostile reaction, by printing extracts from the letters the British Board of Film Censors, which liked to discuss synopses before production, sent to Victim's makers. It's clear that the censors were anxious to a craven degree that the film shouldn't shock, or create any trouble for Lord Morrison, the incoming president of the BBFC, who would have to defend it. John Trevelyan, its secretary, wrote to the film's producer that, while 'intelligent people' regard homosexuality 'with sympathy and compassion', to the great majority of cinemagoers it is 'shocking, distasteful and disgusting'. As elsewhere in these pages, you hear a man hoping to be taken for one of the 'intelligent' lot while suggesting, in the force of his language, his covert concurrence with the majority view, or at least a fear of being seen to dissent from it.
Trevelyan was alarmed that the film outline gave an impression of a 'world peopled with no one but "queers"'. 'The less we have of groups of "queers" in bars and clubs and elsewhere the better': 'keep the homosexual relationships as far as possible in the background.' When Janet Green submitted her script these objections were amplified: 'Frankly we would not want this amount of emphasis on homosexual practices nor the somewhat frank dialogue about it that is in the present script.' The censors certainly got their way there, as no trace of either thing survives in the finished film. It's as if, in order to deal with the subject at all, the film has to keep it entirely out of view. Parker gives extracts from a hostile reader's report on a revised script: 'the only character who has any real impact is the Sandy Youth.' This is the sinister, motorcycle-riding blackmailer, clearly himself queer, who was played by Derren Nesbitt. 'Goodness knows what encouragement this film may give to potential blackmailers of the Sandy Youth type.' There again is the immobilising paradox that the film dramatises and Some Men in London repeatedly documents: the law not only makes queers criminals but stimulates the committing of further crimes against them. It's cheering, therefore, to read that the very gloom of Victim had a positive effect on public opinion, stirring sympathy and indignation - Lord Arran believed the film to be responsible for a critical swing from 48 to 63 per cent in favour of decriminalisation.
At one point in Victim, Farr is called to the mews house of Lord Fullbrook, a philanthropic businessman, and the scene that follows is a striking and surely unprecedented one: four well-to-do gay men discussing the blackmail that three of them are the victims of, and one indirectly touched by. It turns out that Farr hadn't known before arriving that Fullbrook, who is a friend of his, is queer (in response to his surprise, Fullbrook interestingly employs a much older term: 'You're a sophisticated man. You know the invert is part of nature'). One wonders what percentage of the original audience knew, or guessed, that two of the actors, Dennis Price and Bogarde himself, were queer too. It must have been a curious scene to shoot, with actors openly discussing matters that in their real lives they were obliged to keep very quiet about.
How far  were people, gay or straight, prepared to stick their necks out? When in 1958 A.E. Dyson (a shy 29-year-old gay academic) solicited signatories to a letter to the Times urging the government to act on the Wolfenden recommendations, he had more than thirty acceptances, including from Noel Annan, A.J. Ayer, Isaiah Berlin, Maurice Bowra, J.B. Priestley, Stephen Spender, A.J.P. Taylor and Angus Wilson - in the full list, unlike in this sample, the heteros outnumber the homos. Encouraged by this apparently principled and broad-minded response, Dyson set up the Homosexual Law Reform Society, and applied to some of these supporters to support him further. Parker prints Taylor's reply: 'I don't feel strongly enough to sit on a Honorary Committee or allow my name to be used further. I can think of so many causes that matter more. Indeed I can hardly think of one that matters less.' Others were more timid, even 'cowardly', as Nigel Nicolson admitted ('it would be sticking my neck out unnecessarily. I do not feel so strongly about the rights of homosexuals as to risk everything in their defence') or ingeniously evasive, like John Lehmann ('I am of the opinion that it will be wise if bachelors refrain from appearing among the public signatories of the appeal').
There are various surprising moments, when someone you'd been counting on to be sensible says something awful. Priestley, in 1947, toes a popular line in stating in the press that we need a theatre that 'is something better than an exhibition of sexual oddities and perversions', but redeems himself later when he agrees to Dyson's proposal that he become a founder member of the HLRS. John Osborne had, as Parker says, 'a complex and somewhat obsessive relationship with homosexuality'. His very queer A Patriot for Me (1965) was seen by the theatre's censors as a 'Pansies' Charter of Freedom', and was indeed a calculated provocation which played a central role in the abolition of the lord chancellor's veto. Osborne ridiculed the simplistic morality of an attack on homosexuals in the theatre by someone called John Deane Potter. ('These are evil men,' Potter wrote. 'They have spun their web through the West End today until it is a simmering scandal.') But he took an unexpected turn at the end of his riposte: 'Ever since I started work in the theatrical profession I have tried to attack the dominance of homosexuals in all its field.' He did so because 'highly talented homosexuals' had produced a stagnation in the art form: 'unreal chintzy plays, gorgeous decor, and a glamorous selection of theatrical lords and ladies glittering over all. I detest this kind of theatre ... and I shall go on attacking it because it is bad, boring and unadventurous art.' It's a slippery moment, where Osborne sides with the queers on solid moral grounds but attacks them as the propounders of the kind of theatre he is committed to doing away with; distaste for what he sees as typically gay glamour and chintz is dignified as a sterner principle. It was too bothersome a point for John Gordon: 'He makes it plain that the public could end the power and crowing of the queers of the theatre by ceasing to support and applaud them. I doff my hat to him for that.'
One of Parker's repeated points is how essential gay men had long been to the cultural life of the country, so the paranoia of anti-gays clearly had something to work on. In 1955, the outgoing deputy general administrator of the Royal Opera House, Steuart Wilson, told the People that 'the influence of perverts in the world of music has grown beyond all measure. If it is not curbed soon, Covent Garden and other precious musical heritages could suffer irreparable harm.' The People then claimed to give the view of the composer Walford Davies, that 'singers who are perverted often get work because of this. And new works by composers are given prominence by some people if the writer is perverted' - though since Davies, a former Master of the King's Musick and popular broadcaster, had been dead for fourteen years the remark may well have been clumsily concocted to lend weight to the journalist's own opinion about the postwar period. Two works of notably queer provenance which premiered at Covent Garden, Benjamin Britten's Billy Budd (1951), the libretto co-written by Forster, and more particularly his ill-received Coronation opera, Gloriana (1953), the libretto by William Plomer after Lytton Strachey, were surely what he had in mind.
Parker picks up the insinuations in an anonymous review in the TLS of a 1949 study of Britten's life and works, which attacked 'the extraordinary emotional unbalance of the whole plot' of Peter Grimes: 'composer and librettist seem to be attaching some mystical value to the mere fact of being in opposition to society.' The reviewer was the critic Martin Cooper, who had form in this area, having four years earlier decried Tchaikovsky's later symphonies (previously found by major British critics to be masterly, impersonal and supremely inventive) as 'hysterical ... Quite unbalanced and, in the last resort, ugly ... This man is ill, we feel: must we be shown all his sores without exception?' This pathological view of Tchaikovsky's music is one I grew up with, or grew into, encouraged and given new interest by an upper-sixth outing to see Ken Russell's garishly sensational The Music Lovers (1971). Britten's work too, in the fibre of my adolescence, came tinged with an ambivalence that was inseparably musical and personal. All this now feels part of a not quite unpackable density of rumours and impressions, covert excitements and more or less open speculation. Queer men were alert for any sign of the illicit subject, relying on a sort of cultural gaydar that detected and fed on subtext and suggestion; but a hostile straight man could sense something too, and be moved, like Cooper, to disgust instead of identification.
What the public actually saw and thought about queer stars is hard to know; performers who both in their own worlds and to gay eyes are conspicuously queer have often been heart-throbs for heterosexual women. Perhaps the very unattainability of a star makes it immaterial. In an enchanting piece in the People in 1950, a New Zealand journalist called Elizabeth Parsons quizzed 'Britain's three most eligible bachelors' about what they might be looking for in a wife. The bachelors are Ivor Novello, Terence Rattigan and Norman Hartnell. Parsons catches Novello in his dressing room applying his make-up before a show. He tells her: 'There are few happy marriages in our profession ... I'd rather free-lance, as they say.' The 'faultlessly tailored' Rattigan says the woman he marries will have to be 'very understanding and capable of putting up with all my vagaries. We writers keep very odd hours and sometimes demand complete freedom for weeks at a time.' When it comes to Hartnell, 'the Queen's dressmaker and world's leading designer', Parsons decides that his fixation on female perfection makes marriage to a real-life woman impossible. And besides, he says that 'a girl with a strong personality can be a blooming nuisance.' The whole article is so guileless as to seem almost satirical. Is it a display of pure innocence, unruffled by suspicion, or an arch provocation?
The Gielgud episode 
, three years later, lacks any such ambiguity. Bringing together two major areas of Parker's history, the dimly lavatorial and the West End stage, it's an explicit outing. In court Gielgud claimed to be a clerk on a salary of PS1000 per annum, and the magistrate, perhaps infected by the rare experience of sharing the stage with a stellar and recently knighted actor, went along with the pretence, accepting his story that this was a one-off event caused by tiredness and drinking too much (the familiar plea). He fined him PS10 for being drunk and disorderly and advised him to see a doctor about his problem - the drinking, that is, not the cottaging. Noel Coward wrote Gielgud a gratefully acknowledged letter of support, but in his diary fulminated about a 'day of horror': 'This imbecile behaviour of John's has let us all down with a crash.' It might have been all right, might even have helped the case for a change in the law, if 'poor wretched John' had been caught 'decently in bed' with a man, but this 'descent into dirt and slime can only do dreadful harm from every point of view. The lack of dignity, the utter squalor and contemptible lack of self-control are really too horrible to contemplate.' Coward, who never came out, appears torn between compassion, blame and the vehement disgust of columnists like John Gordon, who feasted on the case. He seems to own a vague idea of tactics towards legal change, but his shock at the spectacle of personal exposure registers more powerfully than his worries about a setback for the cause.
The magistrate told Gielgud that his sexual activities were 'dangerous to other men, particularly young men', and the corruption of youth is a recurrent theme, or alarm, throughout these books. In 1950, Herbert Read, reviewing the unexpurgated text of Oscar Wilde's De Profundis, described Lord Alfred Douglas, who had died only five years before, as 'the most complete cad in history'. The birth-control pioneer Marie Stopes, who'd been a friend of Douglas's and thought his sonnets 'second only to those of Shakespeare', responded with furious words about the 'abnormal and filthy practices' Wilde had indulged in with stable boys. A brave and equally furious reply by the gay painter John Minton attacked her 'bigoted moral fervour', made worse by her 'pretensions to a scientific approach'. Stopes was then provoked into setting out her view that many homosexuals 'corrupt and destroy wholesome, normal young people', and that there were 'many homosexuals, potentially normal, who have been corrupted' - a revealingly muddled phrase. This is an intriguing instance of Wilde still generating not just debate but active revulsion, half a century after his death; even nine years later the BBFC feared that a film about Wilde could be 'corrupting to handsome young roughs with idle minds and not much in the way of principles'. The idea of corruptibility, of being changed in orientation by example or interference or by mere adolescent messing about, was looked into by the Wolfenden Committee, and the eminent gay eye surgeon Patrick Trevor-Roper refuted it trenchantly as 'totally devoid of any truth'.
The bishop of Rochester, in the Lords debate on the Wolfenden report, was having none of this. It grows wearisome typing out this stuff, but I'll give a flavour of his pitch:
There is no more baneful or contagious an influence in the world than that which emanates from homosexual practice. It makes a life of leprosy. The most reverend Primate was quite right: there are such things as sodomy clubs ... They draw in those who would otherwise be immune and turn them themselves into corrupters of their fellows ... sucked in and held on to, as it were, by an octopus of corruption.

The leprous octopus sees off (or does it?) the newish idea about there being a homosexual element in everyone's make-up: 'homosexuals can be made,' the bishop insists. And then he goes for a moment into one of the little flourishes of excitable imagination that provide incidental joys in these books. If only 'your Lordships had known the problem we had in Chatham during the war, when men came down in great numbers to sleuth young naval ratings'. 'Sleuth' is especially good, with an air both technical and euphemistic; a means, very typical of their lordships here, of firmly asserting things they know nothing about and have quite possibly just made up.
Gutter-press journalists, such as Douglas Warth, fastened on cases where people in authority had indeed sexually abused boys, making them out as representative of the larger threat posed to society. The hostile conflation of paedophilia and homosexuality (still with us) was a persistent part of the campaign against decriminalisation. Parker unsettles the picture in interesting ways, partly by drawing on accounts of underage experiences of love and sexual pleasure. Michael Hastings's novel The Frauds (1960) features a gay 14-year-old, while Robert Hutton's 1958 autobiography, Of Those Alone, gives a straightforward picture of his teenage longings, hanging round in stations and at last being seduced at the age of sixteen by a man of 35: 'I knew that this was what, both physically and mentally, I had been looking for ... I was no longer alone.' In The Homosexual Society (1962), commissioned by the Home Office Research Unit, Richard Hauser records cheerful interviews with particularly young rent boys: 'I was a Camp [prostitute] since I was ten or eleven. The dirty old rich men went quite mad and were after me all the time.' 'It often gave me great pleasure but after a while you get used to it and it is just like smoking a cigarette.' The work brings money, perks, clothes, self-esteem. 'Before I was a nobody, now I am a queer. But this is the life!' It's rather as if the boys in Fagin's kitchen had decided to explore their sexuality.
Parker also documents a prominent case of protracted abuse, by the former Conservative MP Sir Ian Horobin, who had been a Japanese POW for four years, and was the warden of Mansfield House in Plaistow, a boys' home founded in the 1880s by students of Mansfield College, Oxford. In 1962 he was convicted on 'ten charges of indecency and committing grave offences with boys and young men' at Mansfield, where he had quarters on the top floor, and lured or summoned boys as young as thirteen to his room. Parker quotes the report in the Times, in which decency homogenises all the offences into 'indecency'. Horobin claimed he was 'virtually married' to one boy, also charged, who'd been fourteen at the start of their relationship. The consensual pretexts of adult gay pickups were creepily repurposed: boys would be offered a ride in Horobin's Rolls-Royce, or invited to his room to look at some stamp albums. Horobin himself was unrepentant - 'it is natural for some people to love boys in this way' - and objected sulkily that he had 'helped far more boys than he had ever ruined'. He'd recently been offered a peerage for his work at Mansfield, but got four years in prison instead. On release he moved to Tangier - in part, he said, 'to avoid the smell of urine'. He told John Betjeman, 'I broke the law with my eyes open all my life until I went to prison. I broke it in prison. I broke it immediately I came out of prison, and I have not the slightest intention of ever paying any attention to it' - a position not quite as heroic as it at first sounds. Parker devotes a fair bit of space to Horobin, which reminds us that, though his larger purpose is to describe injustice and the fight against it, his duty as historian is to show the way queer life was apprehended by the public through newspapers and other media. In a culture in which the exploitation and corruption of youth was a central talking point of anti-gay hostility, there were glaring instances of just such crimes, and they nourished the larger atmosphere of resistance to legalisation.
Both volumes  have an appendix of biographical notes on the main people featured in the text, amazingly interesting and amusing digests full of unexpected ironies and connections. Individual lives, caught in the body of the text at the significant moment of an affair or the opening of a trial, stretch in these notes into longer perspectives that fit no particular pattern, but often cross: it was pleasing to learn that the half-Ghanaian actor Paul Danquah, most famous for his role in Tony Richardson's A Taste of Honey, was later a consultant for the World Bank, and lived at different times with both John Minton and Francis Bacon. Such is Parker's encyclopedic knowledge of this world. He made a wonderful start as a biographer in 1989, with a Life of J.R. Ackerley, an important literary editor and a brilliant minor writer. It was a book acutely responsive to the cultural and social milieux of English life in the early and mid-20th century, and showed a fascination with the networks of homosexual writers and artists and their friends and lovers - a subject, only some twenty years after the Sexual Offences Act, still ripe for exploration. Ackerley in fact died in 1967, aged 71, little more than a month before the conclusion of Parker's second volume, which again mines what Henry James styled the 'visitable past', that rich period, at each juncture, still just within reach. Fifteen years after Ackerley came Isherwood, a mighty biography of a writer ten years younger, who escaped from the English scene altogether and was much more famously gay. It's a magnificent book too, but I don't think it's just the change of continent that makes Isherwood a slightly remoter subject for Parker than Ackerley, in all his odd but embedded Englishness.
Isherwood makes a brief reappearance here in the first volume, on a return visit to London, at dinner chez Stephen Spender, where he finds the atmosphere stuffy and sterile, though it's rich in the kind of connections Parker enjoys: Ackerley is a fellow guest, along with Angus Wilson and William Plomer. The world conjured up by Some Men in London makes it eminently clear why London, while being a magnet for so many gay men, was also a place to get out of. Thom Gunn, a fellow escapee from England to California, is briefly back in town in 1964: 'I had all my lunches and dinners,' he writes to his partner, Mike Kitay, in San Francisco, 'which was awful enough.' At one of them John Lehmann insists on kissing him - a disconcerting 'dry peck'. 'I wish he wouldn't.' On another visit three years later, Gunn has lunch with the Australian novelist Randolph Stow, 'rather nice, very bright, very unattractive', who pumps him full of whisky and then starts kissing him too. No doubt Gunn seemed to these other men, one older, one younger, to embody a liberated sexuality, a taking-for-granted from which he in fact recoiled. As in all Parker's work you get an appreciation of the intergenerational interest, fundamental to his narrative but also to his own procedures as researcher and visitor to that steadily receding past.
His coda to Some Men in London is a downbeat one. After the passing of the 1967 Act, Arran acknowledged that 'no amount of legislation will prevent homosexuals from being the subject of dislike and derision.' He urged them to 'comport themselves quietly and with dignity. This is no occasion for jubilation; certainly not for celebration ... any form of public flaunting would be utterly distasteful' and would make the sponsors of the bill regret their efforts; 'while there may be nothing bad in being homosexual, there is certainly nothing good.' Two days later, the 41-year-old Kenneth Williams wrote in his diary that he and Joe Orton agreed that legalisation 'would accomplish little'; he himself was still 'full of guilt and shame' and sexually paralysed. Two weeks later the 34-year-old Orton, whose own cheerfully frank escapades glint through the latter part of the second volume, was murdered with a hammer by his partner, Kenneth Halliwell, who then killed himself.
It's a grim note to end on, and it is the case that the following years saw a steep increase in prosecutions for non-private homosexual acts: the thwarted PCs were working flat out in the capital's urinals. Parker has done us the great service of seeking out and trekking through a vast amount of material, and making from it a powerful and complex portrait of an era. But it's hard not to feel that a third volume, covering the politics, the culture, the jubilation, the public flaunting and the large social easings of the next fifteen years until the onset of Aids, would be almost as interesting. The New London Spy had a second edition in 1971; its 'Men for Men' chapter is snappy, saucy and, with no need for euphemism, half the length of the version five years earlier. It tells it like it is, about pubs and clubs, and even about the police. 'Cock-teasing is a national pastime ... Usually reliable sources reveal that many of the things you hear about our delicious policemen are mostly true. But, as there is still a soupcon of "baiting", follow those flat footsteps carefully.'
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Red Pants on Sundays
Julian Barnes

3385 wordsWhen Kenneth Clark 
, then director of the National Gallery, arranged to visit the Barnes Foundation in the mid-1930s, he knew to be careful. Albert Barnes was famously tricky and belligerent. Furthermore, Clark and his wife, Jane, were staying with an arch-rival of Barnes's, Joseph Widener, who was, as Clark puts it in his memoirs, 'a collector of the old style, so courteous as to be practically indistinguishable from his butler'. So the next morning they took the precaution of leaving Widener's car a quarter of a mile from Barnes's house. When they arrived, the door was opened and, 'after careful scrutiny by a man who could be properly described as a roughneck (one could have struck a match on his neck), we were admitted.' They found their host 'alone in his fabulous gallery sitting on a kitchen chair, listening to a tape recording of his own speech of welcome to [the dealer] Vollard'. They tiptoed away and started looking at the pictures. Twenty minutes later, they were suddenly confronted by Barnes 'with beetling brows'. Jane Clark had the tactical nous to praise the rich man's shirt. 'Yes, it's a good one,' Barnes replied, 'And I wear red pants on Sundays.' This was the start of a five-year friendship which Clark describes as 'almost embarrassingly warm. I put it like that because Dr Barnes was not at all an attractive character. His stories of how he had extracted Cezannes and Renoirs from penniless widows made one's blood run cold. But his passionate love of painting made him supportable.'
The fact that the 'embarrassing' friendship lasted five years is a tribute to Clark's diplomatic ways. Others, even the most distinguished, did not last that long. A few years later, Bertrand Russell, who was lecturing in America, found himself trapped there by the outbreak of war. His situation was made worse because of his publicly expressed views on sex and marriage: for instance, the proposition, in Marriage and Morals, that 'the total amount of undesired sex endured by women is probably greater in marriage than in prostitution.' Further, as Russell recalled in his autobiography, 'I was thought wicked for saying that very young infants should not be punished for masturbation. A typical American witch hunt was instituted against me, and I became taboo throughout the whole of the United States.' His planned lecture tour collapsed, and no magazine or newspaper would publish him; the registrar of New York County said that he 'should be tarred and feathered and driven out of the country'. At which point Barnes stepped in and offered Russell a job at his foundation. His lectures there were subsequently written up as A History of Western Philosophy.
Russell described Barnes as 'a strange character. He had a dog to whom he was passionately devoted and a wife who was passionately devoted to him. He liked to patronise coloured people and treated them as equals, because he was quite sure that they were not ... He demanded constant flattery and had a passion for quarrelling.' Russell had been warned that his benefactor usually tired of people before long, so had secured a five-year contract. He duly lasted two before Barnes fired him. Russell in his autobiography gives no casus belli, but there was disharmony from the start between Lady Russell and Barnes, who liked to instruct her on how to bring up her three-year-old child. The unforeseeable tipping point turned out to be her habit of knitting (for the allied troops) during her husband's lectures. She received an official reprimand from the board of directors of the Barnes Foundation - 'Your constant movements in knitting during the course of the lecture were annoying and a distraction from attention to the speaker' - and she was banned from attending her husband's classes. It was the beginning of the end.
But you did not need to have met Albert Barnes for him to take against you. In late 1927 Ford Madox Ford, then in New York, telegraphed for permission to visit the foundation. Barnes cabled back: 'Would rather burn my collection than let Ford Madox Ford see it.'
Barnes was born in the poorest part of Philadelphia in 1872. His father was a Civil War veteran with a wooden arm and a three-quarter disability pension who worked in menial jobs before declining into alcoholism; his mother was an ardent Methodist who supplied Albert with love and ambition and such balance as he had. He went through the public education system, became a chemist, worked for a Philadelphia drugmaker, then set up with a colleague, Hermann Hille. Between them they invented a treatment for gonorrhoea. Their product, Argyrol, became a market leader for decades and made Barnes rich, then very rich, then an art collector who established his foundation at Merion, the swankiest part of town. He was intelligent, hard-working, thin-skinned and instinctively deceitful. When his father died in 1930, he erected a tombstone claiming that John Jesse Barnes had served the full four years of the Civil War, instead of an actual six months.
Numerous friends and acquaintances testified to Barnes's 'complexity'. The painter Thomas Hart Benton, for instance, described him as 'magnificent ... friendly, kindly, hospitable', but also 'a ruthless, underhanded son of a bitch'. With Barnes, there was no middle ground, minuscule self-doubt and no remorse over those he belittled, slandered and discarded; you were either in or, forever, out. As is often the case with those described as 'complex', Barnes had only two gears: forward or reverse, nice or nasty, the latter mode suddenly kicking in to the surprise of the baffled 'friend' or 'collaborator'. He acted like a raging bull who occasionally stopped to have his muzzle stroked or his shirt praised while grazing on a piece of lush grass; then he was off on the rampage again.
At times Barnes sounds Trumpian: in his love of the chiselling deal, his determination to avoid 'every cent of taxes he could', his patronising rivalrousness (of Bernard Berenson: 'I had a sense of compassion for what I thought was his lack of appreciation of good art'), his use of bribes and sweeteners, his at times insane boastfulness (he apparently discovered for himself all the principles of Freudianism a few years before Freud wrote them down), his toxic masculinity and coarseness of word and deed. Blake Gopnik observes that 'the power he sought, in all things, at all times, had to be a cover for a psyche that always felt powerless.' For years he had sought the backing of a university as collaborator and eventually inheritor of his collection. Many were approached without their finding favour. One plausible contender was nearby Bryn Mawr, known for its concentration on the arts. Barnes flirted with the institution for a year or so, until the inevitable one-sided quarrel broke out. Years later, the grudge was still bubbling away, and Barnes was writing with manic glee about a 'psychoanalytic test' he planned to enforce on any Bryn Mawrite seeking a post at his foundation:
If the faculty applicant is a woman, we test the sensitivity of her clitoris by titillation with the finger. If the faculty applicant is a man, we make an examination of the man's scrotum to determine the presence or absence of testicles. The reason we make these tests is that it is commonly believed that women candidates for professorship at Bryn Mawr must be sexually dead and the men candidates lacking in testicles.

This leads naturally to the question of Barnes's own testicularity. At Philadelphia Central High School, he was said to be 'girl crazy'. When he quarrelled with Hermann Hille, the insults from Barnes were answered by retorts from Hille claiming that Barnes was 'wild with women', kept two mistresses at the factory at a cost of four dollars each and brought in other women off the streets. This was a few years into his marriage to Laura Leggett, the daughter of a prosperous Brooklyn businessman. (Her five siblings used to call her 'the Boss'; now she had one of her own.) She was, according to the philosopher John Dewey, a vital collaborator in Barnes's vision: 'No one will ever know or be able to tell how much the foundation owes to her keen judgment, cultivated taste, remarkable executive ability and untiring work.' Yet she is surprisingly absent from this biography of her husband, apart from references to her skill in garden design and a credit towards the end for being 'long her husband's eminence grise'. There were no children, and we are given little idea of the texture of this fifty-year marriage. Perhaps the marital deal was settled on both sides from the very beginning and each was contented with that. Perhaps, as Bertrand Russell observed, she was passionately devoted to him, while he was passionately devoted to his dog - aptly named Fidele. Perhaps there are documents in the archives which would have fleshed out their marriage; perhaps not. We are told that Barnes, on his buying trips to Paris, was a devotee of the Folies Bergere. He also bought a lot of what Gopnik describes as 'topless Renoirs'. We, as readers, are obliged to be satisfied with that.
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Barnes clearly liked art very much, and often bulk-bought. He loved the quasi-orgasmic moment of acquisition - though 'love' is perhaps too gentle a word. He once described what happens 'when the rabies of pursuit of quality in painting, and its enjoyment, gets into a man's system. And when he has surrounded himself with that quality, bought with his blood, he is a king.' This self-appointed monarch would stand for long hours contemplating his own collection, lecturing on it and writing long, prolix books about it. Vollard (the only dealer he couldn't bully, and who insisted on getting Barnes's money upfront before parting with any work) admired his taste and his decision-making. Barnes bought the first Van Gogh to land in the United States - The Postman of 1889, shipped over from Paris in 1912. But whatever he might claim - for instance, backdating his first purchase of a Picasso by three years to impress people - he wasn't the first American to buy Impressionists and Post-Impressionists. The Steins in Paris and the Cone sisters of Baltimore were there before him, while Mary Cassatt was advising her compatriots from Paris. Barnes bought well, though he did not go the whole way with Cubism. He also believed, quaintly, that the paintings he happened to collect and own represented the greatest artistic movement in the history of humanity.
Barnes built a wonderful collection: 67 Cezannes, 59 Matisses, plus Picasso, Modigliani, Van Gogh, Bonnard, not to mention all those topless Renoirs. Unsurprisingly, he controlled everything about his foundation, from the exact hanging of the works to the conditions and numbers of entry. He also tried to control the future: no work should ever be sold or lent for exhibition or even rehung differently; the foundation was to remain exactly where and as he had first installed it, for ever and ever, amen. But posterity was one thing Barnes could not control, and over a series of lawsuits after his death, most of these terms of his will were broken.
As a collector, one of Barnes's touchstones was the artist's 'sincerity'. With Cezanne, he was convinced of 'the absolute sincerity of the man'. Around 1930, he met Georgia O'Keeffe and bought two of her paintings. He wrote to her: 'I think they are authentic expressions of yourself and, therefore, genuine art.' For Barnes, the words 'sincerity' and 'authenticity' were sure-fire indicators of quality. When he later expanded his collection to include metalware - locks, hinges, latches and so on, which he hung between and around his paintings - he declared 'the creators of antique wrought iron just as authentic an artist as a Titian, Renoir or Cezanne'. Perhaps; yet almost all artists, writers, composers and so on, whether talented or untalented, are as 'sincere' and 'authentic' as those anonymous metalworkers, believing in what they do, committed to their craft, encouraged and confirmed by public and critical favour - sometimes even by disfavour. Of course there are always a few charlatans and cynics and posers around, especially near the commercial edges, but it's hard to think of any artists who aren't predominantly 'sincere' and 'authentic' in their work except forgers - and even they have a kind of 'sincerity', since they are making a sincere attempt at reproducing 'authenticity'. Though for Barnes authenticity was not always enduring. He exchanged friendly letters with O'Keeffe, telling her that he was 'enjoying the flavour and colour of your picturesque self'. But he acquired art on a 'sale or return' basis, and it didn't take long for him to decide that living with her pictures didn't work; he sent them back for the usual refund.
So we come  to the question: what does art do? One thing it did not do was improve Barnes's moral character - the rabid king bit courtiers, collectors and dealers indiscriminately, though he did claim in a letter 'that his "damnable" psychological complexes finally resolved in the presence of Renoir's paintings'. Perhaps that is why he ended up with so many of them - 180 - and judged Renoir 'the greatest of modern painters'. Beyond that, what was art for? How did it work? The former chemist dealt in problems, answers, formulae, measurements, proofs, certainties. He believed that 'the study of art should be no more subjective, or less rigorous in its methods, than scientific research.' And his foundation, like his factory, should at the end of the day show a profit, both a practical and a social one. He wanted his collection to do 'work in the world'. He hated the way gallery-goers drifted listlessly and snootily from one picture to another, pausing only for a frivolous word. He wanted them to stop and look, by force if necessary. Visitors to the foundation might find themselves ejected if they were caught admiring art in an 'incorrect' way. His manner was autocratic, but his instincts democratic: he thought that anyone, of any social class and income, could be taught how to look at a work of art. He believed that art's worth 'is determined by the extent to which the artist has enriched, improved, humanised, the common experience of man in the world in which he lives'. Such high educational ambition seems, however, to have produced small results. In 1927, Barnes quarrelled with his latest protege, Henry Hart, who responded with a bullet-point denunciation of Barnes and all his work. Of the teaching aspect, Hall mocked his employer's 'delusion that eighteen boys and girls, selected by whim, listening to a woman recite with no conviction and no charm what you have drilled into her, constitute a justification for your hopes'.
Barnes's ideas about the supremacy of form came initially from Clive Bell (which he later denied), and his hopes for the democratic usefulness of art from his friend Dewey - about the only person with whom he never quarrelled. Barnes firmly declared the 'irrelevancy of subject matter to plastic values'; so you examined a Titian Entombment of Christ in the same terms as a Cezanne still life. He also loathed the idea of the spectator coming to a picture with intrusive presuppositions, especially skewing doses of biography and art history. The painting and the spectator should face each other like naked innocents. Further, as he put it in The Art in Painting, 'the person who comprehends and appreciates the work of art shares the emotions which prompted the artist to create.'
There seems to be a central contradiction between Barnes's purist aesthetic and his desire for art to do real work in the real world. He drains art of subject matter, of biography, of religion, of the artists' own notions of what they were up to, and boils it all down into axes, planes, curves, rhythms and volumes. He makes it abstract and theoretical. At the same time, as Gopnik notes, 'for him, forms came with political stakes and humanist implications.' Perhaps; but art with overt subject matter can surely have stronger and more direct stakes and implications: think only, say, of Diego Rivera and the Mexican muralists. Furthermore, if the person who comprehends and appreciates a work of art thereby shares the emotions of the original artist, then the devout art lover who looks at a Crucifixion or Annunciation will be seeing a true depiction of their faith, a version of which also presumably animated the painter. Why should these emotions be doubly irrelevant?
Kenneth Clark had also started out as true a believer in formalism. His initial admiration for Roger Fry had been little short of 'idolatry'. He attended a lecture in which Fry applied his principles of pictorial analysis to a Poussin and a Cezanne, side by side:
One realised how hastily and superficially one had looked at a composition and failed to recognise the complex architecture which underlay it, the calculated intervals, the thrusts and stresses, the changes of direction and the assonance between one form and another. We hardly needed telling that, compared to these abstract ingredients, the subject was of no importance ... [Fry] could apply the same critical criteria to a Negro mask or a Chinese bronze. Looking back, I wonder how much I was ever persuaded by the doctrine of 'pure form'. If I had been asked for an honest answer, I suppose I would have admitted that subject matter, with all its implications, was overwhelmingly important to me.

Clark thought that for all Barnes's unattractiveness, his love of painting made him 'supportable'. He also wrote of the 'flamboyant and aggressive' collector Chester Dale that 'he was redeemed by his passion for painting.' Gopnik comes to judgment on his man like this: 'Barnes's public cruelties might be just about balanced by private kindnesses ... His gifts to posterity, as a collector and thinker, pretty clearly outweigh his own lifetime's faults.' This notion of redemption goes a long way back - to those donors of paintings kneeling at the edge of the canvas, praying that their commissioning of this holy scene would assist their cause at the Final Judgment. Or in modern, non-Christian terms, the beetle-browed bully receives society's approval because he bought some fine paintings. But is art such a zero-sum matter? And presumably any such weighing presupposes a possible outcome in which a great genius can also be such a great shit that the two filled scales weigh exactly the same? As for the notion of the collector's 'gifts to posterity', this commonplace is also somewhat curious. Barnes didn't discover any of the artists he collected, nor did he save their work from destruction; with a large amount of money, good advice and not much conscience (remember those penniless widows), he acquired some very fine paintings which would increase in value while in his possession. But any 'gift to posterity' is surely that of the original artist, much less so that of the collector. Lastly, there are Barnes's supposed gifts to posterity as a 'thinker'. Does posterity note and applaud them? Are any of his prolix texts still read or referred to? The Albert Barnes who today floods the pages of Amazon and AbeBooks is a tireless commentator on the Bible; those rare titles available by the sage of Merion seem to be kept in print by the Barnes Foundation itself.
In July 1951, the 79-year-old collector, who over the years had survived many automobilic scrapes and scratches and insurance claims, was driving his 1938 Packard convertible coupe from his country house back to the foundation, with Fidele at his side. He reached a dangerous crossroads where, some years previously, at his insistence, a warning sign had been erected. In a final demonstration of his famous 'complexity', Barnes drove straight over, right into the path of a tractor-trailer loaded with ten tons of paper. The Packard turned over several times, and its mangled occupants were thrown out onto the road. When state policeman Private Gerald Robinson arrived at the scene, Barnes was already dead, and the trooper did the only useful thing he could. He drew his gun and shot the dog.
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Hairy Teutons
Michael Ledger-Lomas

4132 wordsDante Gabriel Rossetti  could always cheer himself up by belittling William Morris. At the top of a letter to Jane Morris in 1868, he scribbled a crest for 'The Bard and Petty Tradesman' in which Morris, plucking a lyre beneath a laurel tree, is back-to-back with his double, who is leaning over his shop counter. Sending up Morris as a hypocrite, intoning odes when he wasn't flogging knick-knacks, was part of Rossetti's campaign to seduce Jane. But it is fair to say that Morris's relationship with literature was ambivalent. He read voraciously but fitfully, often preferring shlock from railway stalls to the Great Books he claimed to revere. After becoming a socialist, he snapped at friends that poetry was now 'unimportant work'. He was embarrassed when a comrade introduced him to a policeman as 'the author of The Earthly Paradise' - his most celebrated work. No: he was just 'a shopkeeper, carrying on business in Oxford Street'.
Admirers of Morris the revolutionary have shared his uncertainties. George Bernard Shaw thought Morris's late-life addiction to scribbling prose romances a lowering hobby - why not take up making musical instruments instead? When Morris's former secretary Sydney Cockerell trekked to Yasnaya Polyana, he was disappointed to learn that Tolstoy regarded News from Nowhere as not a patch on Charles Dickens. Tolstoy was surprised in turn to learn that Morris had been 'a craftsman as well as a writer'. E.P. Thompson's superb study of 1955, which established the fierce cogency of Morris's Marxism, dismissed most of his verse as the 'poetry of escape'. The romances moved him to ask whether 'Morris had gone soft in the head.' In our consumerist culture, he lives mainly in the mass reproduction of his designs (I have the 'Strawberry Thief' pattern on my doormat) rather than his words.
Ingrid Hanson's considered selection from his writings is unlikely to correct this imbalance but should prompt us to reflect on its injustice. Selection here entails much omission, because Morris wrote with appalling fluency. Composing verse on trains or while sat at the loom, he could turn out a thousand lines a day. One friend used to stab herself with pins to stay awake during his interminable recitals. Although Hanson's volume runs to six hundred closely printed pages, it completely omits some long poems, all of his translations and his fragmentary novel of contemporary life. There are a few chapters from the late prose romances, just a handful of his letters -though his published correspondence runs to four hefty volumes - and a smattering from his half a million words of political journalism. Still, Hanson strikes a balance between the representative, the surprising and the obligatory, pushing us to ask anew how we might connect his prodigious if uneven writing with his dizzying array of concerns.
Like many a young writer, Morris already had an income. When he came of age in 1855, he began drawing an annuity of PS900. His father, a bill broker turned gentleman who bought his own coat of arms, had died in 1847, leaving the family his mining investments. Although Hanson follows fashion in presenting Morris as an icon of the ecohumanities - the prophet of Extinction Rebellion rather than the dictatorship of the proletariat - his activities long relied on the proceeds of a mine that sent men underground in the dangerous pursuit of copper and other minerals. The Devon Great Consols polluted streams, cast up slag heaps and once supplied world markets with half of their arsenic. Even as a studiously rumpled bohemian, Morris served as one of its directors, buying a top hat for meetings, which he defiantly crushed when his term ended. Marlborough and Exeter College, Oxford had instilled a churchy disdain for low commercialism. Though he quickly tired of Christian 'mumbo-jumbo', he was a lifelong lover of churches. Hanson includes a letter from an early trip to northern France, which shows him already coming to understand Gothic cathedrals not as built expressions of doctrine but as outcrops of a landscape and the folk who loved it.
Morris toyed with becoming an architect at a time when architects considered the Gothic style a rational choice for modern needs. George Edmund Street, who briefly employed him, built schools and law courts as well as stiff churches. The Defence of Guenevere (1858), Morris's first volume of poetry, is wilder in its use of medieval materials. He took the brutal Froissart rather than the courtly Malory as his model and shook a Pre-Raphaelite lance at 'bourgeoisdom and philistinism'. 'Golden Wings' starts out with the euphonious nothings you might chant after too much of Morris's favourite claret: 'Who walked in that garden there?/Miles and Giles and Isabeau,/Tall Jehane du Castel beau/Alice of the golden hair.' But their fortress is raided and the inmates perish. Now, on the moat, 'inside the rotting leaky boat/You see a slain man's stiffen'd feet.'
These are violent and erotic poems. Morris has his eye on long throats and roving hands as well as corpses. Sex and death mingle in 'The Haystack in the Floods' when Jehane is captured with her lover Robert. She sees a 'long bright blade without a flaw/Glide out from Godmar's sheath' and cut Robert's throat, who 'moan'd as dogs do, being half dead'. Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, one of the most prolific shaggers of the Victorian era, wrote that his friend Morris was oblivious to sex. You can see why Blunt thought so: Morris didn't seem to notice, still less to protest, when Blunt tiptoed down the corridors of Kelmscott Manor to Jane's bed. But this was to mistake resignation for innocence.
Despite the jagged effusions of Guenevere, medievalism initially meant domesticity and conjugal love for Morris. A year after his poems appeared he appalled friends by marrying Jane, the daughter of a stable keeper, and then got Philip Webb to build the Red House for his family just south of London. Although once canonised as the first modernist dwelling on account of its simple layout and truth to materials, Morris described it as 'very medieval in spirit'. Perhaps too medieval: Webb's macabre wedding gift was a bedroom wardrobe decorated by Edward Burne-Jones with the blood libel story from Chaucer's 'Prioress's Tale'. The Virgin Mary - modelled by Jane - tends to St Nicholas, who had his throat cut by the Jews before miraculously returning to life.
Furnishing the Red House inspired Morris to set up the Firm (it did not become Morris and Co. until 1875, when he bought out his founding partners). It initially traded on the Tractarian revival by producing stained glass windows, hand-painted tiles and other such Gothic fittings for churches and Cambridge colleges (as a student, I ate many meals between the stencilled walls of Peterhouse's hall, though it doesn't seem to have improved me much). They soon developed products for affluent homeowners, too, from rush-bottomed Sussex chairs to the wallpapers and printed chintzes of the 1870s and the rugs and carpets of the 1880s.
This commodification of medievalism fostered a decorative turn in his verse. The Chaucerian conceit of The Earthly Paradise, the first volume of which appeared to rapturous reviews in 1868, is that a shipload of Vikings on a quest for immortality has pitched up in Byzantium, where they swap classical, northern and eastern tales with their hosts. This anthology of legends is also a rich book of hours. Morris was said as a boy to 'know the names of birds' and the prologues to the tales, which evoke the characteristic sights of the months, draw on his deep immersion in nature. In 'February', 'One lonely rook doth dare/The gale, and beats above the unseen corn,/Then turns, and whirling down the wind is borne.' These vignettes entangle human striving with nature just as his wallpapers and textiles quoted plant forms to bring the outside into domestic interiors. The interweaving of national mythologies also recalls Morris's historicist understanding of the way decorative ornament passes between peoples. The 'mysterious symbols of worships and beliefs' of one nation are picked up, simplified and recombined by the artisans of another, becoming the 'habit of the hand'. Like the Persian carpets Morris admired for their 'intellectualism', his poems interlaced Troy, Byzantium and Arabia. He compared the difficulties of writing his next multilayered long poem, Love Is Enough (1872), to lining up the repeats in a tapestry.
The risk of weaving verse is that you end up turning it out by the yard: The Earthly Paradise eventually ran to 42,000 lines. By describing himself in its preface as the 'idle singer of an empty day', Morris encouraged people to dismiss his entire corpus as whiffle. That is unfair, but Hanson's extracts suggest how easily his poetry could become a mellifluous soporific. Just as we 'dream of blossomed May' in the 'chill thaw' of February, so the 'hapless lover's dull shame sinks/Away sometimes in day-dreams, and he thinks/No more of yesterday's disgrace and foil.' The disgrace was personal. By the time he was writing the poem, the Red House was sold and Jane was involved with Rossetti, who called her Lucrezia Borgia and documented their affair in blazing portraits. Morris compounded everyone's suffering by deciding to let the lovely Kelmscott Manor as their country bolthole. Rossetti installed himself there and poisoned it with his drugged paranoia. Perhaps the romance of marriage would have dwindled anyway, even without this skunk in the orchard. In 1869, the Morrises spent an uncomfortable summer at Baden-Baden so that Jane could undergo the town's renowned and thunderous douches for a gynaecological disorder. Soon afterwards their daughter Jenny developed epilepsy, which Morris blamed on his own splenetic constitution.
Iceland rescued him. The rigours of his trip there in 1871 were invigorating (he cooked whatever the party shot) and he came away strengthened in his belief that the 'Northmen' had found in their sagas a kind of courage that beat anything modern civilisation could offer. Sigurd the Volsung (1876), which Morris thought his best work, was his exploration of this primitivism. Some have disliked the weird first half and preferred the later books, a close study of marital jealousy - Ibsen in furs. Hanson prefers to give us the former only, the story of Sigurd's ancestry, his slaying of the dragon Fafnir and journey through a river of fire to claim the sleeping Brynhild. It is horribly violent. Sigurd's father, Sigmund, is lashed to an oak and has to watch as wolves devour his screaming brothers. Later on, he and his incestuously begotten son, Sinfiotli (a story in itself), become serial-killing werewolves, before Sigmund rips out Sinfiotli's throat in a frenzy (he recovers). Morris revels in a world where individuals don't count and dotes on the cruel logic with which people will do anything for their 'house'. Sinfiotli seizes his infant half-siblings and 'breaketh each tender body as a drunkard breaketh a cup'.
The language sealed the moral archaism. The poem's vernacular balladry is hobnailed with coinages Morris had hit on in his effortful translations of Icelandic sagas. An army is a 'flood of murder', a river the 'bath of the swan'. His similes are truly epic in refusing to gesture to a world beyond the one his characters know: spears are 'laid like the oars of a longship'. In becoming the northern Homer, Morris sought to show the way art could embody collective experience. Although his characters are the pawns of Odin, they sustain themselves in singing of how their exploits make history. For the dwarf Regin, who leads Sigurd to Fafnir, to be human is to move through time. Before the 'short-lived thralls of the Gods' came along, he and the other dwarves felt that 'no weight of memory maimed us.' People brought them technology, but also the 'grief that remembers the past, and the fear that the future sees'. His lament is truer than he knows: Sigurd beheads him in his sleep, using the sword he forged for him.
Although Wagner's Ring took the same ancient sagas as its source material, Morris hated it. He shuddered at the gas-lit japes of Bayreuth: Fafnir became a pantomime dragon and Siegfried squeezed Brynhilde's breasts while warbling 'Das ist kein Mann.' Yet his outrage at Wagner's irreverence was overblown (after all, he named the topiary dragon in his Kelmscott garden Fafnir). Wagner and Morris both cast their Volsung heroes as slayers of a sick bourgeoisie. Sigurd is the 'Wild-thing Glorious' and draws his potency from nature: after tasting Fafnir's blood, he understands the eagles who warn him against Regin. While Morris opposed attempts to turn his poems into socialist allegories, the 'river of fire' that Sigurd crosses to claim Brynhild stayed in his mind. He later exhorted socialists to 'carry their purpose' across a 'river of violence'.
Morris grappled with Le Capital - he read Marx in French because his German was shaky - until his copy disintegrated. Its stadial story of the proletariat's rise and future triumph appealed to his historicist mind. Yet the fact that he developed a systematic understanding of capitalism does not explain why he craved its end. The cardinal sin of bourgeois civilisation was its ugliness. He had always made aesthetics the test of political economy. As a young man, he fancied that the sumptuous cornfields of the French countryside were planted 'for their beauty only'. He revered Ruskin for teaching him that only free artisans could create beautiful things. Ruskin later hailed Morris as 'beaten gold', while confiding that his own 'love of Turner, primroses and little girls' prevented them from seeing altogether eye to eye. Morris's copy of Le Capital is an art object as well as a manual: after it fell apart, he had it rebound in a gilded turquoise goatskin.
In the late 1870s, Morris hesitantly took to prose to share his achievements as a designer, while explaining their futility. He eventually delivered more than a hundred lectures. Hanson prints the key texts that introduced his ethics of production and consumption: good ornament is the 'expression of man's pleasure in successful labour'; 'Have nothing in your houses that you do not know to be useful, or believe to be beautiful.' The diktats came with the authority of experience: the hand that wrote them was permanently blue with indigo. At Thomas Wardle's factory in Leek, Staffordshire and then at his own workshop at Merton Abbey, Morris fussed over the dye vat, drawing on antiquarian books to revive older and better modes of manufacture. Yet the freedom was his alone. He bullied Wardle's workmen, invoking market forces to demand absolute fidelity to his designs. At Merton, his preference for block printing of wallpapers obliged many workers to stick to repetitive piecework. When he later started the Kelmscott Press, he overruled the pressmen who said the linseed ink he had ordered from Germany was too stiff to use.
The problem of 'dull work' palled before the impossibility of making beautiful things viable under capitalism. The point was not to defend handicraft production - Morris deployed machines when it suited him - but to reject a society that used machines merely to chase profits and in so doing made workers 'lead the life of machines'. The more capitalists could force workers to make goods for their exchange value rather than their use, the more they frustrated their natural delight in elaborating patterns. The immiseration of workers made it impossible that they should ever be able to afford or even want the kinds of things Morris made. The ugly swearing he heard from the steamers that passed under the windows of his riverside study at Hammersmith haunted him. With the eye of a decorator, he noted that this popular brutalisation will 'often show without much peeling through the selfish refinement of those who have let it accumulate'.
These lectures take a dogmatic view of beauty as an objective quantity that is inexorably diminishing - rather as Victorian Protestants talked about faith. But in other moods they express a materialist doctrine that all art is the expression of social relations, with the added contention that the art produced by cohesive and equal societies is somehow more beautiful. The argument was thoroughly circular because collective, apparently unconscious works - Cotswold villages or Kurdish rugs - were what Morris preferred to begin with, hating as he did works of individual genius or effortful novelties, such as Paradise Lost or the contents of the Crystal Palace. Yet it readied him for the Marxist transformation of society.
He quickly came to describe the state as just a pawn in the looming struggle between workers and capitalists. He was already a republican who loathed 'Empress Brown'. His involvement in the popular movement to stop Disraeli going to war to protect a murderous Ottoman regime against the Tsar led him to write off Parliament as a 'dying thing'. The police guarded capitalists at home and the military forced Britain's shoddy goods onto 'valiant barbarians'. Thompson, whose study of Morris appeared just before the Suez Crisis, was the first to see clearly that anti-imperialism was intrinsic to his decidedly internationalist vision. He shared Blunt's indignation at the British invasions of Egypt and Burma and the coercion of Irish Nationalists. England was not the 'axle-tree of the world' and its gruesome depredations would only cease when its workers joined with foreign peoples to abandon 'commercial war'.
Although  Morris became a card-carrying socialist - on the same day in 1883 that Exeter made him an honorary fellow - he struggled to find the right vehicle for his hopes. Thompson estimated that at this time there were about two hundred declared socialists in Britain: Morris fell out with most of them, founding and then abandoning the Socialist League before finally settling in the Hammersmith Socialist Society, which conveniently met in the stable block of his house. Although he expended much ink (and money) on newspapers, they enjoyed only modest circulations and failed in 'educating people into desiring' revolution. Hanson gives us some of his songs, in which fighting nouns - 'the crown', 'the cause', 'the battle' - troop lugubriously across the page. The propagandist essays and lectures of which Hanson gives a fair sample were cogent, but Morris sensed they did not land. He most enjoyed presenting them when they caused a dust-up - as when, at Oxford, undergraduate rowdies cleared the room with a stink bomb. It beat lecturing in Peckham or Stepney, where the bad smells came from the bodies of his stolid audience.
William the Volsung never blanched at the violence it would take to overthrow the state. Yet it became obvious that 'establishment power' would win any street fight for decades to come. On 'Bloody Sunday' in November 1887, Morris grudgingly admired the skilful deployment by the authorities of thuggish policemen and the Household Cavalry to hospitalise two hundred demonstrators and hold Trafalgar Square. If the river of fire burned too fiercely to cross, Morris also had to explain why it would be worth doing so. H.E. Luxmoore, a teacher at Eton who enjoyed the lecture Morris gave at the school, could not understand 'what he wanted to arrive at by destroying the existing society'. Morris told people that he couldn't promise to abolish the need for labour, only to make it truly pleasurable by vanquishing the drones that forced others to toil for profit. But is work fun? And could we ever abolish its most degrading forms? Oscar Wilde - who bought Morris wallpapers - wondered what such ideals meant to the street sweeper forced to labour for eight hours at the 'slushy crossing'.
Morris took refuge from such conundrums in stories serialised in socialist papers and then printed as his most popular books. The narrator of A Dream of John Ball (1888) sleepwalks into the Peasants' Revolt. Morris's Chaucerian argot makes it a slog. Characters say such things as 'Thou lookest partly mazed' and 'Thou sayeth sooth.' Yet he had not lost his feeling for violence. His yeomen form one of the village communities that fascinated the anthropologists of the time and defend it against cavalry with a sureness that deserted the marchers on Trafalgar Square. Writing at a moment when socialists were despairing, Morris showed how the ironies of history compensate for defeat. Just before the narrator's vision fades, he uses his hindsight (foresight?) to explain to John Ball, the rebel leader, that he will first lose then win his war. Because it is capitalists not peasants who will eventually topple the bad barons, centuries of misery will follow, before the proletariat create the 'fellowship' Ball craves in a deeper form than he could have imagined. As Morris put it in one of his theoretical writings, progress for socialists is not a straight line but a 'spiral'.
In News from Nowhere (1890), Morris wakes in his Hammersmith house to ramble through the decentralised, decarbonised, communist England that has emerged after the revolution of 1952. It is rich with the pleasures of such 'what if' exercises. You can net salmon in the pristine Thames. Long Acre is fields and the ruins of Parliament are a warehouse for manure. Setting News from Nowhere in the near future allowed Morris to settle present-day scores: posterity has condemned meddlers who wanted to pull down Oxford and thin out his beloved Epping Forest. As for Wilde's horrible jobs, volunteers take turns doing them. Yet it remains a dream rather than a blueprint, whose aim is to explore what it is like to escape the insistent pressure of the present. Its future islanders have lost interest in past or future: they realise what Wilde defined as the joy of socialism and simply are. They are also free from nagging attachments to each other, such as the passionless marriage that had racked Morris. The narrator considers forming a union with the beautiful Ellen, but she prefers fondling the sun-warmed walls of Kelmscott Manor: her erogenous zone is England itself.
There is something rather Californian about this Merry England, whose sun-bronzed folk are too happy to do much reading. It is tempting to side with Ellen's querulous grandfather, who pines for the day before yesterday when people hated each other and wrote interesting books; News from Nowhere is so restful as to be boring. The sprawling romances Morris wrote up until his death in 1896 have never found many readers. Hanson prints mere snippets from a couple of them, so it is difficult to decide whether contemporaries were right to dismiss them as the maunderings of 'Will o'the Wildgoose Chase'. They do seem to mirror the cooling commitment to agitation of his very last years. They take place not in a tangible future but in foggy Teutonic pasts or else in wholly fantastic lands. The Sundering Flood (1896) was the first book printed with a map of its imaginary places: this was the route to Narnia and Middle Earth. Their publication by the Kelmscott Press heightens the suspicion that his proto-hobbits were just a hobbyist diversion. You could argue that its ornately, at times illegibly, typeset books defied capitalism's demands for quick print, but it was an oblique rebellion. C.S. Lewis made the best case for the romances in the 1930s: they showed that the 'totalitarian' Morris never tired of picturing the pleasures of communism. Most socialists could not express the common good they kept invoking and so had nothing to offer but 'ballot papers or soup tickets'. Morris knew 'as concretely as Burke or Tolstoy what he wants', even if his communists were hairy Teutons.
What Morris wanted seems less workable than ever. He would have regarded most of the efforts since his death to draw reformist plans of action from his work as failures or travesties. It is fun to imagine his reaction to Tony Blair's claim that News from Nowhere was the inspiration for New Labour. But even trying to predict what he would have hated about the present says more about us than him. Not long before Blair took office, Morris's biographer Fiona MacCarthy made a list of his probable bugbears that now reads like a period piece: university modules, 'executive phones' and 'video porn'. Where his words will never lose their force is in their demand that we turn away from the page - or screen - to gain power from things. He once told a friend that the ugliness of his day proceeded from a 'Manichean hatred of the world', a failure by his contemporaries to see or feel what lay before them. His protest might be futile, but 'I cannot help it.' He had a 'sort of faith' that 'something will come of it, some kind of culture of which we know nothing at present.'
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At the Barbican
On Noah Davis
Emily LaBarge

1546 wordsBorn in Seattle  in 1983, Noah Davis had just turned 32 when he died of cancer in 2015, but his vast canvases, painted in near transparent washes, cool tones and deep blacks, are the work of a mature artist. The Barbican retrospective (until 11 May) opens with a group of works made in 2007-8, a few years after Davis arrived in Los Angeles from New York, where he had cut short his studies at the Cooper Union, frustrated by the emphasis on conceptual training over painting as process. 'I left school because it wasn't teaching me anything,' he later said. 'It shouldn't be an either/or battle between concepts versus paintings. They can exist together.'
[image: ]'Mary Jane' (2008).




These early works depict fantastical tableaux, domestic scenes, portraits of childhood and boundless landscapes. Bad Boy for Life (2007) shows a mother and son in a tightly cropped scene, at once highly detailed and flattened. The perspective is condensed so that the objects, furniture and figures of the scene appear to exist on the same shallow plane, pressing towards the viewer. An angry mother - so angry her mouth has disappeared, replaced with a soft blur - bends her son over her lap, hand raised in the opposite of benediction. This is no Pieta or scene of maternal devotion. The boy's mouth and eyes are wide with anticipation, his arms and legs stiffly extended. Both mother and child are dressed somewhat formally. Elegant high-heeled boots peek out from beneath the woman's long crimson skirt, which forms a vivid contrast to the boy's gold-hued coat and trousers. He is wearing what appear to be riding boots. Bad Boy for Life is as much a comment on cliches about Black life (Diddy took on similar tropes in a 2001 hit of the same name) as it is a scene of daily life. Maybe the 'bad boy for life' wasn't attending to his equestrian lessons and will scamper off once he's received his punishment. With Davis's work it's best not to make assumptions. Mary Jane (2008) shows a little girl wearing an old-fashioned pinafore, her hands clasped in front of her, before a riotous background of mottled green and pitch black. A mass of foliage? A camouflage pattern? A homage to Clyfford Still's late style? The black extends to the bottom of the image to form the simply demarcated ground on which the girl stands. This is no place: this is a vision, a painted surface, and it knows it.
Davis's shades of black are exquisite. His pictures contain countless blacks, almost impossibly subtle variations. (I thought of Rembrandt, Goya, Rothko and other sfumato masters of darkness.) The black background behind the boy on the unicorn in Forty Acres and a Unicorn (2007) - a reference to the unrealised Civil War promise to grant freed families 'forty acres and a mule' - is all-consuming. It's not clear whether the boy is emerging from or being swallowed back into the dark swathe of disappointed history. A horizon, barely visible, gives the unicorn a ground to stand on. LA Nights (2008) and Painting for My Dad (2011) are both dominated by immense night skies. In LA Nights, the sky seems starless, perhaps obscured by the electrical lights of the city below. A tiny full moon is high in the sky. In Painting for My Dad, made just before Davis's father's death, a dark sky filled with stars is framed by a craggy curve of rock at the precipice of which stands a man holding a lantern, peering gingerly into the void. As in so many of Davis's works, the space of the image is slightly off: the man seems to be up in the sky, though the rock face looks flat and difficult to climb. Where to next? his posture seems to say.
[image: ]'40 Acres and a Unicorn' (2007).




Davis spoke of his desire 'to show Black people in normal scenarios': 'You rarely see Black people represented independent of the civil rights issues or social problems that go on in the States. I'm looking to move on from that stage.' There are 'normal scenarios' in Davis's paintings but his use of colour, the relationship of figures to space and his deliberate, painterly interventions - that blurred mouth - upset any suggestion of straightforward fidelity. He often worked from photographs, both his own and other people's, as well as found images, which contributes to the dreamlike quality of some of the paintings: their strange hues and sense of double displacement. But the configuration of space and many of the more surreal or fantastic elements must have come from Davis's imagination. Indeed, the mysterious black ground from which many of the scenes emerge could be considered just that.
Isis (2009) depicts Davis's wife, the artist Karon Davis, as the Egyptian goddess who gathered her husband's severed parts and brought him back to life. It has become a prophetic painting: as Karon describes in the catalogue, she now spends much of her time locating and curating her husband's work. Davis's Isis is an apparently ordinary woman standing in the sun behind a clapboard wooden house. A pine tree casts dappled shade over the scene; an abandoned air conditioner sits to one side. In Karon's account, Davis was entranced by some large fans she was painting (they had previously been decorated with ancient Egyptian motifs) and asked her to pose for a photograph. In the painting he made from it, the fans become a weightless golden disc that almost completely encircles Isis. Osiris is just visible, too, reflected in a murky black window.
A series of large works from 2013, all titled 1975 and awash in blues, greens, browns and yellows, are based on photographs taken by Davis's mother while she was a high-school student in Chicago. Figure and ground threaten to merge in these paintings, as though the subjects are so absorbed in their activities that they become part of their surroundings. Pools feature in two of them, the bright blue water blurring and concealing swimmers. The gaze of the viewer is doubled and tripled. Davis's handling of paint recalls Marlene Dumas and Luc Tuymans - blurs, drips, washes that don't quite fill the canvases - and his moments of magical realism owe something to Peter Doig, but his work is distinguished by a revelry and a commitment to the figures he brings into this image world. There are few non-Black subjects here. That in itself was a political choice, as well as an aesthetic one, but Davis goes further, not just making visible the everyday but envisioning something beyond it.
A year later, having undergone a first round of chemotherapy, Davis turned his attention to Pueblo Del Rio, an inner city housing project in South Los Angeles. Designed in part by the Black modernist architect Paul Revere Williams, the estate was intended to be a 'garden city' that promoted community and shared spaces. Instead, it became notorious for poverty and crime. In Davis's paintings, Pueblo Del Rio appears in unearthly shades of violet, aquamarine, ochre and emerald. Its residents are frozen in theatrical tableaux as - dressed to the nines, but oddly weightless - they conduct invisible orchestras, play trumpet solos or stand in rows performing tidy balletic arabesques. They speak to what the place once was and what it might have been. There are suggestions here of Manet and Degas, of a bourgeois high culture flourishing alongside the modernist architecture, but the paintings wear their associations lightly.
'There is immense freedom in painting to create your own universe,' Davis said, 'if you don't let "Art History" or pretence get in the way ... These elements of fantasy may arise from my need to break the spell, or the constraints of art theory, and move more into the realm of mysticism.' Davis was also, however, involved in creating change on a tangible scale, and spent his last months working towards realising the Underground Museum, a series of linked storefront spaces in Arlington Heights that he wanted to transform into a museum of world-class art for the local population. When gallerists ignored his calls, he made imitations - fluorescent lights for a Dan Flavin, a Hoover in a vitrine just like Jeff Koons - as well as filling the space with his own world-class work. Helen Molesworth, then director at the Los Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art, was the only institutional representative who loaned something to the Underground Museum - a William Kentridge film, which was shown shortly before Davis's death. It's displayed at the Barbican alongside a reconstruction of the museum with his imitation artworks.
Davis continued to paint his immense canvases until the end. The final work in the exhibition, Untitled (2015), shows a man on a sunny sidewalk, walking past a wall painted in oblongs, like an abstract composition. His dark skin and clothes render his form silhouette-like, but the paint is almost transparent and the wall behind shows through in places. The loose brushwork, drips and blotches of the figure render him less realised yet more visually intriguing than anything else in the scene. Davis was always sensitive to the ephemerality of his medium, and his images invite us to meditate on form as much as subject. Untitled is a man, but he is also a painting.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v47/n08/emily-labarge/at-the-barbican



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Renters v. Rentiers
Jack Shenker

5135 wordsHow does anyone  make sense of Britain's rental crisis? Let's start with Ruby's story - and that of her landlord, which is inseparable from her own though they've never met. Ruby was born in Kent, where her mother had been sent to live as a teenager while under the care of a local authority in London, 'a forgotten girl', as Ruby called her, 'shifted out to wherever was cheap'. The family flitted between council housing and privately rented accommodation; by the age of six, Ruby had already gone to four different primary schools. When she turned eighteen, her father threw her out and she was forced to find a cheap flat of her own.
'I think of those days as my "Margate, mice and maggots" period,' Ruby said. 'There was no central heating, no insulation ... In the winters, when I lay in bed, I could see my own breath.' It was the late 2000s and Margate was rapidly gentrifying; when the owner of the flat announced that he was doubling her rent, despite the atrocious conditions, there was little Ruby could do. 'It's not like there was any social housing left for my generation. And other private lets were just as expensive. Who could I complain to? What use would it have been?'
Driven in part by the need to pay her rent, Ruby looked for a corporate job and landed one recruiting people to sell medical devices. In time, she earned enough to escape the Margate flat and move to London. She wound up living on one floor of a Chelsea townhouse, and got used to champagne, designer handbags and business class travel. 'The other tenants were investment bankers and drove sports cars; it was a totally different world from the one I'd grown up in,' she said. Ruby felt financially secure, and when her landlord - a woman who lived in the South of France and referred to rental income as 'my pocket money' - decided on a whim to sell the house, issuing the occupants with a Section 21 'no fault' eviction notice, the sudden awareness of her structural vulnerability as a tenant came as a shock.
Ruby was able to find somewhere else to rent easily enough, but then she was unfortunate in another way: she fell ill, and was eventually diagnosed with a chronic condition that now prevents her from working. With her savings exhausted, Ruby - at 33 years old - now relies on housing benefit to cover her rent (currently issued as part of Universal Credit). 'It's been a wild ride. I've come from this place of poverty and trauma, then climbed so far up the ladder that I thought I was going to be the next Jeff Bezos, only to then watch most of that privilege being stripped away.' Her life today is smaller and harder than the one she used to have, and far more dependent on doctors. There are the doctors she sees at the clinic for check-ups, and the doctors at the nearby specialist hospital unit that she needs to be close to in case of emergency. And then there is the doctor who owns her private rental property, a former GP surgery in South London that has been converted into a 'house in multiple occupation', or HMO. This doctor is paid more than PS1300 a month by the state to accommodate Ruby in a single bedroom with a leaking roof and black mould creeping down the walls. He has now retired to Italy, where he runs a yachting association and posts on Facebook about his golf handicap.
'I want to shame him so badly,' Ruby told me. 'I want to harass him, I want to make his life uncomfortable.' She has toyed with the idea of revealing the doctor's 'outrageous' behaviour to his former GP colleagues; of searching online to see if she can find evidence of an extramarital affair to embarrass him with; of signing up to the website sendshit.co.uk, which for a small fee will dispatch animal poo (options include cow, donkey and domestic pig) to an enemy of your choosing. She longs to do something, anything, that will upend - even temporarily - the distribution of power between them. But because he currently has the right to evict her with two months' notice and she can't risk being left on the streets (with no employment income and a disability, Ruby rates her chances of finding appropriate housing in London's vastly oversubscribed rental market at near zero), these fantasies remain unfulfilled.
So far, the only outlet she has found for her frustration is Acorn, a community union that tries to help people fight back collectively against those wielding disproportionate wealth and influence in their neighbourhoods - chief among them, landlords. I first met Ruby at an Acorn workshop called 'How to Beat Your Landlord'. She was wearing a hi-vis jacket and taking part in a role-play, practising techniques for confronting recalcitrant landlords in their offices. A few weeks later, I heard her speak at the Acorn-led occupation of a TSB branch in Tottenham. Acorn claimed that the TSB was entrenching tenant insecurity by insisting that its buy-to-let mortgage customers offer only short-term rental contracts; dozens of branches across the country were targeted by protesters on the same day. In Tottenham, Ruby took the microphone. 'My landlord ...' she said. 'This is a man who took the Hippocratic oath, but who now rakes it in by stacking up vulnerable humans in a home riddled with damp. I am so angry. I want to know when we normalised this inherently exploitative behaviour.'
In  the postwar period, landlords from Peter Rachman - whose name became a byword for racketeering and exploitation in the 1950s - to Rigsby in the 1970s sitcom Rising Damp, were seen in the popular cultural imagination as mean, unscrupulous and cowardly. By the time Thatcher came to power in 1979, they seemed to be dying out: a cross-party effort to make housing a social right had reduced private lettings to only 7 per cent of homes in the UK, and the press was full of talk about the demise of landlordism. In 1974, the Conservative Political Centre (CPC), an in-house Tory think tank, published a pamphlet called 'The Eclipse of the Private Landlord'. 'The accelerating decline of the privately rented sector is quite irreversible,' it concluded. 'The private landlord, as he exists now and has existed, will, within a generation, be almost as extinct as the dinosaur. There is nothing that can be done about this.'
Nick Bano, a barrister who specialises in housing, sees this prediction as a salutary reminder that the goal of landlord abolition seemed quite plausible in fairly recent memory. 'But as close as we came to the death of the private landlord,' Bano writes, 'we never held up a mirror to that hungry maw' to check that the beast 'had breathed its last'. British landlordism has not only survived, but prospered. Today, HMRC estimates that there are 2.8 million landlords in the UK: more than 5 per cent of the adult population. As Bano observes, that's twice as many landlords as NHS employees, four times the number of teachers, and double the number of coal miners at the industry's peak. Landlordism is the closest thing we have to a national industry. King Charles is a private landlord. John Lewis is a private landlord. The homelessness charity St Mungo's is a private landlord. So are many MPs and, as Ruby found out, doctors.
Landlordism has proliferated in tandem with soaring land and property values. A fifth of British homes are currently privately rented (a further 15 per cent are social rentals). Average private rents are at a record high, with the ratio of rent to income in every London borough now categorised as 'unaffordable' by the Office for National Statistics. Citizens Advice estimates that 2.7 million households living in privately rented properties - more than half the total - are affected by damp, mould or excessive cold; in 2022, a committee of MPs found that conditions in one in eight private rental homes posed a serious threat to tenants' safety. The UK's homelessness crisis is now the worst in the developed world.
There are three different explanations of all of this. The first is that Britain's seemingly never-ending housing boom - the market value of the country's housing stock increased by PS750 million a day in the decade after the 2008 financial crisis, an upward curve that accelerated sharply during the Covid pandemic before falling back slightly in 2023 after Liz Truss's short-lived premiership spooked the housing market - is a speculative bubble that must soon burst. The second focuses on the financialisation of housing: its transformation into a commodity that is bought, sold and gambled on in the global marketplace. The promoters of the financialisation theory argue that drawing in an international elite to buy penthouses in Battersea and Mayfair means that rising prices cascade down the housing ladder, all the way to suburban semis in Birmingham and terraces in Middlesbrough. The third thesis, which has become an axiom of contemporary political discourse, is that rising house prices are a product of scarcity: not enough homes are being built, with the result that supply is failing to keep up with demand.
Bano dismisses all three explanations. Property values are not wildly inflated, he insists; rising house prices represent market confidence that these assets will remain profitable in the long term. The financialisation thesis, he claims, approaches the housing crisis the wrong way round. There's no doubt that UK housing has become a financial safe haven for Gulf sheikhs and middle-class Koreans alike, but the pertinent question is why it is such an appealing investment. The answer, he argues, is to be found at the bottom of the market not the top. He reserves his strongest contempt for the 'supply guys' who believe that the solution to our housing troubles is to build more housing. Among the evidence he marshals to refute the idea that more homes mean lower prices is a 2022 report which found that the ballooning of housing costs over the past twenty years has coincided with a growth in surplus housing, as well as census data showing that most British property is underoccupied rather than overcrowded. 'In reality,' Bano says, 'there are plenty of homes to go around.'
Instead, Bano locates the origin of the housing crisis in the relationship between tenant and landlord: an interdependence governed by legal and economic structures designed by the state to maximise rent extraction, and protected by successive governments. His contention is that even though private renters constitute only 20 per cent of households, potential rental yields - whether realised or not - play the biggest role in determining the cost of all residential property. Since there will always be upward pressure on rents because most people need to live near their place of work, many governments (Germany, France, Denmark, Austria, Spain) intervene to limit the ability of landlords to keep ratcheting up their profits, usually by imposing rent controls or guaranteeing tenants some long-term security. For the last fifty years, Britain has done the opposite. The dismantling of postwar rent controls and the creation of assured shorthold tenancies, or ASTs, in the 1980s - part of Thatcher's project to rescue landlordism from oblivion - granted landlords the absolute right to evict a tenant at the end of an initial rental term. Where once the Rachmans of the world had to send over thugs to intimidate tenants into accepting rapacious rent rises or making way for others who would, landlords are now legally entitled to sweat renters for all they're worth. 'The state has now adopted the practices of the 20th century's most notorious landlords,' Bano argues, 'turning them into the fundamental basis of the current landlord-tenant relationship.'
Landlords can't wring unlimited sums of money directly out of private renters because beyond a certain point no tenant will be able to pay. This has the strongest effect at the lower end of the housing market, where tenants are likely to be spending most of their income on rent. Luckily for the rentiers, that's where housing benefit comes in. Introduced in 1983, after the government stopped council houses being built and introduced the Right to Buy scheme, further reducing the supply of social housing, housing benefit has come to involve a mass transfer of wealth from the state to private landlords. Today, it costs more than PS23 billion a year - just over a third of the UK's total rental costs - and dwarfs the budget of most government departments. And precisely because this massive injection of money is applied at the bottom layer of the housing market, Bano says, it sets the base price for property in any particular area, pushing up the value of higher-quality homes.
The suggestion that what we have come to call the housing crisis is primarily a matter of price rather than availability has drawn criticism across the political spectrum. Bano's critics have accused of him of relying on out-of-date and misleading statistics to make his case that the UK's number of homes per capita is in line with those of countries where housing is more affordable. They also argue that just because Britain's housing stock exceeds the number of households, this doesn't mean that more homes aren't needed (people can't form a household if they don't have a house, homes aren't always of an optimally efficient size and much of the available housing isn't where people want it to be).
Bano has stuck to his guns, insisting that neoclassical economic assumptions about supply and demand are inadequate in this context - and let landlords off the hook for their role in perpetuating the status quo. 'I'm gently trying to make the point that it's all rooted in landlordism,' he told the leftist Novara Media. 'I think it's really useful to make explicit the connection between the profitable private rented sector, the idea of scarcity in the production of new homes, and the kind of ideological co-dependence between the worst kind of "supply guy" discourse and the horrors of the private rented sector as it exists today.'
Supply does matter. Any meaningful solution to the crisis will require the building of some new homes, at least in certain parts of the UK, including in and around London. It's also true that building those homes without altering the way their pricing is arrived at - and the relationship between those who own and those who occupy them - will make little difference to private renters. UK government research suggests that each 1 per cent increase in the housing stock will eventually produce a 2 per cent fall in average house prices and rental costs. This means that even if 370,000 new homes were built in a year - the Labour government's target - the average PS1750 monthly rent for a two-bedroom home in London would fall only by about PS35, while the average deposit needed by a first-time buyer would drop by a few hundred pounds; hardly a game-changer in either case. Bano is right that a pro-housebuilding philosophy - and an associated push for planning deregulation, a mainstay of 'supply guy' narratives and central to Labour's housing plans - isn't a panacea. He's right, too, when he argues that Britain is overdue a reckoning with its dependence on landlordism, the political divisions it fuels and the social harms it obscures.
Like Ruby's 
, Ahmed's childhood involved upheaval; he was eight years old when his mother took him and his siblings from Pakistani Kashmir to Hertfordshire. By the time Ahmed graduated from university in 2016, the longest fall in real wages since the Napoleonic Wars was underway, and the link between employment and financial security had vanished: 60 per cent of people in poverty lived in a working household. With the ratio of average house prices to income twice what it was in the 1990s, Ahmed knew that to live the kind of independent life previous generations took for granted, he had to be smart. So he became a landlord.
'There's a national obsession when it comes to property in this country,' he said. 'And when it comes to property investing, there are a lot of things which are going to go in your favour. Properties tend to appreciate in value. You have lots of security as a property owner. It's not like in other countries, where prices can fluctuate down as well as up.' Soon after leaving university, Ahmed began renting apartments and subletting them to companies that needed serviced accommodation for temporary workers and were willing to pay a premium for all-inclusive packages. Before long, he had saved up enough to put down a deposit on a former council flat in South-West London, which he swiftly converted from a one-bedroom to a two-bedroom property, increasing its sale value. 'I then moved on to the next, and the next, and the next.' Ahmed says that his rental property investment portfolio is now worth nearly PS4.5 million.
Dozens of private renters have passed through his properties in the past few years, though he hasn't met any of them. Their tenancies are handled by letting agents, and Ahmed deals with the letting agents through what he describes as a 'virtual' assistant - someone he, again, has never met, who lives and works in the Philippines. 'I have no idea how a boiler works,' Ahmed said. 'It's a hands-off process. I'm not too fussed about the tenant side of things.' He spends much of his time making informational videos about property investment on YouTube and TikTok; he has more than 100,000 followers across both platforms. That's small fry compared to Britain's biggest 'landlord influencers', such as James Coupland, a twenty-something whose Instagram account - 'From Student Loan to Full-time Property Investor' - has half a million followers. Most of their content is similar: slickly produced clips with rapid scene cuts and thumping soundtracks, usually portraying the 'journeys' of young people like Ahmed, as well as providing practical advice on how to handle everything from buy-to-let mortgages to capital gains tax. Ahmed says that his audience ranges from university students to millennials in their late thirties or early forties: economically speaking, the generationally shafted. 'The culture of relying on your job for an income has changed,' Ahmed told me. 'Now, having a side hustle is the norm.'
On #propertytok there are endless references to the upsides of property investment, and fewer to the risks, of taking on multiple interest-only mortgages, for example. The lives of the tenants are barely mentioned at all. Some of the most famous influencers have been accused of exploitation, pushing their followers to sign up for expensive training programmes, and using libel lawyers to intimidate critics. Ahmed is critical of what he calls the 'get rich quick' messaging among some of his peers; his own 32-hour property investment masterclass is freely available on his website, though he charges up to PS195 for one-on-one sessions. With supportive, financially comfortable parents (he still lives in the family home), he is honest enough to recognise that much of his success is a consequence of luck and privilege. 'I've been dealt a good hand,' he said. 'It almost feels like I'm playing on easy mode.'
Even if property investment is actually beyond the reach of most young people, it's easy enough to see why they conclude that - faced with a housing system designed to drain them of money and agency - they would be better off on the other side of the divide. For older generations who bought their homes at a time when property was relatively affordable and the welfare state relatively robust, rising property prices have become a means of hedging against all manner of insecurity: the absence of reliable, state-funded social care; the slow-burn collapse of the NHS and other public services; the well-founded fear - driven in large part by the housing crisis - that your children are going to need support in order to obtain financial security.
As Bano points out, one of the ideological planks of the Thatcherite housing revolution was 'asset-based welfare' - the notion that the 'fruits of land speculation' would no longer be hoarded by aristocrats, but distributed more widely among middle and working-class homeowners in order to help them weather life's storms as the state withdrew. For many, it worked. And given the rise and rise in rental prices, the UK's evolution from a property-owning democracy to a multiple-property-owning democracy was inevitable. In some respects, late capitalism has transformed landlordism from an avaricious pursuit to an understandable form of personal insurance.
As a result of the soaring house prices that it fuels, this safety net is unavailable to those who are now most in need of it. As a means of equitably sheltering citizens from harm, an asset-based welfare project that depends on ever rising property values is useless. As a means of locking swathes of the citizenry into the political status quo, however, it's devastatingly effective. If Britain's landlords were predominantly giant companies or offshore investment funds, building a popular movement to weaken their power might be feasible. But the proportion of corporate landlords in the UK is estimated by some to be just 5 per cent; the average landlord is a 58-year-old individual, with a median income (not including rent) of PS24,000. Karl Marx and Adam Smith once agreed that almost everybody's interests - workers, industrialists, governments - were aligned against landlords. Yet today most of us, even those of us who rent, are no more than a few degrees of separation away from a rentier, and even closer to an owner-occupier whose financial security is also dependent on landlordism. 'The fates of landlords and homeowners are intertwined, which means that anyone who does not want to see homeowners suffer must support a lucrative private rented sector,' Bano writes. 'As well as desperately needing the cost of housing to collapse, we also need the value of housing to be sustained to avoid a cascade of national and personal catastrophes. We are dependent on our own exploitation.'
Ruby's entire adult life has been marked by the steady erosion of Britain's postwar social democratic gains, and the normalisation of what the late David Graeber called 'the machinery of hopelessness'. For tenants, this manifests itself in the bleak knowledge that Britain is yoked to a form of economic growth from which they are shut out, but also in more personal annoyances: not being allowed to hang pictures, or put a political poster in the window (these prohibitions are common in tenancy agreements). Ruby's most recent rent rise was supposedly conditional on the building's damp problem being rectified; but the rise has now been implemented while a solution to the damp problem has not. 'Because the damp remains, technically we could legally object to this rent increase, but that's fantasyland,' Ruby said. 'I don't trust the council to protect me from eviction if I kick up a fuss.'
I asked Ahmed, who insists that his own rental properties are well maintained, what he felt about the accusation that landlords are contributing to the stock of human misery - directly, through the provision of subpar housing, or structurally, thanks to their participation in a system that is contingent on the impoverishment of others. 'Go on to Rightmove and scroll through the pictures of rental properties - there are thousands with no mould, no leaks,' he said. 'Most landlords are not doing things which are immoral.' He went on to argue that landlords are also insecure: if a tenant withholds their rent, he pointed out, a landlord could default on their mortgage repayment and lose their investment. 'People take a very simplistic view,' Ahmed said, 'and think that if we get rid of the people making money then the problem will be solved.' But for a new housing system to take shape, getting rid of the people making money - or at least challenging the political economy and social legitimacy of landlordism - is exactly the point.
In  1915, faced with mass resistance to rent hikes, profiteering landlords in Glasgow attempted to deduct tenants' debts directly from their pay packets by making claims in the small debt court. When legal summonses were issued, a march led by local women brought the streets to a standstill. 'Glasgow witnessed a demonstration the like of which had never been seen before,' the trade unionist and future Communist Party MP Willie Gallacher remembered. 'From far away Dalmuir in the west, from Parkhead in the east, from Cathcart in the south and Hyde Park in the north, the dungareed army of the proletariat invaded the centre of the city.' Panicked by the growing militancy, figures at every level of government - from David Lloyd George, the chancellor, to George V - insisted that the landlords back down, lest civil unrest spread. A week later the government introduced a Rent Restrictions Bill.
Community and tenants' unions such as Acorn, the London Renters Union and Scotland's Living Rent are the descendants of Red Clydeside's rent strikers and other 20th-century movements, such as the Stepney Tenants' Defence League of the 1930s, but they are organising in an almost unrecognisable environment. Laws enabling landlords to sue rental unions for loss of income have made rent strikes effectively impossible. The collective working-class political institutions once capable of binding neighbourhoods together have been hugely weakened, if not dismantled. Acorn's unapologetically confrontational actions - occupying banks, flooding into letting agents' offices, naming and shaming individual landlords - work to maximise public attention and make the power imbalances in our communities starkly visible, but they are a product of weakness rather than strength.
Yet housing injustice, unlike most of the social ills afflicting our atomised society, has the potential to unite and radicalise. 'The housing system is so obviously unfair,' Bano writes, 'that many people seem to come to it as something of a gateway to political activism.' Having knocked on doors for Acorn in Tottenham, I've seen how swiftly conversations about damp, mould, Section 21 notices and rent rises can swell into anger at the status quo, and pleasure that someone, anyone, is trying to do something about it.
In the ten years since it was founded by a group of tenants in Bristol, Acorn has managed to stop the mass sale of the city's council homes, ensure poorer residents pay less council tax, and win tens of millions of pounds of funding for fire safety measures in tower blocks. Following its occupation of the TSB branches, the bank tripled the length of the rental contracts it permits landlords to offer. On some level, as Bano argues, when it comes to the housing crisis, 'the solutions are already in our neighbourhoods. No one needs to be persuaded about how bad things are, or how unjust. Our task is basically to gather the strands together.'
Durable solutions don't seem likely to emerge from Westminster. The Labour government's focus on increasing the housing supply, with mandatory local building targets and construction on so-called 'grey-field' sites, will deliver a windfall to land speculators and property developers; whether it will make any difference to renters at the bottom of the ladder is more doubtful. Starmer believes that house building will 'lay the foundations of real change that this country is crying out for', but if Bano's arguments are correct it's hard to see how. Labour could take a more interventionist approach and at least ensure that profits derived from government alterations to land use are reclaimed by the Treasury - following in the footsteps of the Attlee government, which imposed a 100 per cent 'development charge' on any increase in land value under such circumstances. But that sort of policy doesn't really align with Starmer's fealty to technocratic managerialism.
Some of the reforms in the Renters' Rights Bill, currently in committee stage in the Lords, including a ban on rental bidding wars and a cap on upfront rent demands, have been welcomed by housing campaigners. But there is concern that although Labour is abolishing Section 21 evictions, landlords will still be permitted to carry out 'no fault' evictions after the first year of a new tenancy if they are planning to sell the property or move in themselves, and there's no clarity on what evidence will be used to validate their claims (the government says 'the landlord will need to provide evidence in court to prove the relevant ground applies'). What's really needed, according to organisations like the London Renters Union, is something that would fundamentally alter the legal and economic structures underpinning the landlord-tenant relationship: specifically, rent controls. Unsurprisingly, Starmer has ruled this out. Forty-four of his MPs are landlords, including the foreign secretary, David Lammy. The biggest landlord in Parliament - the Labour MP for Ilford South, Jas Athwal, who won his seat following a bitter factional battle and the controversial deselection of his leftist predecessor, Sam Tarry - was forced to apologise last year after a BBC investigation found black mould, ant infestations, loose fire alarms and an absence of proper licences in some of his rental properties (Athwal said he had been unaware of the problems; Starmer called the situation 'unacceptable', but insisted that Athwal was taking action to put it right).
The housing crisis is too sprawling, too stubborn and too tangled up with other structural problems to be tackled in isolation. It is really a crisis of work, which pays too little; of jobs, which are too concentrated in the financial centres of cities; of public services and welfare system, which are being run down to the point that Generation Rentier relies on rental income to plug the gaps. In 2011, half of the private renters in England were under 35. But with house prices drifting ever further out of reach, the estate agent Savills predicts that demand for privately rented properties among the over-35s will increase eightfold over the lifetime of this parliament; the average age of private renters in England has already risen to 41. Generation Rent is growing up and some of them are having kids: half of all new babies in the UK are now born into rented accommodation, and the number of families dependent on private landlords has more than doubled over the past twenty years. It's hard to imagine that the collective fury of renters will lay the groundwork for a reorganisation of our housing system around the principle that it should aim to deliver homes of the highest possible quality to the greatest possible number of people, rather than act as a source of passive income to a relatively narrow slice of the population. But it's also hard to imagine the current system continuing indefinitely.
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Wouldn't you like to be normal?
Lucie Elven

9219 wordsJanet Frame  didn't like people writing about her. When they asked for interviews, she described them as 'Porlock people' (one biographer reported being 'vigorously and efficiently rebuffed'). She believed she should be entitled to a private life, so she legally changed her name to Nene Janet Paterson Clutha - in honour of a Maori chief and the Clutha river - while continuing to write as Janet Frame. She also thought that she was misrepresented. This stemmed from a lifetime spent enduring other people's categorisations, which seemed to cling to her like bindweed.
There were her nicknames: Nini with the nits at home as a child, Fuzzy and Jean at school, Miss Educated in Seacliff psychiatric hospital, Waldo to the writer Frank Sargeson, Janetta in Ibiza. Then there was what people said about her: she was dirty, a thief, shy, different, an aspiring poet, 'a lovely girl, no trouble at all', officially insane, 'pleasant to the guests at all times', the 'niece who is going overseas', the grande dame of New Zealand letters. She remembered her clothes as if they were costumes: a dreaded 'grey serge tunic' at school, a jersey and skirt at training college, 'my schizophrenic fancy dress', a 'white smock, white shoes and a starched cap', things made of weird new fabrics such as 'everglaze', a longed-for skirt of 'terylene' with permanent pleats, a 'dull green overcoat', the slacks Sargeson preferred her to wear, the 'large fawn cardigan with a hood' she knitted herself, her Roman sandals, a black mantilla for going to church in Andorra. She was someone to whom people gave things, and perhaps the categorisation she resented was often a misplaced gift. She couldn't easily be defined by her romantic relationships and didn't 'hold down a job', though she had stints as a trainee teacher, a dish-washer in a student canteen, a housemaid-waitress-nurse, a laundry assistant in a hospital mangle room, a waitress at the Dunedin Grand Hotel, an usherette at the Regal Theatre in Streatham and an archivist 'cataloguing medical papers in the brain museum', until, aged 34, she put herself on National Assistance at her psychiatrist's suggestion, in order to write full time. He told her that, for her own good, she shouldn't feel under any pressure to 'join in'. She would dedicate seven books to him.
In order to free herself from these unwanted categories, and to have what she called 'my say', Frame wrote an autobiography in middle age. A few years later, she also agreed to have a biography written by the historian Michael King, who took the approach of telling a 'compassionate truth', defined as 'a presentation of evidence and conclusions that fulfil the major objectives of biography, but without the revelation of information that would involve the living subject in unwarranted embarrassment, loss of face, emotional or physical pain, or nervous or psychiatric collapse'. He said that the 'communication and trust' generated by this approach were worth it. Without them, I doubt Frame would have allowed him to write it at all.
Born in 1924, in Dunedin, New Zealand, as a child Frame moved around the South Island with her family. In her autobiography, she describes a landscape that was 'swamp red, beastie gold, sky grey, railway red, railway yellow, macrocarpa green, tussock gold, snowgrass gold, penny-orange orange, milk white, snowberry white, all lit by the sky of snow light reflected from Antarctica or, as we knew it, from Mother's constant reference, "the South Pole, kiddies"'. Her mother, a Christadelphian who communicated her sense of wonder to her daughter, wrote poems which were published in newspapers and magazines. She had worked 'in service', including as a maid to Katherine Mansfield's grandmother. Frame's father was a railway worker of Scottish origin, who fished, did embroidery and bagpiped the children to sleep. There were five children, and Janet came in the middle, the survivor of a pair of twins. The Frames owned two cows, white Leghorns and a rooster 'with a tall, arched tail' that had 'the end feathers arranged like a hand of playing cards'. In 1937, her sister Myrtle drowned at the public baths (all her life, Janet couldn't bear to see dead bodies, and avoided funerals). Her brother, Geordie, whom she calls Bruddie in the autobiography to protect his privacy, was epileptic. The family didn't have much money. They paid for their blankets in weekly instalments. Frame's writing is often compared to Faulkner's, and her family history reads like a Southern Gothic novel.
Yet Frame can be an extraordinarily cheerful, funny writer. Language was a source of continual revelation: she often used repeated phrases in quotation marks to demonstrate her acquisition of new words and concepts - the news of a farmer being 'gored' gathered meaning thanks to her mother's 'earthquake-and-tidal-wave voice'; as a frizzy-red-haired child, the arrival of the 'permanent wave', which had to be repeated every few months, shattered her concept of linguistic truth. She told King that hers was 'an excitable family with a passion for detail and a love of home and hearth that helped to make the smallest expedition beyond home an occasion to recall in minute detail'. As a teenager, she wrote diaries addressed to a Mr Ardenue, the grey-bearded ruler of the Land of Ardenue, the first in a series of imaginary kingdoms she would think of as 'my place'. In her account, memory imbues the railway huts and houses they lived in - Ferry Street, Wyndham; Eden Street, Oamaru; Willowglen - with a halo of significance. Each of them was defined by its areas of cold and warmth:
Willowglen, we discovered, had a special share of sun. Unlike at 56 Eden Street, where the land lay full under the sun and the sky, the house at Willowglen, set against a western hill and facing an eastern hill, with the north boundary of hawthorn hedge, may trees, willow trees, had only brief sun in the morning, making the house cool even in summer, but if you looked from the cool and often cold world of the house you'd see, down on the flat by the creek and beyond it, a world where the sun stayed late, in summer until the evening; and perhaps if you looked out, as Mother did, when the day and working energy were fast being spent, you might feel 'down on the flat' to be an unattainable world of sun.
When I pleaded for mother to come down on the flat in the sun, she said in the tone she used for talking of publication, the Second Coming, and, now, the white fox fur as a 21st birthday present, 'One of these days.'

When she was nineteen, Frame left home for Dunedin Training College. Too timid to use the sanitary towel incinerator, she carried hers back to hide in the dressing-table drawers at her aunt's house, where she was staying, or threw them into the cemetery on the way home. She ate alone (conscious that her teeth were decaying). When her younger sister moved in too, Isabel got Janet into trouble (among other exploits, she convinced Janet to steal from the chocolate boxes Aunt Isy had won at Highland dancing competitions and kept, unopened, on display in the sitting room). Frame was attending lectures at the university 'in my spare time' and had a 'pash' on her psychology teacher, the 24-year-old John Money. In Frame's probationary year teaching at Arthur Street School, she stiffened, avoiding the staff teas. This is where her autobiography and King's retelling, based on interviews, diverge, but in both she swallows a packet of aspirin, and wakes the next morning relieved - nose bleeding, ears roaring - to find herself alive. She wrote about this experience in her psychology homework and on the September day the school inspector called, she said, 'Will you excuse me a moment please?' and fled. Money, alarmed, tried to arrange counselling and to put her on the path to becoming a librarian, but her behaviour became increasingly unhappy and in October 1945 Frame entered the psychiatric ward of Dunedin Hospital. 'I felt suddenly free of all worry, cared for. I could think of nothing more desirable than lying in bed sheltered and warm.' Clinical staff told Frame there was nothing wrong with her, and that her mother could come to pick her up. 'Faced suddenly with the prospect of going home, I felt all the worries of the world returning, all the sadness of home and the everlasting toil of my parents and the weekly payments on the blankets and the new eiderdown from Calder Mackays.' She screamed at her mother to leave, and was committed for six weeks in Seacliff hospital.
You have to wonder why Seacliff was so big. Why, during the late 19th-century gold rush when it was planned and constructed, did the largest building in New Zealand need to be an asylum? Why was it built in Scots Baronial style, why were a thousand keys needed for its doors and why did it have 'an observation tower almost fifty metres tall'? Was there a lurking fear, among the turrets, towers and corbels, that the line between madness and sanity is like a river that changes its course, both over time and as a result of human interference? During this period, Frame's letters were opened by the doctors, who deemed them 'foolish'. A line about gorse smelling of peanut butter was singled out as a sign of her disordered mind and reason enough to prevent contact with the outside world for a time. Even Money was denied entry. When Frame was released, she returned to Dunedin but discovered she couldn't go back to teacher training: she had been failed in absentia. She also had a diagnosis of schizophrenia, which restricted her options. She moved into a boarding house, where she cared for bedridden elderly women in the mornings and wrote in the afternoons. 'My inspiration for my stories came partly from my reading of William Saroyan, and my unthinking delight, "I can do that too."' In the evenings she went to ethics, logic and psychology lectures at the university, and once a week she met up with the 'young handsome' John Money, 'glistening with newly applied Freud', and played up to her diagnosis to keep his attention, her act bolstered by the case histories of schizophrenics she read in the public library ('It's masturbation,' she told him, 'worry over masturbation'). She wrote her notion of schizophrenia into the stories she let Money read, and which he showed to a publisher. Then, as enough time had passed, she was declared sane again. Money announced he was leaving for the US. Frame later wrote that it was around this time that her 'destructive sense of realism' prevented her from continuing to believe he loved her. On holiday in 1947, Isabel drowned when swimming in Picton harbour as the result of a heart defect - ten years after Myrtle. Of the siblings only Geordie, Janet and June remained.
Grete Christeller, a friend of Money's, who Frame hoped might arrange to have her teeth extracted, persuaded her to become a voluntary boarder at Sunnyside Hospital where 'there was a new electric treatment'. During the next eight years, Frame found herself stuck in a psychiatric system that took her feeling for language as evidence of madness. When she compared herself to Pierre in War and Peace, her doctors thought she was describing a schizophrenic delusion. 'I inhabited a territory of loneliness,' she later wrote, 'which I think resembles that place where the dying spend their time before death, and from where those who do return living to the world bring inevitably a unique point of view that is a nightmare, a treasure and a lifelong possession.' While she was in the hospital, in 1951, her first book was published, under the title The Lagoon and Other Stories ('The Caxton Press, not I, had decided the title'). The norm at the time was for hospital workers not to speak to patients, but rather to teach them lessons, mostly through punishment. Along with degrading treatment, Frame was subjected to insulin coma therapy and, she writes, 'over two hundred applications of unmodified ECT, each the equivalent, in degree of fear, to an execution'. In 1952, a member of staff told her that she and her friend 'Nola' were both 'down for a leucotomy' - a lobotomy. A ward sister told her about one patient who had undergone a leucotomy and was now 'selling hats in a hat shop ... as normal as anyone. Wouldn't you like to be normal?' In her novel Faces in the Water Frame had Istina reply that she doubted she could sell hats. But then the superintendent read in the Evening Star that Frame had won the Hubert Church Memorial Award, then the country's most prestigious prose prize (the winner received PS25), for The Lagoon. He showed her the paper. 'We're moving you out of this ward. And no leucotomy.' Following some occupational therapy (making lace) and a stint brewing tea for the doctors, Frame was discharged, aged thirty. 'My writing saved me.' Nola, whose real name was Audrey Scrivener, and had been admitted for asthma of suspected psychosomatic origin, was not so lucky. A leucotomy was a 'convenience treatment', Frame wrote some years later, but its effects could be disastrous. 'Although [Nola] was formerly aware and interested in things of the mind, now she sits and knits.'
Through her youngest sister, June, Frame met the writer Frank Sargeson in Auckland in 1955. * Sargeson collected and anthologised the work of local authors; after meeting Frame, he let her live in an old army hut in his garden. 'Frank sometimes dispensed people as if they were medicine and he were the doctor in charge of the case. He prescribed for himself too.' When she visited home (a north-south journey that took more than a day), her mother, Lottie, was finally persuaded to go out onto 'the flat'.
We ate our sandwiches of bread and butter and chives and drank, with little black flies from the creek dropping in the tea. The pukekos watched us through the fence in the next paddock.
But Mother was restless. What if the phone rang? Surely we wouldn't hear it, down on the flat? What if 'your father' came home and found no dinner prepared? Besides, she had meant to phone the weekly order at the grocer's, the Self Help, and it might be too late for the order-boy to deliver it ... Our picnic was too soon over.

Lottie died not long afterwards. Her self-effacement seems to have served as a caution to her daughter.
Frame and Sargeson read Proust and The Death of Ivan Ilyich together, listened to Beethoven's violin concerto and played chess in the evenings. As a gift, she bought him silkworms, which they kept in a shoebox. Frame picked mulberry leaves for the worms to eat and 'in the silence of the night as I lay in bed I heard a sound like the turning of tiny pages in a tiny library ... the sound of steady chewing and chomping.' Then she and Sargeson watched as the silkworms 'entered their next life, as they began to wave their heads in a circular motion, with a thread like a golden spiderweb being drawn from their mouths ... The golden thread of plaited silk hung on the wall by the window in that same room where Ivan Ilyich and the old Prince died.' She began to write an 'exploration', which Sargeson helped her sell. (It came out in 1957 as Owls Do Cry, marketed as a 'novel'; in it, among other things, a boy, Toby Withers, struggles under the 'velvet cloak' of epilepsy.) Sargeson advised her to go abroad, away from what he saw as New Zealand's conformism, and they applied for, and secured, a grant of PS300 from the New Zealand Literary Fund for her to 'travel overseas and broaden my experience'. Frame feared that if she stayed, she would end up in an institution again.
The  voyage to Southampton on the Ruahine took 32 days. Frame's 1962 novel, The Edge of the Alphabet, which has been reissued in the UK after sixty years out of print, was inspired by the time she spent in England. When she arrived, Frame wrote to Money describing the 'buses like bright red sandwiches' and the 'men with briefcases, yeast-bun hats and Freudian-sinister umbrellas'. Sargeson, who had found it difficult to work on his own books with Frame around, continued to worry about her from Auckland, asking visitors to report on her welfare and extract work from her. As a housemaid-waitress at Battersea Technical College Hostel, Frame emptied ashes from fireplaces, polished floors, and waited high table. The codes and hierarchies reminded her of psychiatric hospitals. She swapped impressions with her colleagues from the Commonwealth: 'The class system? They're in the Middle Ages.' For a few months, she lived off Clapham Common, where she was taken under the wing of an overbearing Irish bus driver known in her autobiography as Patrick Reilly. Reilly wanted a wife. 'There's no doubt,' he assured Frame, 'that I'm manager material.' In her opinion, he was 'yet another reject of a demanding world'. His romantic strategy was 'never to take your eye off the quarry'. With him, she felt like 'a clinging insect that had glued itself to the wrong plant in the wrong garden in the wrong world. Wrong for the insect, the plant, the garden and the world.' From there (who can blame her), Frame went to Ibiza, where 'my bedroom was large and airy with a wide window overlooking the harbour and the distant shore where the buildings lay like those of another city, a sea or mirror city reflected in the clear water.'
Staying on the floor above her was an American painter called Harvey Cohen (Edwin in Frame's autobiography). Frame fell for his friend George Parlette (Bernard), who 'laughed heartily and each time he laughed I felt ... as if I were a vast empty palace awaiting the guests and the feast'. They had an affair and ate breakfast cakes, as well as corned beef that Reilly sent, along with notes saying 'I hope you are still fancy free.' She was offended when Bernard said that it would be 'terrible' if they had a baby, and refused to see him again, so he left the island. The local women were pleased to hear of Bernard's departure.
'Los Americanos,' they said. 'They disturb everything. Everywhere. Even the light.'
And that was true, for Edwin was in disgrace again having blown the electric fuses with his high-powered lamps.
'They disturb the light,' Francesca said. 'And make everything dark.'

Heart darkened, Frame left for Andorra, where she moved in with a local family. She had realised she was pregnant, and began running 'like a terrier up and down the mountains', downing quinine and taking 'immensely hot baths'. She miscarried. Shortly afterwards, she was persuaded to go for a picnic in the Pyrenees by an Italian man known in her autobiography as El Vici:
I, always an admirer of those with a gift for language, was prepared to like this tall handsome man. I admired his fight against the Fascists led by Il Duce, Mussolini, I sympathised with his suffering and torture in a concentration camp; the fact, however, that I could not accept his wearing of two-tone black and white shoes, and particularly his wearing them in the photograph he gave me, is more a comment on me and the influence of my early life than on the character of El Vici. In my past and lost world any man wearing 'two-tone' shoes was a 'spiv', a 'lounge lizard', possibly a gangster.

But she couldn't get rid of him. ('After the day of that picnic he made sure that I did not walk alone.') Soon El Vici produced a ring, leaving Frame 'flattered, alarmed and melancholy, for it was Bernard who still occupied my thoughts and dreams'. She claimed to have 'things to see to' in London, that she would take care of them, then return to El Vici in Andorra. 'And so it happened again that during the remainder of my stay in Andorra I found myself assuming my most accustomed role, that of the passive person whose life is being planned for her while she dare not, for fear of punishment or provocation, refuse.' Back in London, in May 1957, Reilly had taken it on himself to rent another room on Frame's behalf in Clapham Common, and her brother, Geordie, had turned up. He wanted her to read the manuscript of a book he had written, which she thought read like a child's work. She found herself having to avoid him, too, until he finally went to Belgium. Eventually he was repatriated by the New Zealand High Commission.
Low on money, Frame found work in a cinema, got herself an agent and pr0mised herself not to take 'one notice' of publishers who rejected her work as 'not sensational, topical, sexy'. 'I am not going to entitle my next work Conversation with My Lover.' Frame's mission in London was to find out 'the truth': she wanted to know whether she really had schizophrenia. She spent six weeks at the Maudsley in Denmark Hill, which she found to be more enlightened than the hospitals in which she had been locked up. The doctors interviewed the patients 'several times a week, at first daily, and not, as happened in New Zealand, once on admission, once on discharge, with occasional fatuous "Hellos" between, no matter how many years the interval "between" may have been'. The Maudsley's approach, she wrote later, 'helped to give patients a sense of being, and of being somewhere'. After an electroencephalogram, an American psychiatrist called Dr Miller told her that her brainwaves were '"more normal than normal", thus shattering my long-held acquaintance and kinship with Van Gogh, Hugo Wolf'. She had never suffered from schizophrenia, she was told. Instead, her current symptoms were the aftershocks of her years in hospital.
Perhaps I remember so vividly Dr Miller's layers of clothes worn against the winter season because I myself had been suddenly stripped of a garment I had worn for twelve or thirteen years ... I remembered how ... I had accepted it, how in the midst of the agony and terror of the acceptance found the unexpected warmth, comfort, protection: how I had longed to be rid of the opinion but was unwilling to part with it. And even when I did not wear it openly I always had it by for emergency, to put on quickly, for shelter from the cruel world.

Avoiding Reilly, Frame moved to Kentish Town and befriended some artists ('outsiders') with whom she would visit 'sleazy clubs' in Soho. She continued with her appointments at the Maudsley. Miller was leaving, and she was treated by a doctor whose small talk about the world heavyweight championship was 'remote from what I felt to be the centre of concern'. Things improved with the arrival of a new psychiatrist, Dr Cawley. He 'had been a zoologist and mathematician', 'dressed as for a day in the office' and 'spoke with an "English" accent that chilled me when I heard it'. His professional opinion was that Frame 'genuinely needed to write, that it was a way of life for me, and that the best practical help for me was to arrange a National Assistance weekly payment and for me to find accommodation near the hospital so that we might continue our talks'. He believed she had suffered 'an existential dilemma - an identity crisis'. Dr Cawley suggested she write about her time in psychiatric institutions, Frame wrote, 'to give me a clearer view of my future'.
In 1959, she moved to Camberwell, which was convenient for the Maudsley. Sixty-five years later, I moved to the same street. From my window, I can see the house where she wrote The Edge of the Alphabet as well as Faces in the Water, published in 1961, which she called 'a series of sketches or episodes' and 'documentary fiction', and which told the 'story of my experiences in hospitals in New Zealand'.
With  Faces in the Water, Frame said she was 'planning a subdued rather than a sensational record', 'aiming more for credibility than a challenge to me by those who might disbelieve it'. In her notebook she drew columns recording her 'timetable', 'progress' and 'wasted days'. She found that having 'an impartial observer in Dr Cawley' made her more enthusiastic 'than usual'. Whether it was because of the doctor's presence or because time had passed since she was last in an institution, she achieves a tonal distance between herself and her story. As Fleur Adcock wrote in the TLS, 'she can be both detached and passionate at the same time.' The effect is to suggest that a situation might be comic even when it is harrowing. King said of his interviews with her that she told the story of her life 'in a tone that acknowledged past tragedies but seemed more frequently to tremble on the brink of laughter'. 'On the brink' captures it well: the voice in Faces in the Water is never fully dramatic, touching, nostalgic, serious, knowing or harsh - even when what Frame's describing is heightened.
Frame's account of the lives of what she called the '"secret" people' in psychiatric hospitals begins with a list, a typical feature of her expansive style of writing. She starts by logging aspects of 'dangerous reality': 'lightning snakes traffic germs riot earthquakes blizzard and dirt', each word replacing the last in an endless emergency. Her fictional institutions, Cliffhaven and Treecroft, both deeply hierarchical, do their best to abolish patients' sense of their own personal narrative. Instead, there is only obeying and disobeying. Each area in them - the Brick Building, Lawn Lodge, Ward Two, the Park, the Yard - has its distinctive routines, nurses and procedures. Frame's narrator, Istina Mavet, has no backstory and believes she will never leave the hospital system. (Istina is the Serbo-Croat word for 'truth' and mavet the Hebrew for 'death'.) ECT is 'the new and fashionable means of quieting people and of making them realise that orders are to be obeyed'. 'Will I be for treatment tomorrow?' is a fear that comes round cyclically. It is said that 'when a prisoner is condemned to die all clocks in the neighbourhood of the death cell are stopped; as if the removal of the clock will cut off the flow of time and maroon the prisoner on a coast of timelessness where the moments, like breakers, rise and surge near but never touch the shore.'
The doctors don't expect to hear from the patients. The prevailing logic is: 'If you can't adapt yourself to living in a mental hospital, how do you expect to be able to live "out in the world"?' Frame's project is to show how ineffective, cruel and self-reinforcing that logic is. Watching the new queen's coronation on the hospital television or attending dances ('We danced the Destiny') or the sports day is nothing like real life.
When the possibility arises of a leucotomy for Istina, the doctors feel a thrill, falling into 'a confused excitement of planning and speculation'; she thinks they are 'like meter readers, furniture removers or decorators sent to repaper an upstairs room'. Frame applies the language of politics to the staff ('abrupt communications like diplomatic notes between distant foreign powers passed between the doctors and my parents') and that of trade to the patients ('Ted ... was a young man with a love of admiring and of being admired, and his cunning expression arose from his continual need to practise the commerce of admiration in which he had truly invested his life'). The staff have real power; the patients only the power to barter.
Istina's subjectivity is an issue for the hospital, and for one nurse, Sister Bridge, in particular: 'By an unintentional glance I had surprised her into surprising herself into an uncomfortable consciousness that seemed to amount to fear.' She describes her opinions of the doctors - 'Dr Howell was young catarrhal plump pale-faced (we called him Scone)' - and the abuse of the staff:
'Love me, Helen,' the nurse would call, and Helen smiling with anticipated joy, would advance carefully towards the nurse only to be turned aside with a scornful remark when her arms had almost encircled their longed-for objective of flesh. Her love changed to hate then; she would attack, and the nurse would blow her whistle bringing other nurses to her aid, and Helen would be put in a straitjacket and for the rest of the day would rage about the room using her feet, her shoes having been removed, to convey her anger and frustration.

Visitors are scrutinised, too: a well-meaning but clueless group of women, 'the Ladies', say things like 'Never mind, you'll soon be home won't you?' A 'more sophisticated visitor', the 'One-Lolly Man', knows better how to please the patients.
Istina prescribes a more benign environment, where the patients can devote themselves to making something 'with the involvement and detachment of true artists', and with greater access to nature: 'I think it is the removal of the sun's influence that has made us mad.' Slips of description of the natural world - a cow's teeth 'worn, like square white stools often sat upon' or the 'herringbone patterns on the sand' of the beach - suggest that she responds to nature as she can't to her surroundings.
Her account of the patients themselves is precise. For Istina, their protests, their depression, their unexplained bouts of joy, cunning, violence and disobedience are what makes them human. She refuses 'the easy Opheliana recited like the pages of a seed catalogue or the outpourings of Crazy Janes who provide, in fiction, an outlet for poetic abandon'. These are not the 'charmingly uninhibited eccentrics' of idealised portrayals of madness; they are the bullies, the pedantic dance partners, the romantics 'thrusting questionable notes through the six-inch opening in the bottom of the dayroom window', those who patronise Sunday request programmes on the radio, those with delusions of grandeur that make people uncomfortable. There is the woman who tells enthralling tales at night ('As she spoke, what the advertisers might call a "secret ingredient" passed her lips inside the words, and forced us to believe her stories'). There's Brenda, with her attitude of 'sympathy envy and longing which made me feel responsible for her rescue and for her plight if rescue never came'. She is a talented pianist who gives the book its title:
Listening to her, one experienced a deep uneasiness as of having avoided an urgent responsibility, like someone who, walking at night along the banks of a stream, catches a glimpse in the water of a white face or a moving limb and turns quickly away, refusing to help or to search for help. We all see the faces in the water. We smother our memory of them, even our belief in their reality, and become calm people of the world; or we can neither forget nor help them. Sometimes by a trick of circumstances or dream or a hostile neighbourhood of light we see our own face.

When Istina graduates to being asked to make tea for the doctors, 'it was strange to be among people who talked, and at first I could not grasp the idea of talking, making sentences aloud, entering conversation, shunting back and forth with words in the once-darkened carriages lit with meaning.' She eventually leaves the hospital and writes this book. But rather than a betrayal of her fellow patients, the book is an act of disobedience directed at the nurses who tell her that she must forget what she's seen and 'put it out of your mind completely as if it never happened and go and live a normal life in the outside world.' Istina refuses both parts of the instruction. She remains doubtful about the possibility of a 'normal life': 'I dreamed of the world because it seemed the accepted thing to do, because I could not bear to face the thought that not all prisoners dream of freedom; the prospect of the world terrified me.'
Frame hated noise 
. She claimed that her street (our street) became too loud when, after Harold Macmillan came to power, the residents had the money to buy TVs and record players, though she herself blasted out Schubert to disguise her illicit typing when her landlord was sleeping. Throughout her work, Frame incorporates sounds usually excluded from language (her seagulls cry 'keel, kool'). She seems to be testing the idea that anything can be accommodated in her medium. The Edge of the Alphabet is about trash, debris, dreams, the incommunicable and the excluded. It begins: 'Man is the only species for whom the disposal of waste is a burden, a task often ill-judged, costly, criminal - especially when he learns to include himself, living and dead, in the list of waste products.'
The story follows an epileptic man, again called Toby Withers; a schoolteacher, Zoe Bryce; and an Irish bus driver, Pat Keenan. They meet on the boat from New Zealand and try to find their 'place' in London. Told by Thora Pattern, a sort of clairvoyant with access to all three, the narrative steps into each character's perspective in turn. Thora lives 'at the edge of the alphabet', a place 'where words like plants either grow poisonous tall and hollow about the rusted knives and empty drums of meaning, or, like people exposed to a deathly weather, shed their fleshy confusion and show luminous, knitted with force and permanence'. The proposition Frame seems to be making is that marginality means semantic exile too; vivid, broken images are her characters' alternative vehicles for communication. The text works according to a principle of difference. Loneliness pervades and lingers like damp.
Toby decides to move abroad after the death of his mother. 'There was no one now to care for him, to defend him, to give him special glances of love.' But her memory pursues him and seems as real as his surroundings. At the edge of the alphabet, the dead 'keep cropping up like daisies with their floral blackmail'. Toby doesn't do what his father, Bob, does, and try to compartmentalise. 'Bob's use of the term "your mother" acted as a temporary disownment, a shifting of the responsibility and reality of the grief that had overtaken a personal relationship which had always been so complicated that it needed division anyway into two or three or four in order to survive. Your mother, Mum, Amy, The Wife.'
The edge of the alphabet is also close to bodily waste. After Toby wets the bed in a fit, he becomes aware 'of urine that had lost its first warmth and nearness'. He picks his nose by 'working his finger with a drilling motion and peering curiously at the little blots of salvage'. Words are unmanageable and therefore also a kind of waste: they 'became blots, fly-specks (like the dead), mouse-dirt, a mess to be cleaned up'. Sometimes he feels them 'moving in his arms ... wriggling like silkworms'.
The character of Zoe may be Frame's attempt to imagine who she would have been if she hadn't written. 'I am concerned with an intensity of making - yet I make nothing.' Instead Zoe shops (and shoplifts) from a fictional department store called Norton and Stroods, dreams of being kissed and tells everyone that she is engaged in 'private research' that never materialises. The third principal, Pat, has his own difficulties connecting to others. He 'could never keep the triumph from his voice when he talked of people who were "friends of his". He was like a big-game hunter, proud of the carcasses, but doomed to have no relationship with the living animal.'
When Toby first arrives in London, he is struck by
the scaffold stations. The cheated faces. The change of echo under the bridges. The sky crowding down close like grey pastry being pressed around a tenpenny steak and kidney pie that has been cooked once then warmed up, fouled by great black squawking birds with ragged wings that lean forward in the sky like clergymen striving for a pittance. Cry warning, a racketing shudder, a slowing-down, time to think, to draw out the meaning like necessary matter from an unclean wound.

When he gets to Piccadilly Circus, he finds it throbbing 'with lights which seemed at first to be the Crown Jewels only they said Bovril Bovril'. At Hyde Park, people shout about 'the urgent need for contraception, licensed brothels, nuclear disarmament, National Health Euthanasia, transistors and hi-fi equipment in coffins'. These impressions don't form a coherent whole for Toby but impose themselves abruptly and are replaced by others, leaving him disoriented.
Pat becomes a bus driver, Zoe an usherette and Toby a street sweeper ('disposing of the social snow, the city flakes that fell endlessly from man's winter need - the need to buy little packets, tear them open, empty them, get comfort from them, discard them'), but they remain excluded. As Toby's Aunt Cora puts it, they have been left off 'from the mystical long division sum'. In the upper circle of the Palace Cinema, Zoe is alarmed by canoodling youths: 'The love-makers threaten the survival of others by refusing to accommodate anything but their own survival.' She longs to acquire the 'substance' of usherettes which allows them to take charge of a situation. She buys an encyclopedia of sex. But as she waits to be transformed into some kind of artist, she sees herself undergoing a different metamorphosis, losing her femininity and even her personhood, 'changed to a step-ladder, a bony triangle where the hands meet in prayer, a heap of thin twigs among the salt plants on a hill exposed to the sea, where people pass me by, intent only on gathering the first spring asparagus'. The sentence is self-deprecating; it leaves open whether it is Zoe's own passivity or the heedless passers-by who are to blame.
Peter, a young painter, turns up at her house. 'For a moment she could not remember him. "The coffee bar," he said. "You gave me your address. I promised to take you out, one afternoon in summer."' Zoe doesn't remember, but goes with him to a bar, where she meets another man, Lawrence. She senses that the encounter has special significance: 'You are one of those people,' she thinks, 'who ... appear at crossroads, at the entrance to mazes, on the outskirts of cities, at the edge of the alphabet.' Lawrence invites them both to the Serpentine, where they meet his friends - a louche crowd - and while the others swim and smoke, Zoe sits, folding some cigarette packet paper. 'It was absurd, how absurd it was, but it was silver trees and people with hats like silver planets, like priests, lost in the forest ... I am making something at last.' Her small, risky act of creation becomes 'the creation of my life' - and has unintended outcomes. Peter becomes a salesman, Pat a 'stationery supervisor in a large city store' and Toby moves back to New Zealand to live with Aunt Cora.
The Edge of the Alphabet gestures towards ideas about origins, language and myth that were becoming more important to Frame. Around the time of its writing, she experienced a
subtle shifting of my life into a world of fiction where I spread before me everything I saw and heard, people I met in buses, streets, railway stations, and where I lived, choosing from the displayed treasure fragments and moments that combined to make a shape of a novel or poem or story. Nothing was without its use. I had learned to be a citizen of the Mirror City ... The self must be the container of the treasures of Mirror City, the Envoy as it were ... Writing a novel is not merely going on a shopping expedition across the border to an unreal land: it is hours and years spent in the factories, the streets, the cathedrals of the imagination, learning the unique functioning of Mirror City, its skies and space, its own planetary system, without stopping to think that one may become homeless in the world, and bankrupt, abandoned by the Envoy.

The envoy was both the second self who could be issued into the world and return to fiction, and also a muse of sorts, who led her to her fiction.
Over the three years Frame lived on my street, that envoy helped deliver another novel, Scented Gardens for the Blind, and 39 stories. It was probably here that Frame wrote 'The Linesman', the first work of hers I read. When I came across it, I had a routine of ordering three or four story collections at the library where I went to work on my computer, and just before closing time I would read the shortest story in each book. In Frame's two-page piece, the narrator watches a man who has climbed up a tall pole by her house to repair the telephone lines. She is unable to look away. 'I was reluctant to leave the window because I was so intent on watching the linesman at work, and because I wanted to see him descend from the pole when his work was finished.' She is fascinated by the man's sense of 'comfort and security', by his 'safety harness', by the 'rungs which are embedded at intervals in the sides of the pole'. Where her neighbours are oblivious, or worry about being spied on and close their curtains, she spies on him. 'You see,' she ends, 'I was hoping that he might fall.'
'The Linesman' must have felt special, because I broke my rule to read a longer story, 'The Reservoir', in which the reader is pulled into a memory ('It was said to be four or five miles along the gully, past orchards and farms, paddocks filled with cattle, sheep, wheat, gorse and the squatters of the land who were the rabbits'). Frame's tone glitters, the language of childhood cut and rearranged by a future consciousness: 'For so long we obeyed the command of the grown-ups and never walked as far as the forbidden Reservoir, but were content to return "tired but happy" (as we wrote in our school compositions), answering the question, Where did you walk today? with a suspicion of blackmail, "Oh, nearly, nearly to the Reservoir!"' At the beginning of writing in this short form, Frame seems to have had a vivid idea of what she was pursuing. She described the process as 'more like chasing butterflies or mosquitoes than netting a swarm of words ... I "capture" them by writing down their titles.'
She suggested to Money that someone might send out some of the stories and, in late 1961, two were accepted by the New Yorker. The first, 'Prizes', lists the elements missing in some less accomplished schoolgirls' musicianship as 'warmth, expansion, gold finish'. The story doesn't so much open as switch on like a light, with its affirming, propositional sentences: 'Life is hell, but at least there are prizes. Or so one thought.'
In  1962, Frame left Camberwell. Although she said it made her uncomfortable, she spent a time living in other people's houses - including a spell near Eye in Suffolk as caretaker of a cottage, a ninety-foot lilac hedge and 'Minnie the mongrel bitch' - while thinking of the Mirror City as her true 'place'. Then, in March 1963, in an apartment in South Kensington arranged by her publisher, she received news from New Zealand that Geordie had turned up at June's house, wanting to be looked after. He had recently sustained head injuries from a horse. (June didn't mention that a year earlier Geordie had threatened to shoot her and had been disarmed by the police.) Soon after his arrival, June had a near fatal brain haemorrhage, at 34, then Geordie also deteriorated and was admitted to hospital. The sisters' theory was that he had tried to enlist them into mothering roles after their mother's death. 'The Frames have this intense creative urge, which very easily becomes destructive,' Janet wrote. 'He has no outlet for himself.' It was during this month of family disarray that The Edge of the Alphabet was published in New Zealand. June began to recover, but more bad news followed in August: their father had fallen and the next day died of a stomach ulcer.
Frame asked 'Millicent' (Mildred), the librarian with whom she had lived in Kentish Town, to take an extended lunch hour to wave her off from the East London docks. She was shocked on her return to find out that she was, unfortunately, famous in New Zealand. After clearing Willowglen, Frame saw June's daughter playing with the keepsakes she'd brought back from her old home.
I remember my anger and shock when I perceived that the treasures I had rescued were being treated carelessly, ill used, not given their pride of place; and then I smiled to myself at my concern as I realised that even in my journeys to Mirror City I had abducted treasures from their homeland, placed them in strange settings, changed their purpose, and in some cases destroyed them to make my own treasures even as my niece was doing in her playhouse.

For herself, Frame had taken 'a pair of old blankets, the eiderdown, Dad's paintings, leaving some for my brother, Aunty Polly and Aunty Isy's paintings, the bagpipe chanter, the bedcover sewn by Dad from the collection of blazer material from throughout New Zealand, used by Aunty Isy at the Ross and Glendinning Mills'.
Frame's  career was now well established. There was a fellowship, then travel to Baltimore to visit Money, who had become a controversial sexologist. Over the course of many trips to the US, Frame would meet new friends, some of whom would serve as patrons and hosts. She wrote what she claimed was her favourite of her books: a children's story about an adventuring ant called Mona Minim and the Smell of the Sun. After a visit to Philadelphia, where she visited the natural history museum, Frame wrote 'You Are Now Entering the Human Heart', in which the narrator, passing through on the way to catch a train, watches an attendant enlisting an unwilling elementary schoolteacher in a snake-handling demonstration. 'The attendant withdrew a green snake about three feet long from the basket and with a swift movement, before the teacher could protest, draped it around her neck and stepped back, admiring and satisfied.' Determined to instil a sense of safety (like the linesman in his harness), the attendant overrides the teacher's fear, 'as if his perception had grown a reptilian covering'. The story is fast around the edges, painfully slow at the centre, before the teacher loses her pupils' respect and 'collapsed into a small canvas chair by the Bear Cabinet and started to cry'. In a feat of literalism that conveys the ungainliness of emotion, the human heart is an exhibit that pulses 'ceiling-high, occup[ying] one corner of the large exhibition hall, and from wherever you stood in the hall you could hear its beating, thum-thump-thum-thump'.
At Yaddo writers' retreat, Frame at first avoided Philip Roth. Once they became friends, they took to writing each other provocative notes. ('Dear Mrs Breast, It has come to my attention that you have not only failed to pay your rent on the nest we have provided for you, but that you sit down there all day twittering your little ass off.') In 1969, at MacDowell, she noticed a 'painter who's a marvellous pianist and he plays in the evenings and I swoon over him'. This was the Bay Area figurative painter William Theophilus Brown, who was to become an important friend. Brown and Frame translated Rilke's French poems together ('Stay still, if the angel/at your table suddenly decides;/gently smooth those few wrinkles/in the cloth beneath your bread'). In letters, Frame described getting to know Brown as 'the chief experience of my life', writing that it had 'taught me a lot about myself, for I recognise in him the male counterpart of what I am, although he shares his life with a man as I would never share mine with a woman. In that, I suppose, I am outside both sexes.'
Frame applied for a US residency visa in 1970, in the hope of moving in with Brown and his partner - 'Are you looking for a maid?' she wrote to them - but worried that she would be denied on the grounds that her country of birth deemed her schizophrenic, and schizophrenia was incurable. In any case, before a decision was reached, some overture had been rejected in her relationship with the couple that required apologies and made her retreat to 'a penfriend's love'. They exchanged mail, collages, doggerel and doodles for the next decades, and Frame settled in New Zealand.
Strategies were developed to protect her from disturbance. She took to sending critics a threat supplied by Dr Cawley, composed on Maudsley notepaper: 'I have told Miss Clutha that in my opinion any writer who publishes comments referring to her "disordered mind" or "mental illness" is running two risks. One is of public ridicule at the hands of scholars more knowledgable and informed about these matters. The other is litigation.' She mailed irritated responses to officials asking to anthologise her work for free: 'If [writers] are to become a charitable institution, then might it not be wise for the Inland Revenue Department to exempt them from tax?'
In 1973, Audrey Scrivener - who never fully left the mental health system - died. After Frame's friend James Baxter also died, she wrote to Brown: 'How arrogant I am to have thought that I could keep death in books, lure it there so it would not stray into life's business.' Indeed, the inverse notion was becoming stronger: that rather than being a place to sequester unpleasant events, narrative was in some way primary, and could be their cause. She'd had to make Faces in the Water more ordinary in order for events not to look overwritten - life seemed to have shaped itself into too extreme a narrative form. 'Things seem to fall into place in my life as if it were a work of fiction,' she wrote, 'and not, which I doubt anyway, a real act of living.' She had created an autistic character in her novel Intensive Care (1970), only for her great-niece to be diagnosed as autistic. When she learned of another friend's death, she wrote to Brown that she had been 'very worried about her without knowing why'. As King put it, 'talking and writing, she conveyed a vivid sense that reality itself is a fiction, and one's grasp on it no more than preposterous pretence and pretension.'
Frame kept working with the aid of earplugs, earmuffs and white noise, moving house to avoid the sounds of building work, circular saws and 'Ditch Witch' trenchers, choosing new places with literary names: Stratford, where she lived on Miranda Street, and walked to the postbox on Prospero Place, then Levin ('not far south is Plimmerton and Karehana Bay, pure New Zealand Glover'). She discovered she liked doing readings with a microphone. Things (noise, boats, words) were bearable as long as she was in charge. She learned to ride a motorbike, practising in the park. In 1981, she joined the protests against the visit of apartheid South Africa's rugby team.
Alarmed by her own 'near-total recall', she began writing her autobiography 'to set the record straight'. Yet 'even as I write I realise that's impossible, that records are born crooked and twisted.' Threaded with silkworms, clothes and blankets, this was autobiography as a form of construction. Frame burrowed back into ancestral history, resurrected family in-jokes, mythologised the objects that had totemic importance to her, recounted her moments of doubt, exercised authorial discretion and impatience, and established a glinting rapport with the reader who would carry the story on into the future. Her subjectivity was inseparable from the facts and everyday detail of events. The first part of the trilogy, To the Is-Land, came out to enthusiastic reviews in the US in 1982, and in New Zealand and the UK the following year. Behind the guilelessness of her rhythms and repetitions, the books displays the 'patterning and purpose' identified by Judith Dell Panny as Frame's preferred means of structuring:
Where in my earlier years time had been horizontal, progressive, day after day, year after year, with memories being a true personal history known by dates and specific years, or vertical, with events stacked one upon the other, 'sacks on the mill and more on still', the adolescent time now became a whirlpool, and so the memories do not arrange themselves to be observed and written about, they whirl, propelled by a force beneath, with different memories rising to the surface at different times and thus denying the existence of a 'pure' autobiography and confirming, for each moment, a separate story accumulating to a million stories, all different and with some memories forever staying beneath the surface.

Before the second volume was even published, Frame was being called a neglected genius, recommended for the Nobel Prize, awarded a CBE (she would have preferred to be styled Dame Frame, but 'that's my wack'). She had always been short of money; now she was winning every award going. 'Frame Scores Again,' the papers trumpeted. Two young filmmakers, Jane Campion and Bridget Ikin, wrote to ask her for the rights to make a television series of the autobiography. Campion described visiting Frame's bungalow and noticing the 'extra layer of bricks she had put on the front wall to try and soundproof it'. She suggested they wait to read the other volumes before committing themselves. They did so when the third book came out in 1984, and the film, which took its title from the second volume, An Angel at My Table, won the Grand Jury Prize at Venice. 'It was not the best film at the festival,' Campion wrote, 'but it was the most loved.' Motions were made to enable Frame's out-of-print books to be reprinted - though she held back her approval on The Edge of the Alphabet while Geordie was alive. He died in 1989, at which point she worried it might have a 'subtly degrading attitude to women' and be 'narrow in outlook'. Frame quite liked the queen when she met her (to be awarded a Commonwealth Writers' Prize for her 1988 novel, The Carpathians), but found her naive, in particular in her faith in people. She was more enthusiastic about the computer on which she had become 'hooked': 'I play chess on it - and don't always win! I also have a flight simulator.' In 2004, she died of leukaemia in Dunedin and is buried with her parents and sisters in Oamaru.
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Not Terminal
Stephen Sedley

1774 wordsIt's fourteen years  since, without warning, my handwriting collapsed. Noting the oral arguments in the Court of Appeal in the final week before I had elected to retire, I found that I could no longer form the letter g. Other letters followed, until by the end of the week I was unable to produce more than a scrawl. Not even a treasured fountain pen could save it. It all became, as Anne Carson on behalf of us Parkinsonians says, ugly.* What happened next was entirely unexceptional. In Oxford, where I had become a visiting professor, the neurologist, a thoughtful and likeable man whom I still see yearly, confirmed the diagnosis of Parkinson's disease and reassured me that it was not fatal: 'You don't die of Parkinson's; you die with it.'
I now know that they all say that. But what intervenes becomes a season in hell, a life sentence. Simple things like buttons start to defeat you. You may feel constantly bilious. Your handwriting becomes illegible, the fountain pen redundant. Five miles with a walking group of elderly dons became too much for me. When I ceased to be able to manage even two miles I had to give up. Miles? I now measure my walking range in yards. You become a messy eater. You start to converse in monosyllables. Every step is taken in the knowledge that it can end in a fall and every fall in a fracture. You avoid answering the phone in case you sound drunk. Your voice dries up mid-sentence. A decent night's sleep becomes a distant memory. You may have visual hallucinations.
The charity Parkinson's UK, which is neutral on assisted dying, spells it out:
Parkinson's is a progressive, fluctuating neurological disorder which is degenerative. Despite advances in treatment, there is no known cure. The advanced stages of Parkinson's can be very difficult to cope with. The symptoms of advanced Parkinson's can include pain, fatigue, problems with swallowing, breathlessness, weight loss, frailty and other issues. It is also very common for people with advanced Parkinson's to have other serious health conditions. Both Parkinson's and other conditions increase the risk of infections, and other life-threatening situations, developing.

'It's quite interesting to see myself slipping away,' Billy Connolly says. 'I don't have the balance I used to have. I don't have the energy I used to have. I can't hear the way I used to hear. I can't see as good as I used to. I can't remember the way I used to remember. And they all came one at a time and they just slipped away.' You could say that this is no more than an account of growing old. But not quite. My former colleague Nicholas Mostyn writes gloomily that 'we will likely lose speech, mobility and continence and be beset by excruciating pain - but no doctor will ever give us a terminal diagnosis.' Many of us are reliant, as I am, on a patient, tireless, uncomplaining and infinitely generous spouse for whom, as for us, no end is in sight.
But why should a terminal diagnosis matter? It matters because Kim Leadbeater's bill currently before Parliament will allow an assisted death only where the condition is terminal, which Parkinson's is considered not to be. Indeed its sting lies in the combination of indeterminacy and durability. The kind of terminal illness covered by the bill is 'an inevitably progressive illness or disease which cannot be reversed by treatment' - so far so good - and in consequence of which the patient's death 'can reasonably be expected within six months'.
Thus the medical slip road - adopting the minimalist criterion used by, among others, the campaign group Dignity in Dying - is available to patients whose condition, though terminal, is bearable either with or without medication, but is barred to those with a condition which, though unbearable and incurable, will not on balance of probability prove fatal within the next six months. Parkinson's is not the only such condition. Another instance was the cruel case of Tony Nicklinson who was left after a stroke unable to do anything except ask to be allowed to die. A majority of the Supreme Court decided they had to leave it to Parliament.+
It seemed simply an added frustration when the NHS speech therapist to whom I had been referred told me she was returning to the family home in Greece where she and her father, a retired sea captain, keep bees. But, on reflection, there seemed no reason not to continue our weekly half-hour sessions using Zoom or Skype, and it has been working out well. If I describe it here, it's not to support the case against assisted dying but to recount how these months and years of physical decline have in some measure been brightened and offset.
Elina uses the Lee Silverman method, which aims to get you speaking loudly without loss of clarity. This requires shared material which she can follow at her desk in suburban Athens while I read it to camera in rural Bucks. When, for starters, I suggested Kipling's 'If-', her groan gave me all the guidance I needed. She was educated in a French school in Greece, and since I'd done French to scholarship level and had taken my degree in English literature, we could use texts in either language. In five years, we've picked our way through Ronsard, Tennyson, Edward Lear, Wendy Cope, Baudelaire, Verlaine, Yeats, Herbert, Donne, Larkin, Housman (who, I discover, admitted to his French translator that he had never spent much time in Shropshire), John Clare, A.A. Milne, Shelley, Blake, Eliot (Macavity, not Prufrock) and - thanks to Seamus Heaney and Ted Hughes's Rattle Bag, and Geoffrey Grigson's anthology Unrespectable Verse - a swarm of lesser-known poets.
Among these has been Charles Causley, whose hard-bitten classic 'Timothy Winters' can fetch tears:
Timothy Winters has bloody feet
And he lives in a house on Suez Street,
He sleeps in a sack on the kitchen floor
And they say there aren't boys like him any more ...
The Welfare Worker lies awake
But the law's as tricky as a ten-foot snake,
So Timothy Winters drinks his cup
And slowly goes on growing up.

Oliver St John Gogarty's gravelly and not always decent wit has also lit up our weekly sessions. An ENT surgeon, an athlete (at sixteen he was playing professional football for Preston North End), a seriously crazy motorist and a founding member of Sinn Fein, Gogarty supported the Free State settlement of 1922 and became a senator. Kidnapped and awaiting execution by the IRA, he escaped by throwing his coat over his guard's head and swimming across the Liffey on a January night. Joyce cast him as Buck Mulligan in Ulysses. His parody of Keats, 'On first looking through Krafft-Ebing's Psychopathia Sexualis', concludes:
And retrospective thoughts and doubts did rise -
Was I quite normal when my life began
With love that leans toward rural sympathies
Potent behind a cart with Mary Ann?

But for Grigson neither of us would have encountered Thomas Love Peacock's acidulous take on England's hypocritical Sunday observance laws:
The rich man is invisible
In the crowd of his gay society
But the poor man's delight
Is a sore in the sight
And a stench in the nose of piety.
The rich man goes out yachting
Where sanctity can't pursue him;
The poor goes afloat
In a fourpenny boat
Where the bishop groans to view him.

Byron only just scraped onto the reading list. When I first proposed him, Elina looked blank. 'But he's one of your national heroes,' I said. 'Ah,' she said. 'You mean Lord Viron.'
The last time an assisted dying bill came before the Commons, in 2015, it was voted down by a substantial margin. This time, at the end of November, the Commons voted by a majority of 55 to give Leadbeater's Terminally Ill Adults (Assisted Dying) Bill a second reading (the first reading is a formality). In other words, assisted dying now has the support of a clear majority of MPs. In the intervening years public opinion has been consistently ahead of them, with between 70 and 80 per cent of those surveyed supporting it in principle.
There remains a considerable obstacle course, with hurdles placed at every possible point by the bill's ill-wishers. It could be argued that the bill is weakened by its adoption of the six months to live test, echoing the policy of Dignity in Dying, turning assisted dying into accelerated dying and inviting distracting wrangles about the fallibility of prognoses of mortality. The less prominent but better focused group My Death, My Decision rejects this approach in favour of a moral test: is this individual's desire for an induced and peaceful death a rational response to a clinically established prospect of unremitting and indefinite pain or distress?
There is an acknowledged need to protect patients from choosing to die purely or principally because they feel or are perceived to be - and may very well be - a burden on their family or carer. There is also the not entirely mythical Dickensian relative waiting to inherit. Against these the bill was as nearly as possible armour-plated by its requirement of two independent doctors and a High Court judge to ensure that the choice of an assisted death was free of coercive pressure. Wisely, the sign-off by a High Court judge is now being dropped in favour of an expert panel chaired by a senior lawyer. Judges exist for resolving disputes, not for stirring them up. But how is the panel to decide difficult cases? By a majority, it seems, subject to individual veto.
The principal opposition to Leadbeater's bill comes, as expected, from Care not Killing, a lobby group strongly supported by the Roman Catholic Church. It's not easy to get past their unrelenting praise of hospice care, as if this were the only solution needed; but embedded somewhere in the emollient rhetoric are both a Calvinist conviction that death is exclusively God's business and a Catholic belief in the sanctity of suffering, so that to accelerate it is a form of blasphemy. My abiding puzzlement is with the reason, in an age when theology has largely replaced damnation with compassion, so many clerics are opposed to the scheme. Is it to reassure people that their lives still have value? Or can it be that the destination to which priesthoods offer exclusive access is eternal life?
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It's a shitshow
Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite

2885 wordsIn  1981, in the wake of a budget that slashed government spending amid a steep economic downturn, 364 academic economists signed a letter to the Times. 'The time has come,' it said, 'to reject monetarist policies,' since 'there is no basis in economic theory or supporting evidence for the government's belief that by deflating demand they will bring inflation permanently under control and thereby induce an automatic recovery in output and employment.' Monetarism held that increases in the money supply cause inflation, and the government argued that cuts to government borrowing were needed to undo that growth. The letter-writers claimed that persisting with deflationary policy would merely 'deepen the depression' and 'erode the industrial base of our economy'. Margaret Thatcher had come to power in 1979 pledging to cut inflation, then at 10 per cent. In 1980 it rose to 18 per cent, with unemployment at 6.8 per cent and manufacturing output contracting by 8.6 per cent. Following the budget announced by the chancellor, Geoffrey Howe, in March 1981, things got worse, not better. The following year, the unemployment rate rose above 10 per cent, where it remained for several years. Nevertheless, Thatcher went on to win elections in 1983 and 1987. Her the-lady's-not-for-turning episode was an inspiration for Liz Truss during her short and calamitous stay in 10 Downing Street. Truss, unfortunately, wasn't aware that on the issue of monetarism, the lady was for turning.
It's not as if nobody noticed at the time. In March 1982, the New York Times wrote that Howe's subsequent budget - in which the money supply was to be tracked, but not targeted - had 'in effect buried' monetarism. But as the Observer journalist William Keegan recognised, Thatcher had 'invested so much political capital in monetarism' that she could 'never admit publicly that it had been wrong'. Tim Lankester, Thatcher's private secretary for economic affairs for the first two and a half years of her tenure, describes the monetarist experiment as 'one of the most unsatisfactory episodes of economic policy-making of modern times'. This is civil servant for 'it was a shitshow.' His book is mostly a history of policy-making, based on now declassified documents and his own recollections, but also an 'attempt to achieve some kind of personal resolution': to 'come to terms' with the role he played in the whole sorry saga. He had a ringside view of the decisions Thatcher took, but also a direct connection to their ultimate effects: the small textiles firm run by his wife's family was one of the many manufacturers, small and large, that didn't make it out of the 1980s.
Lankester got on well with Thatcher, who generally liked and respected the civil servants working directly under her, despite her suspicion of the public sector and the senior civil service. It was his job to implement the policies of the government of the day, and it 'did not cross my mind as a middle-ranking civil servant that I could seriously question it'. Not everyone agreed with him. As he briefed journalists on Thatcher's monetarist policy over dinner in 1981, one of them announced that 'Tim Lankester is Thatcher's Albert Speer,' a phrase that seems to be seared on his memory.
Despite the fact that he was merely a 'middle-ranking' civil servant, Lankester was, until January 1981, the only trained economist at Number Ten. He had studied at Cambridge, long a bastion of Keynesianism. The great problem of Keynes's time was unemployment, at devastating levels in Britain for much of the 1920s and 1930s. For Keynes, this was proof that the economy was not a self-correcting machine: when unemployment was high, governments must use fiscal and monetary policy to increase aggregate demand, kickstarting the deployment of resources lying idle. But Keynes also saw the effects of hyperinflation in Weimar Germany. Far from dismissing inflation, he said there was 'no surer means of overturning the existing basis of society than to debauch the currency'. He thought that avoiding excessive inflation had to be a priority for any government; but in a choice between a bit of inflation and a bit of unemployment, he thought it worse 'to provoke unemployment than to disappoint the rentier'.
In the textbook Lankester used as an undergraduate, the old 'quantity theory of money' was described as a 'blind alley or possibly a red herring'. It was resurrected, however, by Milton Friedman and renamed 'monetarism'. Inflation, Friedman argued in 1963, was 'always and everywhere a monetary phenomenon'. If the money supply (M) expanded then each unit of currency would be devalued, and prices (P) would go up. Such were the problems with this theory that the economist Joan Robinson claimed that there was an 'unearthly, mystical element in Friedman's thought'. In practice, there were two difficulties, but they were big ones: how to define M, and how to control it. Money is infinitely fungible in theory, but in practice some of it is more high-powered than the rest. 'High-powered money', also known as the 'monetary base' or 'M0', is the narrowest measure of the money supply, encompassing all the cash circulating among the public, plus all the banks' reserves. There are lots of other measures, too, and the one that was most important in the UK was PSM3: this is M0 plus current account deposits plus savings deposits, excluding foreign currency deposits. PSM3 is a better indicator than M0 of the actual capacity for spending in the economy. But the government can control M0 by printing more money, whereas it can only influence PSM3 via interest rates and government borrowing levels, which nudge people to spend more or save more. As Ian Gilmour, Lord Privy Seal between 1979 and 1981, said, monetarism was 'the uncontrollable in pursuit of the indefinable'.
The 'wets' within Thatcher's own party, of whom Gilmour was one, often described her as an ideologue. Gilmour called his book about her Dancing with Dogma (there is a picture of him doing just that on the cover of the LRB of 9 July 1992). For a long time most commentators followed this lead, painting her as the apostle of neoliberalism. More recently, historians have placed less emphasis on her ideological credentials, and have instead seen the Thatcher project as motivated by the drive to power, the day-to-day demands of government and her own home-grown beliefs, rooted in interwar Grantham, where she absorbed the politics of her liberal, Methodist, small-business-owning father long before she ever read Friedman. In this reading, Thatcherism was ad hoc and flexible, not the pure expression of neoliberal theory cooked up in Austria or Chicago. The economic historian Jim Tomlinson argues that Thatcher's first few years in power represented an episode in 'adventurism' rather than the rigorous application of monetarist theory to the British economy. Thatcher and her closest collaborators were simply determined to do something - anything - to upend the economic status quo.
Lankester doesn't entirely overturn the picture of this early period as 'adventurist', but he insists that Thatcher really did believe in monetarist theory. She hated inflation, which she saw as immoral and demoralising: savers must be rewarded for prudence, and governments shouldn't be able to dodge the consequences of running up large amounts of debt by allowing the real value of that debt to be eroded. She was also convinced by Friedman's claim that monetarism was a 'scientific doctrine' that offered a fail-safe way to curtail inflation - assuming there was the requisite 'political will'. Thatcher wasn't dissimulating when in 1980 she ridiculed the idea that she was following 'some obscure economic religion which demands this unemployment as part of its ritual': she believed Friedman's hypothesis that controlling the money supply would bring down inflation with only a very small, temporary impact on unemployment. Unfortunately for her (and especially for the unemployed), this hypothesis proved not to be true.
Thatcher entered government with no clear view on which monetary aggregate should be controlled, or how it could be done. She initially favoured controlling M0, but the Bank of England was opposed, and this route would also have had the unpalatable side effect of taking control of interest rates away from the government. Several years earlier, Labour had begun measuring and then publishing targets for PSM3, and there were strong arguments in favour of continuing with this approach, not least the fact that Thatcher and Howe had to introduce a budget within a month of coming to power. So PSM3 it was. Labour's target had been 8-12 per cent annual monetary growth; Howe's new target was 7-11 per cent. He wanted to send a message to the markets - which are strongly influenced by vibes - but the target was also plainly dictated by political considerations. He could hardly announce a target that was more generous than Labour's.
The target was totally unmoored from the rest of government policy. To fulfil election pledges to cut government borrowing as well as income tax, the Tories had to increase VAT from 8 to 15 per cent. Thatcher had also promised to accept the proposals of the independent commission on public sector pay, which recommended generous increases. Added into the mix was the increase in oil prices caused by the Iranian revolution. All these factors pushed up prices. High interest rates - required to squeeze the expansion of credit - meant that sterling gained in value against other currencies, boosted by the fact that Britain was now an oil producer; manufacturers producing for export markets found their products were becoming less and less affordable. The government then shot itself in the foot by abolishing exchange controls at the end of 1979, rendering the mechanism for controlling bank lending (and thus M) entirely ineffective. It was now impossible to stop banks from moving into the mortgage market, from which they had previously been excluded. Howe held a meeting in 11 Downing Street at which he implored the banks to hold back. They ignored him - creating the conditions for yet more growth in M and P.
Despite all this, Thatcher doubled down on monetarism in early 1980, announcing a new Medium Term Financial Strategy (MTFS) that set targets for PSM3 over the next few years - a bold move, given that the previous year's target had been missed by a large margin. She began styling herself as a nurse administering nasty but necessary medicine to a mollycoddled patient. Denis Healey, the shadow chancellor, called the MTFS 'Mrs Thatcher's Final Solution'. Tidying up the room after a presentation on the strategy by the Treasury's chief economic adviser to the cabinet in 1980, Lankester found a note from Gilmour to the foreign secretary, Lord Carrington, which read: 'This is all mad, isn't it?' Indeed, it proved impossible to keep PSM3 within the range set out in the MTFS (the target for monetary growth was missed in six of the eight years when monetary targets were set). Inflation was not under control. Thatcher convened a series of 'monetary seminars' in which, Lankester recalls, she was frustrated by her inability to convince 'the serried ranks of men' that her approach was right; tempers 'frayed' all round. She blew up at her subordinates: during one outburst, Howe took out his red box and started signing papers while he waited for her to finish. Gordon Richardson, governor of the Bank of England, phoned Lankester to 'express his despair' after a particularly bad meeting and - though Lankester was his junior - asked for advice.
Doubters and outright dissenters within the cabinet were growing more vocal and, at a meeting in July 1981, hostility erupted. Everyone present spoke, most of them against the government's strategy. The minutes record some pretty strong criticisms - for example, that 'following the recent rioting in a number of cities, the tolerance of society was now stretched near to its limit' - but Lankester says they 'fail to capture fully the strength of the opposition'. The lord chancellor, Quintin Hogg, evoked 'President Hoover's failure to stop the US economy from being engulfed by the Great Depression'. Howe was unconvincing, Thatcher furious. They were saved by William Whitelaw, Thatcher's de facto deputy, of whom she reportedly once said: 'Every prime minister needs a Willie.' Whitelaw had been a strong contender to succeed Edward Heath as Tory leader, but lost in 1975 to Thatcher. After that, he saw it as his duty to support her. Though Lankester knew from briefing sessions that Whitelaw was a sceptic, he used his political capital to urge patience and unity.
Thatcher admits in her memoirs that she was 'extremely angry' during the meeting. Lankester judges that she was 'badly shaken', and that her conviction finally began to falter. She did, however, continue to use the rhetoric of monetarism, and Lankester believes she 'never really lost her obsession with ... controlling the money supply'. By the end of 1982 inflation had fallen to 5.4 per cent. This was good news, but also final proof that monetarism didn't work. Eighteen months earlier, PSM3 had been growing at close to 20 per cent; according to monetary theory, inflation in late 1982 should have been 15 percentage points higher than it was. Thatcher's government, and later John Major's, experimented with various other methods for containing inflation. In 1988, Thatcher's second chancellor, Nigel Lawson, proposed making the Bank of England independent and tasking it with keeping down inflation, the path New Labour took when it came to power in 1997.
In  the proxy-war-by-memoir that took place between Thatcher and her chancellors in the 1990s, Thatcher described the early monetarist period as a 'second Battle of Britain', which she had won. She and her supporters point out that between 1981 and 1989, real GDP growth averaged 3.2 per cent a year. But, as the financial historian Duncan Needham writes, it's 'sharp practice' to look only at growth during the upward bit of the economic cycle. If you look at the whole cycle from 1979 to 1989, you get growth of 2.2 per cent - lower than in the 1970s. In his memoir, Lawson contested his old boss's account, arguing that the idea of a 'golden monetarist age' was a 'myth'. He was right. The monetarist episode was ignominious - Needham likens it to the Charge of the Light Brigade - but thankfully brief. In 2003, two decades late, Friedman admitted to the Financial Times that 'the use of quantity of money as a target has not been a success.'
Over Thatcher's first four years in power, the total economic output was PS200 billion less than it would have been if the pre-1979 trend had continued. Thatcher hadn't intended to destroy Britain's manufacturing base, but to revitalise it. She wrote in her memoir of her horror that 'private industry was faltering when we had been saying for years that only successful free enterprise could make a country wealthy.' But the extremely high dose of deflation she and Howe administered knocked out large numbers of firms - particularly in manufacturing. Once the 'workshop of the world', Britain now lags way behind countries like Germany in the proportion of GDP deriving from manufacturing. Deindustrialisation began before Thatcher, and would have happened without her, but its trajectory could have been less harsh. One reason this matters is that industrial jobs tend to have decent pay and conditions, partly because they are easier to unionise; service jobs, by contrast, tend to polarise - they are 'lousy' or 'lovely' - and promote inequality. Of course, Thatcherites didn't care all that much about inequality. One of Thatcher's closest advisers, Alfred Sherman, founding director of the Centre for Policy Studies, wrote in 1977 that inequality created 'prizes for the aspiring' and delivered 'efficiency and justice'. In recent years, however, even researchers connected to such bastions of the Washington consensus as the IMF have started to wonder whether extreme inequality might be creating the conditions for political populism.
Having accidentally destroyed Britain's manufacturing base, Thatcher pivoted to unleashing the entrepreneurial spirit of the City of London. Luckily for her, the financialisation of the British economy was already well underway: the City had been leading the charge to 're-globalise' finance since the 1960s and, as the historian Aled Davies has shown, was waging a PR campaign to designate its services as vital 'invisible exports'. This was complemented by another unintended consequence of Thatcher's monetarist experiment: the end of the system of mortgage lending by a cartel of building societies, which Howe had tried and failed to protect at that meeting in 1979. This system had led to recurrent 'mortgage famines' but kept lending costs and house price inflation low, and Thatcher - ideologically committed to home ownership above practically all else - feared the consequences of its demise. She discovered, to her surprise, that the rapid expansion of mortgage credit, and house price inflation, was a solution and not a problem. Those who were able to get on the housing ladder felt rich, and unlocked the equity they had in their homes to fuel a growth in spending. The government was no longer borrowing in order to boost demand in the economy: homeowners were doing it for them. Keynesianism had been privatised.
Thatcher didn't plan to financialise the British economy; nor did she think she could survive unemployment of more than 10 per cent or rapid house price inflation. By 1990, she'd shown you could do all these things and still win elections. This was the Thatcher transformation. I wouldn't call it a miracle, though.
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Unfortunate Ecgfrith
Tom Shippey

2467 wordsTHE  MERCIAN CHRONICLES completes a trilogy by Max Adams that began with The King in the North, centred on King Oswald of Northumbria (r. 634-42), and went on to AElfred's Britain, about King AElfred of Wessex (r. 871-99). Its focus is King Offa (r. 757-96) and thus it helps to fill the chronological gap. There is, however, a major difference between this and the earlier volumes. Adams's title is deliberately ironic. There are no 'Mercian Chronicles', the fact of which has caused historians headaches for centuries. For Northumbria we have Bede's History of the English Church and People, written in Jarrow and finished in 731. For Wessex we have The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, first compiled under the aegis of King AElfred in the 890s, but including much earlier information and then kept up in various locations year by year. But for the land in between we have nothing: or rather, 'no independent narrative', apart from a short interpolation into two manuscripts of The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle known as 'the Mercian Register' and covering only the years 902-24. For the rest, the historian has to work from often biased, often hostile enemy sources, and from indirect evidence: coins, charters, archaeology and, on occasion, suggestive silences.
The word 'Mercia' is a Latinisation of the Anglo-Saxon name. In West Saxon, the kingdom was called the Mearc, that is 'the Mark', while its inhabitants were the Mierce (pronounced 'Meercher'), 'the people of the March' or 'the Borderers'. Mercia was, however, surrounded by borders: Northumbria to the north, Wessex to the south, East Anglia to the east, and to the west, the post-Roman kingdoms of the Welsh. Probably it was the last that led to Mercians being called 'Marchers'. For a while that was the open frontier of Anglo-Saxon expansion, until the line was eventually drawn by Offa's Dyke, Mercia's answer to Hadrian's Wall, built sometime in the late eighth century.
Mercia matters because it was the English heartland, covering almost half of the 39 historic English counties. The rest were shared unevenly between Wessex, Northumbria and East Anglia, which also between them absorbed the smaller polities of Kent, Sussex, Essex and Middlesex. Mercia was, Adams claims, 'the crucible of the English state'. The West Saxons may have promoted their version of the national story more successfully, but it is salutary to remember that if things had gone differently, the capital of England might be Tamworth (which has a population today of about eighty thousand), with its senior archbishopric in Lichfield a few miles away. Adams's account also points us to the importance of such unfamiliar places as Wall and Hanbury (both Staffordshire) and even Claybrooke Parva (Leicestershire). It's a new geographical perspective, as well as a historical one.
Most of the early history of Mercia, and its Anglo-Saxon neighbours, is one of war. Important, though never decisive, battles include the killing of the Northumbrian King Edwin at Hatfield Chase in 633, and of his successor, King Oswald, in 642, long thought to have taken place at Oswestry (Oswald's Tree) but relocated by Andrew Breeze, in his British Battles 493-937 (2020), very precisely to Forden, just west of the present English/Welsh border. King Oswiu of Northumbria took his revenge on the Winwaed (655), by the river Went in Yorkshire (Breeze again), when he caught the Mercians trying to cross a flooded plain on a narrow causeway. There were then fruitless Mercian attacks on Northumbria and Wessex (674-75), the victorious fight on the river Trent for Lindsey (679), and eventual defeat by the West Saxons at Wroughton in Wiltshire (825) - soon after which all Anglo-Saxon kingdoms had a powerful reason for co-operation in the shape of Viking armies.
In this early ebb and flow of contests for land and power, Mercia had one considerable advantage, its 'impressive dynastic stability'. This stability was repeatedly threatened by 'factional tensions' over royal succession, but certainly there was impressive continuity. In the century between Penda's death and the accession of Offa, Mercia had only five kings, one of whom, AEthelbald, was 'the longest-reigning English monarch before Edward III', a record (716-57) almost beaten by his successor, Offa (757-96). The kings held together what were initially separate tribes or people - the Hwicce, whose name survives in Wychwood, the dwellers of the Peak district and the Wrekin; the Magonsaetan and Tomsaetan of Hereford and Staffordshire; and the North and South Gyrwe of the Fens. Together they made Mercia top dog in English politics for 150 years or more. Some might wish it had remained so.
Having noted the difficulty of creating a chronicle from what can only be a 'silhouette', Adams goes on to treat his material king by king. The first is Penda, the pagan warlord, who ruled from 633 to 655. He was known as the hammer of the Northumbrians until his death at the Winwaed: Bede says of him, with praiseworthy fairness from a Christian Northumbrian, that although he was a determined heathen, Penda had no objection to Christians so long as they believed sincerely. (One wonders what kind of Christian at that time would have believed insincerely.) He was succeeded by Wulfhere, his second son (658-75), his first son, Peada, having been murdered in obscure circumstances, possibly by his Northumbrian wife. Wulfhere oversaw the conversion of Mercia to Christianity, but was defeated badly by the Northumbrians and then by Wessex: he may have died of wounds suffered in the second battle.
He was succeeded by his brother AEthelred, another long-enduring king (675-704), who made many grants to the Church, and gets a favourable write-up in the Life of Saint Wilfrid. For this period we also have the Life of Saint Guthlac, a work which, according to Adams, 'shimmers with tantalising political and social gems', though they are on the whole more tantalising than satisfying. The Life makes much of Guthlac's early career as raider and plunderer, before his conversion to saintliness: but who can he have been raiding? It also implies that Guthlac recognised Welsh when he heard it spoken (by the demons that assailed him in his hermitage), and Adams suggests that in his youth Guthlac may have been raiding the Welsh kingdoms. But all Guthlac's connections are with the east of the country: Repton, Peterborough, his eventual demon-haunted hermitage in the Fens. Could he have been raiding Norfolk and Suffolk? Or is the story just there to fit the hagiographic convention of dramatic repentance and conversion?
One plausible element in the Life, nevertheless, is Guthlac's companionship with AEthelbald, a grandson of Penda's brother, and a second cousin of kings Coenred and Ceolred, themselves cousins, who occupied the throne of Mercia from 704 to 716. It was probably the danger posed to him by these cousins (or their assassins) that led AEthelbald to seek refuge with Guthlac in the remote Fens. After the death (or possibly abdication) of Coenred and Ceolred, AEthelbald did indeed succeed them as king, ruling for more than forty years. In his time Mercia became dominant over all the southern kingdoms, so much so that AEthelbald described himself in one document as Rex Britanniae. Yet factional rivalries within Mercia were too much for him in the end. He was murdered in 757 by his bodyguard, after which there was a brief civil war, won by Offa, who would become the greatest of the Mercian kings.
In spite of his fame, much about Offa remains obscure, including his real name. In the old North, names were regularly dithematic, like Ed-ward or Os-wald or Wulf-here or AElf-red. These were however often abbreviated - as they still are in Iceland - so that sometimes the short or 'hypocoristic' form is the only one to survive in the history books. King Harold's rebellious brother from 1066 is known only as 'Tostig': his real name may have been Thorstein. Similarly Offa was short for, quite likely, Os-frith: his father was Thingfrith, his son Ecgfrith, and Osfrith would regularly be shortened to Offa. But the full name is nowhere recorded.
We also know nothing about Offa's birth or his connection with the royal family, though he seems to have been descended, like AEthelbald, from Penda's brother. A further complication is that 'Offa' was also a famous name in English legend from the far past. This earlier Offa is said to have fixed the boundary between the English and the Swabians by winning a duel on an island in the river Eider, when he insisted on fighting one-against-two to wipe out the shame of two Englishmen fighting one Swabian. Perhaps the legendary connection was seized on as a political tactic, and perhaps this also accounts for Offa's interest in fixing a border. But again, we don't know.
Nonetheless Offa is the hero of Adams's book, and takes up a quarter of it. There is no doubt at least about his power. He was said by King AElfred's Welsh biographer to have 'terrified all the neighbouring kings and provinces around him'. More than six hundred of his coins survive, including his remarkable portrait coinage. These are thought to represent 'a cumulative output ... in the many millions of silver pennies'. Across the Channel, Charlemagne (who had probably never so much as heard of Mercia before) dealt with him as an equal, and sent him a sword, possibly one looted from the Huns. This sword may be the one kept as an heirloom and eventually inherited by AElfred's great-great-great grandson Edmund 'Ironside'.
And, of course, Offa built the dyke: still visible and still traceable along much of its almost two-hundred-mile length. Though much eroded now, it represents a remarkable achievement both in surveying and in construction. It was designed to be always visible from the Welsh side, and its bank and ditch measured some nineteen feet top to bottom. It wasn't fortified or guarded, so far as we know, but it made a statement no one could mistake.
There were some things, however, that even Offa could not control. His reign ended in disaster. Charlemagne's minister Alcuin remarks in a letter 'how much blood the father shed to secure the kingdom for his son', and it seems that, no doubt remembering the earlier intra-family fighting, Offa did his best to save his son by pre-emptively eliminating all other related royals. It wasn't an unsuccessful strategy: Offa's son Ecgfrith did indeed succeed his father without challenge. But he survived his father by just 141 days, dying of natural causes in December 796. Looking round for any surviving member of the old line, after all Offa's precautionary eliminations, the Mercians could only come up with one Coenwulf, who - if I have counted the generations correctly - must have been no closer than seventh cousin to the unfortunate Ecgfrith.
Around the same time, a new factor emerged in English politics. Viking raiders hit Lindisfarne in the far north, followed by Viking armies, including the 'Great Army' which arrived in 865. Landlocked Mercia was not immediately threatened, but in 873-74 the Vikings spent the winter in Repton, and the following year took control of northern Mercia, the 'five boroughs' of Lincoln, Derby, Leicester, Nottingham and Stamford. Burghred, then king of Mercia, ignominiously packed his bags and fled to Rome. The question was what would happen to the rest of Mercia, not yet subject to the Danes, but leaderless and vulnerable. It was long past time for the Christian kingdoms of England to make common cause. A start had been made when King AElfred of Wessex married his sister AEthelswyth to Burghred; this in the end proved decisive.
In English Mercia, the Vikings installed a puppet king called Ceolwulf: he gets a bad notice in The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which writes him off as 'a foolish king's thane', though he lasted long enough to produce a joint currency with King AElfred and may have supported him in his major victory over the Vikings in the south at Edington (878). Much more important was the enigmatic AEthelred. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle describes him as a Mercian 'alderman', but this usually means the head of a single county: AEthelred was clearly more important than that. AElfred married his daughter AEthelflaed to him, and signed over London to him as well. But little is known about him, or why he was so assiduously courted by Wessex.
Modern historians have been as puzzled as anyone, but Alex Woolf of St Andrews has put forward an attractive theory: that AEthelred was the son of King Burghred and his wife AEthelswyth. This would make him AElfred's nephew by birth and son-in-law by marriage, while he and his wife would be first cousins: strong family ties indeed. But AEthelred would also be, arguably, the rightful king of Mercia, which neither AElfred nor the chroniclers were prepared to concede, or even mention - any more than they gave any credit to Ceolwulf. As the controller of the counties of English Mercia, however, AEthelred's co-operation would almost double the resources of Wessex, in land and manpower. The deal was, perhaps, semi-independence for AEthelred while he lived, and more than that for his wife and any children.
On AEthelred's death in 911, his wife AEthelflaed became 'the Lady of the Mercians', as Adams puts it, and the last independent ruler of Mercia. With her brother, King Edward of Wessex, she co-ordinated a campaign to reconquer Danish Mercia, and Edward's son AEthelstan (called 'the Victorious' by the Vikings) at last united the two kingdoms, concluding a period of slow rapprochement that may go back as far as the birth of King AElfred in 849, probably in Mercia rather than Wessex. This must have helped his eventual post-Viking claim to be the natural ruler of all Angelcynn, including English Mercia, not just his own Wessex.
The danger of cousins had not been forgotten, however. After her mother's death in 918, AEthelred and AEthelflaed's daughter AElfwynn was hustled off into Wessex and probably into a convent. What would have happened if she had married another semi-royal Mercian? Might such a prospective pair have been able to hold on to Mercian independence, against the claims of AEthelstan? Again, we don't know.
At the end of his book, Adams notes the 'cultural failure' of Mercia to produce a coherent narrative of itself. This left a 'gaping hole for a triumphant West Saxon narrative to fill', of unity and civilisation spreading from the south (a view which is still familiar in the upper reaches of English society). Historians have managed only to 'probe tentatively at the edges of the darkness ... without, so to speak, turning the floodlights on'. Adams undersells himself here. His book provides a new and welcome perspective on what is still, after so many centuries, the heartland of England, and which was, perhaps, the kernel of the English state.
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Short Cuts
On Pope Francis
James Butler

1396 wordsFrancis  assumed the papacy in 2013 in the teeth of a crisis. His predecessor, Benedict XVI, the first pope in centuries to resign, was strongly associated with theological and ritual conservatism. His resignation was widely interpreted as an admission of defeat by proliferating sexual abuse scandals, which had shattered the moral authority of the priesthood, even among many of the faithful. Catholicism in the eyes of the world was defined by abuse, paedophilia and cover-up.
In the background were two other problems: a steady decline in churchgoing and the legacy of the Second Vatican Council - a vast exercise in reform, which reshaped every aspect of Catholic practice, streamlining the Mass and permitting its celebration in languages other than Latin. John XXIII, the pope who initiated the council in 1962, described it as an aggiornamento, a 'bringing up to date', an attempt to 'throw open the windows of the church and let the fresh air of the Spirit blow through'.
Much church politics over the last few decades has been driven by attempts to close the windows again. Attitudes to Vatican II are good predictors of other positions: liberals and progressives tend to approve of it, wishing its reforms had gone further in changing the church's approach to social issues; conservatives tend to see it as a sad loss of self-confidence, degrading a rich and beautiful tradition and setting the church adrift. Mixed positions, which combine progressive social views with affection for traditional forms (or vice versa), are much rarer than they are in the Church of England.
Francis at first offered hope for progressives, who had felt asphyxiated by his two predecessors. The name was a positive sign, taken from a saint - Francis of Assisi - who championed spiritual renewal through poverty, who sought Christ among the poor and infirm, and whose followers often troubled the institutional church. Pope Francis spoke of a church for the poor, active in the world, with priests as 'shepherds who smell of the sheep'. His earliest apostolic exhortation wished for 'a church which is bruised, hurting and dirty because it has been out on the streets'. His first trip out of Rome was to celebrate a penitential Mass at Lampedusa among migrants to remember the hundreds who had recently drowned, on an altar made from an upturned boat. There, he castigated 'globalised indifference' and a 'culture of comfort' which 'makes us insensitive to the cries of other people'.
It helped that he wasn't his immediate predecessor. Benedict had earned his reputation as a conservative enforcer. But he was a shy, cerebral and abstruse man ill-suited to the modern papacy. Caricaturing Benedict and Francis as, respectively, the intellectual and the populist would be wrong: Francis's earthy manner - he once accused scandal-mongering journalists of being coprophiles - concealed a powerful intellect with strong cultural tastes. He loved Furtwangler's recordings of Wagner; his letter on the value of literature quotes Proust, Cocteau, Borges and Celan. His reflections on the Covid pandemic quote Holderlin, in lines which also characterise his papal approach: 'where the danger is, grows/the saving power also.'
Both sides of the culture war profited from caricatures of Francis as Pope Woke. The reality was less clear-cut. He distrusted the liberal impulse to make the church a vague, hand-wringing Roman branch of the human rights campaign. His positions on war, free-market exploitation and climate change were all in the mainstream of Catholic Social Teaching, though articulated with unusual directness and clarity. His interviews often gave the impression that he thought the church's hang-ups about sexuality were just that - symptoms of an un-Christlike clerical trend to flee from real humanity.
Probably the most famous words of his papacy were uttered in response to a journalist's question about gay priests: 'Who am I to judge?' Like most of Francis's progressive moves on sex and gender - such as receiving trans Catholics at general audiences - it was symbolic and rhetorical rather than doctrinal. A declaration in 2023 to permit the blessing of couples in same-sex relationships prompted a global tantrum from conservatives; a few weeks later the Vatican issued a barely cogent attack on 'gender theory'. Francis made no attempt to alter the catechesis that homosexuality is 'intrinsically disordered' and gay sex 'grave depravity'.
The general pattern was of rhetorical progress undercut by doctrinal inertia: praise for women in the church and reaffirmation of male priesthood; a vision of a decentralised church promulgated by a dominating and combative papacy. Real changes to the reporting of abuse, and reckoning with the church's catastrophic failings, were marred by erratic and temporising decisions on individual cases.
What you make of this depends on where you stand. A cynic might suggest Francis was merely a good PR man, savvy about the disposition of Western progressives but short on substance. A church historian might see a flexible Jesuit cunning in his public statements. Others might acknowledge that, in the lives of the faithful, the symbolic gestures made by the pope are profoundly meaningful, perhaps more so than his doctrinal pronouncements. That is why his washing the feet of migrants, prisoners, women and non-Christians, or his refusing of grand papal apartments, or his daily phone calls to Catholics in Gaza, took on such significance.
His Jesuit background was underexplored. He was the first modern pope to have taken a vow of poverty along with the standard vows of obedience and chastity. His loathing of clericalism - the sycophantic and self-glorifying tendency to exalt the priesthood, which he called a 'perversion of the church' - had its roots here. That his ultra-conservative opponents in the church loved lace, gold and watered silk seemed to underline the point. He was especially fond of the Gospel of Matthew and must often have thought of Christ's disdain for the showy teachers of the law who made their tassels long, who 'love the place of honour at banquets and the most important seats in the synagogues' but never sought to lighten others' loads.
Unusually, Francis retained the Jesuit monogram and his episcopal motto in his papal arms. He had chosen the phrase 'miserando atque eligendo' from Bede's homily on the calling of Matthew. Christ saw Matthew, the tax collector, 'through the eyes of mercy and chose him'. Francis's continual emphasis on mercy - 'the first attribute of God' - explains his papal choices more clearly than the progressive/conservative heuristic. It is the reason he wanted a church of the peripheries, and for everyone. It runs through his pronouncements on divorce and his spiritual writing on the Sacred Heart, Dilexit Nos ('he loved us'). It explains his off-the-cuff remark that he hoped Hell was empty, and the way he consoled a weeping boy worried that his non-believer father might not have gone to Heaven.
Christopher Butler, an English abbot who attended Vatican II, once characterised it as a remedy to a church falling into 'monumental irrelevance'. What was greeted in 2013 as a reforming papacy, determined to tackle that risk anew, seemed simply to run out of steam, exhausted by that monumentality. Francis leaves a troubled and divided church, at risk of degenerating into factional warfare. Conservatives, including 'MAGA Catholics' in the US, want an anti-Francis to replace him. That seems improbable, not least because most of the electors were put in place by Francis. Yet what the Curia does is stranger and less predictable than the Oscar-winning cliches of the hit movie Conclave would suggest. It was, after all, a consistory of cardinals chosen by conservative popes that elected Francis.
When I was young, the pope always seemed to be dying. John Paul II's long, public suffering with Parkinson's made him an emblem for Catholic teaching on the sanctity of life. At the time, I thought it sad and cruel. But I came to understand something of that emblematic force as I watched the ailing Francis insist on visiting prisoners, gasping out greetings, being present for his Easter message, speaking against the madness of rearmament and war, squeezing every last opportunity to speak to the world as it continues to erect new prisons and walls, and new oligarchic idols. 'Today's builders of Babel tell us that there is no room for losers, and that those who fall along the way are losers,' Francis wrote in his last meditations on Good Friday. 'Theirs is the construction site of Hell.'




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v47/n08/james-butler/short-cuts



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



In Gold and Lapis Lazuli
Robert Cioffi

3472 wordsWadi el-Jarf  lies two hundred kilometres south-east of Cairo on a pristine stretch of the Red Sea coast. It dates from the time of the pharaoh Sneferu, the father of Khufu, builder of the Great Pyramid of Giza, who used it as a staging post for expeditions to the Sinai Peninsula in search of turquoise and copper ore. For the past 4500 years, it has lain dormant. To the untrained eye, the port is hardly visible: deep galleries carved out of limestone bluffs, the low walls of a few comb-like structures, a sandy beach, the rocky remnants of an ancient jetty. But on 12 March 2013, a team of French and Egyptian archaeologists led by Pierre Tallet discovered six fragments of papyrus in a depression near the limestone cliffs five kilometres from the shore. Hundreds of thousands of texts written on papyrus have been discovered in Egypt - ritual and religious instructions for the afterlife, works of literature, bills, contracts, tax receipts, lawsuits and orders for grain - but none as old as these. Over the next month, Tallet's team uncovered more than a thousand fragments of papyrus. They had found, almost by accident, a first-hand account of the men who built the Great Pyramid of Giza.
Few monuments from antiquity have inspired more curiosity than the Great Pyramid. It was one of the seven wonders of the ancient world; Herodotus called it 'greater than words'. Today visitors travel through a security checkpoint, past the Sphinx and up a meandering road to enter the complex. Inside, you climb through steep, cramped passageways to the Grand Gallery, a broad and tall corridor of corbelled stone, which leads up to the King's Chamber, constructed out of gigantic slabs of granite. In 2605 bce, Khufu was buried here, but his body has never been discovered. All that remains is an empty sarcophagus.
Khufu did not invent the pyramid - Djoser and his architect, Imhotep, designed the Step Pyramid about a century earlier - but he did come from a family of pyramid builders. His father was responsible for three, culminating in his magnum opus, the Red Pyramid at Dahshur, which is more than a hundred metres tall and is the first true pyramid with smooth sides. In total, 23 major pyramids are known from the Old Kingdom, all within a 72-kilometre stretch of desert south of Cairo. Each is part of a complex of temples that served not only as tombs and monuments of royal power, but also portals to the afterlife, designed to bring about the unification of the king's 'individual renown' (ba) with his 'life-force' (ka), so that he might become a 'spirit' (akh) among the stars. The pharaoh Unas, who died about two hundred years after Khufu, imagined himself devouring the power of his ancestors and of the gods:
Unas eats their magic, swallows their spirits:
Their big ones are for his morning meal,
Their middle ones for his evening meal,
Their little ones for his night meal,
And the oldest males and females for his fuel.

The text - inscribed on the east gable of the antechamber of Unas' pyramid - is described in virtually all modern discussions as the Cannibal Hymn, but that is a misnomer. It is neither a hymn nor a depiction of cannibalism in any ordinary sense, but rather a description of Unas' preparation for the afterlife. 'For Unas is of those who risen is risen, lasting lasts,' it concludes in Miriam Lichtheim's translation. 'Nor can evildoers harm Unas' chosen seat/Among the living in this land for all eternity!'
The pyramids are so central to the modern view of Egypt, and to Egyptian tourism, that it is hard not to speak about them in cliches. Yet visiting them, one is reminded how mysterious and extraordinary they are. Khufu's pyramid, just shy of 150 metres tall, required some two and a half million cubic metres of stone. It would dwarf St Paul's Cathedral, and its base, nearly a kilometre in perimeter, would cover more than half the Louvre. It sits on an almost perfectly level square of bedrock, each side deviating only slightly from the cardinal directions. The individual blocks are as tall as a person and can weigh more than fifteen tonnes. The largest granite beams are around seventy tonnes, the weight of an M1 Abrams tank. What we see today was not even the outermost layer: the original limestone casing, still visible on the cap of Khafre's pyramid at Giza, was removed and repurposed over the millennia. There is still much about their structure that we do not understand. Using advanced muon tomography, an international consortium has recently discovered additional chambers or cavities in the Great Pyramid. Their function remains unknown.
The most enduring mystery of the pyramids is the fact of their existence. There has been serious scholarly disagreement over the number of workers, their status and how they went about their monumental task. Herodotus, who stands roughly equidistant between Khufu's time and ours, writes that Khufu 'drove [the Egyptians] into complete misery', with teams of a hundred thousand men compelled to haul stones for three months at a time. As Herodotus has it, workers first built a set of steps and then used levers to fill in the gaps and produce the pyramid's smooth sides. Four hundred years later, Diodorus Siculus, a Sicilian who wrote in Greek, proposed that the stones were moved on earthen ramps, so that the pyramid seemed 'not the slow labour of humanity, but a sudden creation of some god, set down in the surrounding sand'. The whole project, Diodorus and Herodotus agree, took twenty years. Archaeologists have found evidence - ranging from the remains of ramps to modern trials with levers and ropes - for techniques similar to those they describe, but both accounts, written two thousand years after the fact, leave much to be desired.
In The Red Sea Scrolls, Pierre Tallet and Mark Lehner, an American archaeologist who has worked extensively on Giza, don't pass judgment on Herodotus and Diodorus, at least directly. They can't explain all the mysterious cavities of the Great Pyramid, nor can they provide a new account of the way its gargantuan blocks were moved into position. But what they can reveal is perhaps more consequential. The papyri of Wadi el-Jarf, written between 2607 and 2605 bce, specify who worked on the pyramid, how they were compensated and what they did each day. Tallet and Lehner also trace the story of the papyri's journey from the Nile Valley and the Giza plateau to the Red Sea coast, and describe the painstaking process by which they were excavated, studied and pieced back together.
The Red Sea Scrolls comprise at least seven logbooks as well as additional economic accounts. The logs alone total more than five metres of continuous text. They record in extraordinary detail the movements and labours of 160 of Khufu's workers, and provide information on everything from the delivery of food to the procurement of tools. Although it remains an open question why the papyri were deposited at an intermittently used port on the Red Sea, it is possible that they were intended to become part of - or form the basis for - an official archive.
The star of the Red Sea Scrolls is undoubtedly a man called Merer, a mid-level official or inspector who oversaw a team of forty men transporting limestone for Giza on a ship named The Uraeus of Khufu Is Its Prow (a uraeus was the figure of a sacred serpent, symbolising royal authority). For at least four months of the 26th year of Khufu's reign, Merer dipped his reed pen in ink and described the activities of his team in a careful and precise hand. We first meet him in the vicinity of Giza:
[Day 25] [Inspector Merer spends the day with his team [h]au[ling] st[ones in Tura South]; spends the night at Tura South. [Day 26]: Inspector Merer casts off with his team from Tura [South], loaded with stone, for Akhet Khufu; spends the night at She Khufu; Day 27: Sets sail from She Khufu, sails towards Akhet Khufu, loaded with stone, spends the night at Akhet Khufu. Day 28: Casts off from Akhet Khufu in the morning; sails upriver [towards] Tura South. Day 29: Inspector Merer spends the day with his team hauling stones in Tura South; spends the night in Tura South.

Merer rarely deviates from this structure: sometimes he takes a delivery of bread; sometimes he gets instructions from a senior official; once he is delayed. He never preens or complains, and - maddeningly - he never describes what it was like to see a great pyramid, inhuman in its scale, rising from the Giza plateau. Tallet and Lehner speculate that he would have found it unnecessary to describe the construction for his contemporary audience. Merer's text is more like a timesheet or a ship's log than a memoir. He may have felt wonder, but was hardly compelled to write it down.
Merer and his team loaded their boat with limestone blocks at one of the two quarries at Tura. They sailed north to She Khufu (Lake of Khufu), before proceeding to Akhet Khufu (Horizon of Khufu), the funerary complex proper. Then they returned and repeated the process. On some trips, they stopped at Ro-She Khufu (Entrance to Lake Khufu). The whole journey is about a forty-kilometre round trip. Modern Giza lies in a desert, but Lehner's work at the site has uncovered what was once a network of lakes and waterways, which made it possible to deliver the raw materials for the pyramids. Merer, too, offers glimpses of a system of water management. In one entry he refers to 'the lifting of the piles of the dykes' at the start of the flood season. At another point, he is involved in 'carrying out works related to the dyke of [Ro-She] Khufu'.
It's likely that Merer kept records for the rest of the year, which don't survive. (A significant proportion of the papyri were destroyed by rising water levels.) Nonetheless, among the finds at Wadi el-Jarf were logs that belonged to Merer's boss, a scribe called Dedi. Tallet and Lehner surmise that it would have taken the four teams under Dedi's supervision about twenty years to supply the limestone for Khufu's pyramid, lending some credence to the accounts of Herodotus and Diodorus. By the time Merer was writing, the limestone was probably destined for other projects in Giza. It is clear that Khufu's funerary complex was far larger than the site which can be seen today. Engineers digging for a sewage project in the late 1980s discovered large basalt blocks and mud brick walls half a mile away. Dedi implies that Khufu built a palace and created a hub of royal operations close to his pyramid. He refers to both the royal residence and the granary, which were managed by work teams like Merer's. Modern excavations closer to the pyramid confirm that there was a substantial settlement at Giza, including bakeries, workshops, houses and barracks - some just the right size to accommodate Merer's team - that would have housed and fed those who worked on the construction.
Besides Merer and Dedi, we meet many others in the Red Sea Scrolls: Ideru, 'the director of six', who sails to Heliopolis for food and returns with forty sacks of grain; Hesi, 'the director of ten'; and, most intriguing of all, Ankh-haf, a close relative of Khufu, who held the title 'director of Ro-She Khufu'. Ankh-haf has long been known to experts from the astonishing bust discovered in his grand, bench-shaped tomb in the early 20th century. He described himself as 'overseer of all the king's works' and 'vizier', positions that he may have held under Khufu's successor. He doesn't mention his role in the pyramid's construction but perhaps he didn't need to. His burial place at the edge of the Eastern Cemetery at Giza overlooked his domain at the Ro-She Khufu. Pyramid building had its rewards in this life and the next.
Merer and his men did well too. In addition to ample supplies of bread and grain, they had access to poultry, fish, fruit, honey, cakes and several kinds of drink, from henket, a low-alcohol, high-carbohydrate beer, to more specialised brews called seremet and sekhepet. It was possible to overdo it: one group that worked for Khufu's grandson were known as the 'drunkards of Menkaure'. Beyond foodstuffs, Dedi records 'rewards', lengths of fabric that were given to workers, presumably as payment. It was hard work hauling large limestone blocks, but the picture Dedi and Merer paint is a far cry from Herodotus' account of a mass of miserable men. The papyri show not only that those who built the pyramids were well compensated, but also how efficiently the work could be done. In the 26th year of Khufu's reign, as few as 160 workers were transporting limestone. Every pyramid is a race against time, but the available evidence suggests that for all Khufu's ambitions, his funerary complex was comfortably in hand.
When the Nile receded in December that year, Merer's team was dispatched north to the Mediterranean to work on a structure called a 'double djadja', perhaps a double jetty. We hear nothing more of them until early April. It's possible that they were given time off, but we may simply be missing the relevant section of the logs. We next encounter them on the Red Sea. The papyri contain references to sailing expeditions, mountainous areas, a place called Ineb Khufu (the 'walls of Khufu', perhaps the Tell Ras Budran fortress on the south-western coast of the Sinai Peninsula) and, finally, a place called Bat, the 'Bushy Land', which may be Wadi el-Jarf. It looks desolate now, but it was probably chosen for its topography, access to fresh water and connections to the Nile. One of the fragments discovered by Tallet's team was a small, folded slip of papyrus, no larger than a business card, that belonged to 'the great one of the carrying chair, the controller of the dwarves of the department of the clothes of linen of the first quality, the controller of the necklace makers and royal administrator Neferiru'. Neferiru presumably travelled to Wadi el-Jarf on one of many desert roads that are marked today only by a handful of scattered inscriptions, depositions of pottery and, occasionally, ancient tracks. The same roads almost certainly carried Merer and his men to the Red Sea.
Merer's men painted their team's name on dozens of pieces of pottery at Wadi el-Jarf, but hard evidence for their activities is scarce. Still, it's not difficult to guess what they were up to. One of the earliest examples of Egyptian literature, Tale of the Shipwrecked Sailor, composed almost a thousand years after the pyramids, describes a sailor's journey across the 'Great Green' to visit the royal mines. After a storm destroys his ship, he is stranded alone on a mythical island. There he encounters a talking snake, covered in gold and lapis lazuli, who declares himself 'the lord of Punt' and promises him a safe return. Egyptologists have often treated this tale as fantasy, arguing that the ancient Egyptians were not a maritime people. But recent evidence tells a different story. Besides Wadi el-Jarf, Tallet and others have excavated two so-called intermittent ports along the Red Sea, at Ayn Sukhna to the north and Mersa Gawasis to the south. All three sites share a similar arrangement of barrack-like structures and facilities for launching ships. Boats, tackle and other heavy and valuable gear were stored for safekeeping in rock-cut galleries that could be secured with giant limestone boulders. When one of the galleries at Ayn Sukhna was opened, it contained the carbonised remains of a boat that had been set on fire to prevent it from being looted. Wadi el-Jarf is the oldest port yet discovered, but seems to have had the shortest life, abandoned after Khufu's reign.
In Merer's time, the Egyptians had probably begun to use Wadi el-Jarf to sail to Punt, which was famous for its incense and myrrh. Punt - which may have been located anywhere from the coast of southern Sudan to Yemen - lay at the edge of the known world in the ancient Egyptian imagination. But Wadi el-Jarf was chiefly used for journeys to Sinai to retrieve turquoise and copper ore. Turquoise was prized for its beauty, and copper was used for a number of objects, including weapons and carpenters' saws. Demand was so high that some three thousand furnaces were deployed in a giant smelting operation in Sinai. At Giza, copper chisels the width of an index finger carved each of the 67,137 square metres of limestone casing for Khufu's pyramid; their tracks, like shoals of fish, are still visible in the Grand Gallery in the right light. No one would choose copper for such a task today - it is far too soft - but before the advent of bronze it was the best option for smoothing out rough surfaces. In some cases, copper saws could be improved by adding an abrasive, often sand, but most tools would have required constant sharpening and reforging. The quantity of metal expended is almost unfathomable. Modern experiments suggest that for every three centimetres of granite cut, one centimetre of copper was lost.
After September, Merer and his men disappear from view and the Red Sea Scrolls come to an end. We don't know why they left Wadi el-Jarf, after storing Merer's diary, Dedi's logs and other papyri in a pit in front of one of the rock-cut galleries. Were they under threat? Was Merer fired? Did Khufu's death mean his meticulously compiled records were no longer relevant? Tallet and Lehner find the last option most likely, but we can't know for sure.
Khufu's  funerary complex was a tremendous display of wealth, so large and so expensive that it required the resources of all Egypt: copper from Sinai, limestone from Tura, basalt from the Faiyum, granite from Aswan and, according to Merer, grain from two regions in the Nile Delta. Yet the extent and unity of Egypt was far from self-evident in this period. One of the traditional titles of the Egyptian king was 'the uniter of two lands', an acknowledgment that from its earliest history Egypt was comprised of two distinct centres of power: Memphis, at the base of the Nile Delta, and Thebes, further south, near the Qena Bend of the Nile (modern Luxor). It was the pyramid builders - Djoser and most of all Khufu's father, Sneferu - who were largely responsible for developing the sparsely populated area in between, now known as Middle Egypt. They exploited the Nile's flood plain and created a string of new estates roughly equidistant from Memphis and Thebes. Land doesn't farm itself, of course. Many people were relocated, often by force. But Sneferu's agricultural development project and search for resources also led the Egyptian state to be more decentralised, as its regional administrators became increasingly powerful and wealthy.
Tallet's career has been distinguished by his recognition of the value of conducting his research outside Egypt's traditional centres of power. In 2012, he discovered a hieroglyphic inscription from the fourth millennium bce in the Sinai Peninsula, which pushed back the date of Memphis by fifty years. It is the oldest known example of a sentence written in hieroglyphs: 'The Horus, he is Ity,' a phrase spoken to confer full royal status on a prince. ('Ity' means 'sovereign'.) 'In the excitement of that moment,' Tallet writes, 'I remember thinking that I would never again make an archaeological discovery of such importance in my entire career as a researcher.' Ten months later, at Wadi el-Jarf, he would prove himself wrong.
In 2607 bce it would have seemed likely that the Great Pyramid would outlast Merer's diary. Later pyramids would be filled with texts - from Unas' cosmological hymn to Teti's vision of wandering the heavens - but Khufu's is silent, except for the graffiti left behind by the builders. For millennia, this silence has been part of its appeal. In 23 bce Horace compared his work to the ultimate symbol of immortality: 'I have finished a monument more lasting than bronze,/more lofty than the regal structure of the pyramids.' Merer's reports, Dedi's logs and the economic accounts of Wadi el-Jarf don't always make thrilling reading, but they are no less valuable for that. For the first time in 4500 years, Khufu's pyramid has its voices again: not of priests or pharaohs but of the men who made it possible, rowing their boats from quarry to quay, quay to quarry.
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Tactile Dreams
Hannah Rose Woods

2387 wordsIn  the early 20th century, enclosed compartments gave way to open carriages on the London Underground. Passengers jammed together 'like herrings in a box', according to one contemporary commuter. People bunched up on shared seats or circumspectly distanced themselves from others. Those left standing looped their hands into straps and braced their bodies against the rhythms of the carriage, swaying 'like marine vegetation', as the writer Arnold Palmer put it. Newspapers became shields against the eyes of others, the search for a cigarette lighter a tacit excuse to escape unwanted attention. Through countless bodily adjustments - by turns deliberate, half-conscious or automatic - passengers learned to 'mind the gap' not just between train and platform, but between one another. At crowded stations, railway constables were tasked with distinguishing between accidental bumps from fellow travellers and the stealthy brush of pickpockets, between innocent encounters and sexual opportunism on the train platform. The bearing of a body - its posture or gestures - could be interpreted for signs of intent.
 In Intimate Subjects, his wide-ranging study of touch in modern Britain, Simeon Koole asks what we can learn from tactility itself: how did people decide who could touch whom - and when and where - and who was allowed to do the deciding? The British aversion to touching wasn't limited to the Victorian era: comparative studies confirm that we continue to be more selective about when and where we are touched than people from other countries. But we have never not touched one another. Those prim Victorians who supposedly shrank from bodily contact were also people who, in expanding industrial cities, had never been in such close physical proximity to crowds of strangers.
 Even these tropes of avoidance, Koole points out, highlight the 'central importance of touch'. Why else would it need to be policed, fretted over, regulated, repelled and desired? Around the turn of the 20th century, changing gender relations and new opportunities for mixing in cities 'made touch increasingly charged'. Koole's book is at once a history of ideas, of the way scientists, sociologists, educators and lawmakers thought about touch, and a cultural history of everyday encounters between bodies. Mass urban living brought new sensory pleasures but also required distinctively modern subjectivities articulated through ideas about personal space, autonomy and consent.
 Touch is an elusive subject. Historians of the senses have to read sources against the grain, feeling between the lines for instinctive, often unspoken bodily experiences. At the same time, this everyday sensory history has been from its inception a kind of master narrative for explaining the existential condition of modernity. Contemporary social observers reflected a great deal on the changing relationship to tactility. The world they described was one in which there was more physical contact than ever before but less meaningful connection, and in which all the senses were vulnerable to unwanted incursion. This was the 'cerebral age', D.H. Lawrence thought, where 'we are humanly out of touch.' For E.M. Forster, the modern city was a place of 'telegrams and anger', of 'hurrying men who know so much and connect so little'. Modern technologies were felt to be co-opting the human senses into the machine-like rationality of industrial capitalism. On Oxford Street, Virginia Woolf wrote, the news changed 'quicker than in any other part of London'. The press of people hurrying along the crowded pavements seemed to 'lick the ink off the placards'. The mind itself became a newspaper onto which sensations were endlessly imprinted, 'a glutinous slab' receiving 'a perpetual ribbon of changing sights, sounds and movements'.
 The consensus was that urban life disorientated the senses. Cities were maelstroms of activity: a ceaseless barrage of traffic and noise, an endless succession of images and encounters that threatened to overwhelm the observer. Sociologists developed theories of modernity that attempted to characterise the experience of the individual amid the urban crowd. For Georg Simmel, people caught up in this sensory disorder found it increasingly difficult to distinguish between stimuli. Anyone attempting fully to register the chaos around them - every face in the crowd, every vehicle rushing past - encountered such a confusion of impressions that it threatened to collapse the boundary between the self and the world outside. To avoid psychological breakdown, the urban dweller had to become 'blase' - less an attitude in Simmel's account than the result of the 'incapacity to react to new stimuli'. Modern life required people to develop a correspondingly modern technique of perception, from which they could view themselves as standing apart from the swirling energies around them.
 Yet even as people insulated themselves from these demands on their attention, the temptations of urban life drew them in. In Walter Benjamin's metropolis, the visual spectacles of advertisements, shop windows and department stores conspire to seduce the passing flaneur. For Karl Marx, the history of capitalism itself could be told as a story of sensory change. In his Paris notebooks, he wrote that 'the forming of the five senses' was intimately bound up with humanity's changing relationship to what it produced and consumed. For Marx, however, capitalism didn't overwhelm the senses so much as prevent their proper development: 'The case-burdened, poverty-stricken man has no sense for the finest play. The dealer in minerals sees only the commercial value but not the beauty and the specific character of the mineral.'
 These writers made compelling arguments. The problem, Koole thinks, is that we have taken them too readily at their word. From the start, ideas about the historicity of the senses were bound up with the changes historians sought to explain, making it difficult to imagine an alternative history, one in which the senses in modernity are not simply 'overstimulated, alienated or managed as a cause and consequence of urban, industrial and social change'. The implicit assumption is that sensory change occurs in a linear fashion - a neat historical trajectory by which, for instance, the domination of visual media in the modern world has caused us to 'lose touch' with older, more tactile ways of knowing. Making sense of historical change becomes a matter of charting 'perceptual revolutions', in which 'the senses become "more" or "less" sensitive, alienated, ordered, objectified [or] commodified' in the transition to modernity. Koole argues for something much more contingent than these theories can accommodate. As he sees it, city dwellers were not simply acted on by their environment but actively shaped and negotiated it.
 The same implicit logic that Koole resists is at work behind much writing on governmentality and liberal capitalism. Accounts of the modern city have described the way sensory disorder was managed and how this management became central to political and social order. The narrative goes something like this: after intense and unplanned Victorian urbanisation, the feverish energies of modern cities compelled municipal authorities to regulate space. Architects and planners were brought in to control sensation through the managed movement of bodies. On public transport networks, passengers were directed to follow set routes around stations and intercourses, ensuring the stream of bodies only ever moved in one direction (important both for safety and efficiency). Venues from concert halls to tea houses were examined - and even policed - to ensure crowding (and opportunities for illicit mixing) was limited. Over time every urban process was fine-tuned to make it smoother, more predictable and more efficient. In the ideal city, no one would be late for work due to congestion in an underground tunnel or find themselves crushed against a barrier at rush hour. Advertisements would draw consumers into shops at exactly the same rate that supply chains replenished the products on the shelves. In this reading, the development of both capitalism and liberalism depended on the regulation of sensation in everyday life. Eventually, what emerged in the early to mid-20th century was the modern, 'self-regulating liberal subject' and a society of citizen-consumers who were governed to govern themselves.
 Koole suggests we might think about this differently. As he reminds us, there is a long history of counterproductive attempts to manage the movement of people on public transport. Throughout the 20th century, a paradox for planners of the London Underground was that improvements in efficiency seemed only to encourage more rushing. As the waiting time between trains was reduced to just a few minutes, more people were injured while rushing for the doors, despite there being less reason to hurry for a particular train. A lift might be quicker than an escalator, even if it involved a wait at the doors, but people experienced escalators as the swifter option because their journey continued seamlessly. The more passengers hurried, the more impatient they became with any waiting time at all.
 If it is tempting to explain this phenomenon using theories of mass society and the clockwork rationality of railway time and industrial capitalism, Koole throws a spanner in the works. Why didn't people experience the same impatience when waiting for buses? What we overlook, by focusing on the mechanics of moving people - through cities, into 'modernity' - is how variably people behave in different contexts. There was no single, steady shift into being 'modern' or experiencing time in a 'modern' way. People behaved - and still behave - in diverse and improvisatory ways. Physical proximity to strangers felt very different on a shared seat on the Tube compared to a seat on a bus, different again when weaving through a crowded street, and different still when entering a theatre or a tea shop. Unspoken boundaries were created and recreated in every encounter.
Intimate Subjects  includes some irresistible case studies that illustrate the myriad ways in which touch was navigated and examined in the period. In one, the Reverend Harold Davidson walks into a tea shop. Making his way through a sea of empty tables - 49 in all - he seats himself at the sole table that is already occupied, beside a woman dining alone. She makes her own assessment of his intentions. After a few unsolicited comments about her choice of oxtail stew ('I should not have that ... you do not know what they put in it'), he runs across the room to chase down a waitress and ask her to the theatre before 'advising' the assistant manager, having 'caught hold of her arm', on how to treat 'the girls'. This was part of a pattern of behaviour that eventually saw Davidson brought before a consistory court, accused of 'accosting, molesting and importuning young females'. His defence argued that the vicar's behaviour was motivated by a sincere concern for the plight of young women in the city. The case was taken up by the press, making a celebrity of Davidson (who was defrocked after the trial) as well as stirring up debate about the status of women workers in public places. Did they need protection or might they exploit their proximity to male customers? Many establishments banned tipping as a way of protecting their reputations.
 In another of Koole's case studies, the neurologist Henry Head writes to Ruth Mayhew, to whom he will soon become engaged. As he sits alone at his desk, her 'vivid presence' is so tangible to him that he can barely set words on the page. Mere 'written words' seem inadequate 'when offered to the palpitating happy living creature whose touch I feel on my arm, whose joy envelops me as a cloud'. Less than a month after their engagement, and without his fiancee's knowledge, Head instructed surgeons to sever the cutaneous nerves of his left forearm. By identifying what feeling remained after these nerves had been cut, and discovering what sensitivity returned with time, he hoped to chart a new course for the understanding of touch and revolutionise the field of neurology.
 During experiments that mapped precisely what and where Head could feel in his arm - neither heat nor cold at first, nor the prick of a pin or the brush of cotton wool - he found his mind wandering repeatedly to thoughts of Ruth, specifically her touch. Twelve days after his operation, he wrote to her that he had been transported 'last Sunday walking hand in hand with you'. He was 'no longer a man devoted to the diseased and disordered aspects of life ... but just a little child walking quietly in the rain ... my hand in your dear warm hand'.
 Mayhew, in turn, often wrote to Head with her own thoughts about touch. Wasn't it strange, she reflected, the way one sense could be connected to another? The idea had occurred to her on cutting the pages of a new book. As the paper knife caught against the thick, 'woolly' paper, it 'brought to my tongue the taste I knew as a child when we loved to put our disobedient lips to iron railings'. Head replied by recounting a 'tactile dream' told to him by a colleague, who had dreamed he was steering a ship and awoke still feeling 'the wheel in his hands'.
 Koole's many short case studies (which are often told in the present tense, presumably for immediacy) paint a dynamic picture of a society in which new ideas about touch were emerging from personal experience and experimentation as well as more distanced observation. The teeming city, with its indistinguishable hordes, was also the sum of thousands of interactions and reactions, charted by individuals who were creating new social rules as they went.
 Not all these studies make for comfortable reading, and women in particular had to manage the 'difficult bodily performance of desirability and distance'. Koole is keen to register that the story of touch is also the story of what it means 'to be a body available to and able to affect others and how this experience structured power relations of race, class, age, gender and sexuality'. We learn much of this without ever needing to be told - how to hold ourselves in a crowded train carriage, engage with a waiter or our boss, embrace a lover. We don't need to be instructed to know what is the 'right' amount of personal space for ourselves and others as the train carriage empties; or that touching a stranger's arm to catch their attention is normal in a queue but not at a urinal. When these boundaries break down, it is deeply unsettling, because there is potential for both violence and tenderness in every encounter.
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Poem
The Historians
Maureen N. McLane

271 wordsIt is time to consult my friends
the historians who still believe
in research and a tapestry of fact
woven on the loom of deliberation
and hypotheticals tested
against what are perceived
to be outcomes. It is time
to remember the ones
who never abandoned
the way to care
for the dead the ones
who said not only my dead
and not only the official dead
matter amidst all the matter.
What's the matter
what's the matter
ask the townspeople
of their neighbour Harry
a rich man hexed
into perpetual cold
his teeth ever chattering
since he ambushed a poor woman
gathering kindling
from his woodpile
and she cursed him. Call it
stealing call it pilfering
call it a regime
of property a spell
an old cold woman
can counter
with a spell her chill
transferred forever
to him in a poem
What is a word worth
What is worth a word
What is a gill
but something to breathe through
what is a ghyll
but a stream
to move the smallest bones
of your inner ear along
Old stones in certain light
are moving call it
erosion call it a time lapse
explosion only the longest lived
mechanism could record
old cold ever warming stone.
No mere stenographers
no chroniclers
the sad historians are trying
to make sense of things
through the convolutions
of their brains.
They were made
as sure as anyone
they do not aspire
my friends the historians
to objectivity they sing sometimes
of the Age of Enlightenment
which has given us
what so much so much
so much is streaming
through our open mouths
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It's in the eyes
Sarah Resnick

2704 wordsIn Hanne Orstavik's  novel Ti Amo (2020), the narrator, an unnamed Norwegian writer, finds her life structured by the rhythms of illness. Her husband, the Italian publisher of her books, was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer in 2018. When the novel opens, in Milan in early January 2020, she is counting the days - eight - until her husband's next MRI. And the years - two - since he had a bout of vomiting in Venice. Was he already ill then? Fifteen months have elapsed since a surgeon removed his tumour, his spleen, parts of his stomach and a section of his colon. The pain remains agonising, and he spends most of his days in bed, fully dressed; only Fentanyl, often unavailable, provides relief.
 The looming test will reveal whether the lump on his abdomen is scar tissue from surgery or another cancerous growth. But his fate is clear: the cancer has already spread to the liver. The narrator knows that recovery is impossible, though her husband shows no sign of understanding this. In front of the doctors, he seems incurious about his prognosis and asks no questions when they address him with their 'mealy-mouthed pretence'. ('He needs hope, something to cling to,' one of them tells the narrator.) He worries that he'll need further surgery but, had he been attentive, he'd have understood that the doctors won't operate again. The narrator and her husband say 'ti amo' - I love you - instead of discussing his approaching death. She finds his behaviour confounding. 'Do you really not want to know, not be in contact with, not feel, the truth about yourself?' she wonders. Being truthful is her 'life force', an imperative - as much aesthetic as moral - that she's aimed to uphold in both her books and her relationships. 'It makes me ill when I go against that force, when I go against myself.' The scan offers the possibility that she and her husband can move into a new phase. The narrative tension, then, rests on whether or not they will finally talk about death.
 The difficulty of being in contact with 'the truth about yourself' is a theme that runs through Orstavik's work. In her three earlier novels translated into English, the protagonists are often thwarted by a lack of self-understanding. In Love (1997), which unfolds over a single night in northern Norway, Jon thinks endlessly of the celebration he imagines his mother, Vibeke, is planning for his ninth birthday. Vibeke, meanwhile, focuses on anything but Jon, among them a travelling carnival worker with whom she invents a romance. Johanne, the twenty-something narrator of The Blue Room (1999), spends the day locked in her bedroom, reflecting on the events that led up to her confinement: a new relationship, disagreement with her manipulative mother. Subtle inconsistencies cast doubt on her truthfulness, but it's not always clear to what degree her duplicity is intentional or a kind of self-deception. In The Pastor (2004), Liv, a theology student mourning a friend who recently killed herself, takes a job ministering to a congregation in a northern Norwegian fishing village. She begins to question the value of words: 'I can dig through the language and all the understandings and still find nothing to grasp there, nothing I can hold up and say, here it is.'
 Orstavik has not been coy about the fact that Ti Amo is autobiographical. In 2019 she married Luigi Spagnol, the head of Gruppo editoriale Mauri Spagnol, not long after he was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. When she began working on Ti Amo, six months before he died, it wasn't with a novel in mind. (Orstavik has said that she considers her book a 'report from a moment in time' and that it was her publisher who designated it as fiction; Norway doesn't have a strong tradition of literary memoir.) With its day-by-day accounting of caregiving and anxiety, Ti Amo sometimes resembles a diary: 'It's 5 January 2020, 3.10 p.m., and we stopped by the Turks on Viale Papiniano and had a kebab for lunch, you drank two cans of Coke, it's Sunday and the sun is shining.' But the book, with its second-person address, can also be read as a kind of intimate letter. (Orstavik has said that her husband was aware of it but never read it.) The writing is breathless: independent clauses separated by commas pile up in long sentences and anecdotes jump around in time. 'We'd told everyone half past eight,' she says of the New Year's Eve party her husband insisted they host,
 but Ciro came early, with his suspenders stretched tight over his shirt and a magnum of champagne that we put outside to chill on the balcony, only he left again just after ten, the bottle's still on the floor in the hall, but before he went I sat down with him on the sofa for a bit, Ciro with his big belly, he asked me to, Come here, he said, and patted the cushion beside him, he was the one I knew best out of everyone there, and he told me about the two women he was seeing, coincidentally they had the same name, which was practical, he said, and we laughed, and then he lowered his voice to a whisper and said it's hard for the one who's ill, but much worse in a way for the one who isn't, and that's when I teared up, I don't care who it's worse for, it's just so seldom anyone ever talks to me or asks how I am, and when everyone arrived at half past eight I sat down on a stool in the kitchen with a huge gin and tonic and my phone and wouldn't speak to anyone, I was ill, and they could tell from my voice that I was, but mostly I was angry, or else I was so angry it made me ill, for not saying I was angry, but anyway I sat there for a whole hour on my own. 

 Orstavik's most recent novel, Stay with Me, opens two years after the death of the narrator's publisher husband, L, to an unspecified illness. She's a Norwegian writer living in Milan, in the apartment she once shared with L. For the past year she's been seeing M, a man seventeen years her junior, whom she met when he came to fix her toilet. He's from a world outside her own, and it's a difference she finds appealing. She's drawn to his 'warmth' and 'tenderness', and although she describes some of his romantic gestures - the candlelit piano concert he takes her to, the white rose he fashions from a serviette and hangs from the door - we mostly have to take her word for it. M still lives with his ex, relies on his mother to buy his clothes and iron his shirts, disappears for days without calling or texting and 'kicks his dog, not hard, but rather often'. Before long, he reveals his caratteraccio, his bad temper. Small irritations set him off. On one occasion, he berates the narrator for asking if he's coming to bed. 'Surely it's possible for him to just sit there on his own after a long day,' she recalls him saying, 'as if he's in a trance of some kind'. He gets especially angry when she drinks in the evening - a habit she formed to blunt her loneliness after her husband's death. Yet she clings to the idea that M's 'softness will come out stronger, it's the softness that's most important, truest.'
 The narrator of Stay with Me doesn't offer many details about L or their marriage, but the husband in Ti Amo is attentive and gentle, and the contrast with M makes the new romance more puzzling. But Stay with Me is less a report on what happened - the ups and downs of a tumultuous relationship - than an examination of why the narrator finds it difficult to leave her new partner. It's partly what she experiences in his presence. 'When ... we're together, I feel so alive. Every moment, no matter if it hurts, no matter if it's terrible, is so intense.' Feeling alive offers something like respite to a person whose last few years were spent anticipating death and then grieving. But another explanation interests her more. When she was growing up, her father would be driven mad by transgressions as slight as doodling on the notepad by the phone, or accidentally knocking over a glass. 'I can't remember how it would happen, that Pappa would get angry. It just did.' Her mother bore the worst of it: late at night, after the narrator went to bed, she would hear the sounds of slaps, punches, kicks. The fear she experiences with M is familiar. 'Is fear a bond?' she asks.
 Meanwhile, she is struggling to write a novel. Her images are 'still' and 'unmoving'; the protagonist, a Norwegian costume designer called Judith, is 'suspended'. Judith is the same age as the narrator, recently widowed, and her deceased husband, Myrto, was Italian. They had moved from Milan to Saint Paul, Minnesota, where Myrto had taken a conducting job, but he died unexpectedly soon after they arrived. In Saint Paul, Judith, still grieving, meets the much younger Matt. They begin an affair, but unlike the narrator's romance with M, the relationship is pleasant and unthreatening - at least from Judith's perspective. (Matt is 'seventeen, eighteen maybe', and if Judith ever worries about having sex with a teenage boy the narrator doesn't say so.) Here Judith's affair is less central than her experience of grief, making it the inverse of the frame story, where the narrator says almost nothing of what it felt like to lose L, or how she managed after his death. Through Judith we see how profoundly the narrator has been unmoored by bereavement, now that 'there are no eyes any more that see her as he saw her.'
 Eyes have tremendous power in Orstavik's work. In The Pastor, Liv falls to the floor weeping; it was her housemate's eyes, 'the way she looked at me, that had taken me there'. Elsewhere being seen provides a sense of belonging. 'I feel as if I've come home when I look into your eyes,' the narrator in Ti Amo says of her husband. Once he starts taking morphine, his eyes 'aren't the same any more, the look in them isn't the same, the place I found in them is gone in a way.' In Stay with Me eyes have become a fixation. Matt's contain 'softness' and Judith's 'something peculiarly soft and at the same time something gleaming'. The narrator's childhood friend Jorgen holds in his eyes a 'tunnel' that leads to a 'place of light', whereas the eyes of a boy in a photograph by Sally Mann are 'blocked out by a wall, I can't see into them.' And then there is M, in whose eyes the narrator sees a 'warmth that's there so strongly in them sometimes, but then becomes hard and excluding'. The novel is concerned with the ways we see people and are seen by them, and with how consequential it is to feel that some hidden part of us has been recognised by another. 'Do we see something in the other person, and does the other person (seen, found!) then want us to take care of what we see?' But the repetition risks becoming mechanical - M's eyes also contain 'softness', Pappa's eyes also contain 'light' - and occasionally limp. 'It's as if those eyes', the narrator says of M, 'have seen all the world's pain, every kind of sorrow, as if they feel everything that hurts.'
 Orstavik is disinclined to signal a shift in point of view or location or time; or rather, she's interested in what happens when you do away with these transitions. In Love, she switches between mother and boy, sometimes from sentence to sentence, and it's only context that orients the reader. The way the two perspectives scrape against each other only accentuates the distance between them. In The Blue Room, Johanne's credibility is steadily eroded as her narration slips between scenes from her bedroom, her recollections of her mother and her new boyfriend, and her erotic, sometimes violent fantasies; the separation between what's real and what isn't breaks down. In Stay with Me, the frame story, about M, and the interior story, about Judith, are interwoven so that it's not always easy to distinguish between the two. Segments of Judith's story are interrupted by the narrator writing in the first person; we're reading reflections on the novel, not the novel itself.
 Adding another layer of complexity, Orstavik - or a voice representing the author - sometimes interjects with observations of her own. ('Perhaps Judith's a clearer picture of me in the novel than the first-person narrator is.') Are there three women in these nested narratives - a grieving woman writing about a grieving woman writing about a grieving woman - or one refracted as many? 'Are we put together from multiple parts, where some of those parts are rudimentary and primitive and small, while others are bigger, older, more grown-up, competent and responsible? Do all those parts rattle around in us, and who if anyone knows how they fit together?'
 In her earlier novels, Orstavik's strength was in depicting how love is never simply 'something warm and safe', as the narrator of Stay with Me puts it. Beneath the surface of her taut, precise sentences were pain, fear, violence. Stay with Me takes a different approach. Here, as in Ti Amo, the voice is distressed and vulnerable, the sentences winding and riddled with commas. According to Martin Aitken, who has sensitively translated four of her books, Orstavik describes the prose in the new novel as 'precarious'. The narrator is afraid to slow down; she isn't bothered about 'well-formed syntax, conventions of punctuation or elegance of vocabulary'. She may not always understand her emotions, but she is direct about them: 'Have I always been afraid? Was fear transferred to me when I was in the womb ... ? Mamma was always afraid. And me?' Real and fictional examples of violent or dark relationships - Marilyn Monroe and Joe DiMaggio, Edward and Bella from Twilight - are scrutinised for clues. The relentless self-examination isn't always subtle. Not long after we learn that both Pappa and M were beaten as children - Pappa by his mother, M by his stepfather - the narrator recalls a question from a university philosophy class: 'How do we know who's going to turn out to be violent?' Her answer: 'If you were a victim of violence yourself.'
 There's a third thread in Stay with Me, focused on the narrator's present-day relationship with her father, who has become softer in old age. It's here, in depicting their tentative conversations and the father's muddle of denial and pain, that Orstavik excels. Pappa defends the canings he suffered as a child: 'Mother was fair.' And he responds callously when the narrator empathises with her own mother, who, decades after the divorce, remains scarred by the marriage. 'Poor Mamma?' he asks incredulously. 'Poor me, you mean.' But he's not entirely unreflective. As the narrator's relationship with M deteriorates, her father sees what she can't: her efforts to villainise M's stepfather, and to compel M to face his past, are alienating him. M is 'bound up in having been beaten', Pappa says. The terrified child in him needs someone 'to be in that place with him', not to 'look on it with clever thoughts and a lot of talk'. Pappa's advice allows the narrator to find resolution in her relationship with M, but only after she acknowledges something her father can't: the frightened child who most needs her attention lives not in M but in her. Her duty lies with that 'soft and watchful little girl'.
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At the Movies
'La Haine'
Michael Wood

1323 wordsMathieu Kassovitz's  film La Haine, regarded as a classic in many circles, is currently being shown in UK cinemas to mark the thirtieth anniversary of its release. 'Classic' may not be quite the right word for this scary, messy film - it's about forms of rage that don't add up to hatred, or indeed to anything - but this may reflect a deficiency in the word rather than the film. Great movies can be too steady, too serene, and this film is headed in a different direction.
It's not lacking in beautiful shots. There are cityscapes viewed from a rooftop, the Eiffel Tower shining in the distance like a symbol of light that won't go out - until it does. There are high-angle visions of slums that look like works of art. The camera lingers on an escalator without people that might be an allegory of life: it doesn't stop and it doesn't care.
The film also understands the cinematic equivalent of name-dropping. One of its characters stands in front of a mirror and starts to behave like Travis Bickle in Taxi Driver, trying out gestures and dialogue to figure out the coolest way of shooting someone. There is an intriguing double track here. Kassovitz is obviously thinking of Scorsese, but the character isn't. He has simply seen a movie that offers him a model for the management of style and violence. This is ironic, because the film's plot is based on the historical case of a policeman killing a rioter, supposedly by accident, in 1993. One recurring question is what we can and cannot do with a gun in our hand. For some the trigger is easy to pull, for others the unlikely accident may indeed be an accident, and for others, whatever their ostensible wishes or promises to themselves, the trigger can't finally be pulled at all.
There is also an elegant parable framing the story. We hear it at the beginning and again at the end. It involves a person falling from a very high building. All the way down, in the air, at every floor perhaps, he says to himself 'so far so good' ('jusqu'ici tout va bien'). Then he hits the ground. The moral is that 'what matters is not the fall but the landing' ('mais l'important ce n'est pas la chute, c'est l'atterrissage').
The film has its comic moments - as when three would-be thieves manage to hotwire a car, only to discover that none of them knows how to drive. But the work is dominated by the almost unbroken mood of the three young men, who yell at each other and everyone else. It's not that they are actually angry. Or rather, they may be but we don't know that. What is clear is that they don't believe they are alive unless they look and sound tough. There's a good example of this when they decide to talk to some girls at a party they have crashed. One of them says his friends want to chat but doesn't chat himself; another can't think of anything to say; and the third violently insults the girls because that's the way he talks. All three get thrown out of the party, and the man in charge murmurs sadly: 'It's that suburban unrest' ('le malaise des banlieues'). This is a mindless cliche but it can also be read as an unintended hint at a form of truth to be explored.
That is what the film does. Whatever the problem of its setting, it's far worse than malaise. We need to think a little about the word banlieue too. The standard translation is 'suburb', and this is technically correct. But a suburb is polite, and a banlieue is an urban wilderness. The ban of the etymology is not negative, it means 'jurisdiction'; but lieue means at least a league away from everything a city connotes.
The film was shot in Chanteloup-les-Vignes, near Paris - Kassovitz and his team lived there for a while. But of course, in the social imagination any banlieue can stand for any other, and in recent history these locations have always raised the question of race and migration. Which France is this, or what kind of France? Will the quarrels never end?
La Haine opens with footage of a riot and the various behaviours of the rioters and the police. A man called Abdel Ichaha has been wounded by the police and is in intensive care in hospital. The rather jerky storyline follows three of his friends through most of a day and a single night. This whole sequence is marked by timestamps, hours and minutes recorded on a blank screen: 10.38 and 12.43 for starters and 6.01 at the end.
The friends stir up trouble with a group of their peers hanging out on a rooftop. They try in vain to visit Abdel in hospital. One of them reveals that he has in his possession a police revolver that went astray during the riot. He plans to shoot a policeman (any policeman) if Abdel dies. The friends have similar backgrounds but different origins. Vinz (Vincent Cassel) is Jewish, Said (Said Taghmaoui) is an Arab, and Hubert (Hubert Kounde) is Black. Their views range from believing that all police officers are evil to the thought that some police officers might be human. Vinz is the most violent and argumentative, Hubert relatively conciliatory (he still hopes to make it in the world of boxing and we see his family as we do not see those of the others). Said seems to invent life chaotically from minute to minute.
After their daytime antics, the three take a train to Paris and visit a drug dealer (Francois Levantal) who calls himself Asterix. He is a kind of parody of a gay cabaret performer and his idea of fun is tempting Vinz into playing a game of Russian roulette using the police revolver. Naturally only Asterix knows that all the chambers are empty. No sooner do they leave his place than Said and Hubert are arrested for being who they are; Vinz manages to escape into the Paris night. Said and Hubert are violently roughed up in a police station, a commanding officer calmly watching the whole brutal scene. They are released after a long wait - long enough for them to miss the last train to the banlieue. They do meet up again with Vinz before they fail to leave. The shot of the empty station after the train has departed is haunting, making the men look curiously bereft, as if a train were a purpose or a goal.
The friends run into a gang of skinheads, old enemies spoiling for a fight. They attack each another with savage severity. In the morning they take the first train home, and have scarcely left the station before the police show up and Vinz is shot - by accident, if in this context there are any accidents. The visual part of the film ends with two men holding revolvers to each other's heads. The rest of the film is a blank screen held for a moment or two.
Can we interpret our fable in the light of this ending? Or vice versa? One grim possibility would be to say it doesn't matter how you feel when you're falling, if the end of your fall is the end of everything. A braver reading would suggest that we should look out for our falls before they happen. Is there a way of avoiding them? Could we perhaps learn to think that, in the banlieue or elsewhere, the slogan 'so far so good' is always a disguised confession of defeat? The film is dedicated to 'those who died during its making'. We could think too of those who have died since.
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Diary
Whitney lives!
Andrew O'Hagan

2720 wordsOn the eve  of the first lockdown, I made my way to the Hammersmith Apollo to attend a performance by Whitney Houston. It was a chill, ominous night and the people outside the venue were wide-eyed and excited about their forthcoming encounter with the undead. I had come along in the course of my duties as a hopeless necromantic. I don't think I have ever believed that pop stars and movie stars actually die - death becomes them, and true legends have a tendency to ghost the future - but even so I was nervous that the certifiably snuffed-it Whitney might not be up to snuff. What if her famous vitality had ended with her life? Still, I'm always game for these sorts of investigation, so I bypassed the merchandise counter with its ectoplasmic T-shirts and made straight for the auditorium - or was it Valhalla, the hall of the slain?
The auditorium had an emptiness that could speak to us all. One shouldn't really, in this context, use the phrase 'warm-up act', but there he was in a loud shirt, Rob Green from Nottingham. He played a guitar and had enough spontaneous patter to upset the basic notion of the evening, that delightfulness, even in a live setting, can come in a posthumous form. 'You won't take me seriously,' he sang, and I asked the middle-aged woman beside me, who was weeping in advance, if she felt Mr Green might be at an obvious disadvantage, being alive and everything. 'Poor lad,' the woman said. 'Who in the world would want to stand next to the legend that is Whitney Houston?'
Well, precisely. Not me. And, I suspect, not even Whitney, who is alleged to have died in the bathtub of Suite 343 at the Beverly Hilton Hotel on 11 February 2012. Yet the red curtain behind her support act was quivering with activity. The audience rose to their feet. No one around me was thinking about 2012, when Whitney had spent her last day loading up on cocaine, Xanax and whatever else you can find before an awards show in LA. Those were details from a world that wasn't believed to hold the truth. The force they admired was behind the red curtain, and solid flesh didn't really come into it. 'Are you ready for Whitney?' Green shouted. Showbusiness is tough. I mean, it can't feel invigorating to put on your bio that you once came second on the bill to someone without a pulse. 'Are you ready?' he said again.
'Oh. My. God - yes!' my neighbour offered. I know she was real because she stood on my foot and I stubbornly trust the link between cause and effect.
Like birds in Narnia, pairs of quote-marks came flapping into view. The huge speakers vibrated with 'life', then Whitney 'came on' wearing - or 'wearing' - a gold glittery dress and, in every sense that mattered, 'being' Whitney. The audience went completely wild and burst into tears. 'Let's pray for peace,' Dead Whitney said, and everybody bowed their heads before throwing out their arms when the hologram went into a rousing rendition of 'I Wanna Dance with Somebody'.
'I wanna feel the heat with somebody,' I murmured.
'You sing up, son!' my neighbour's mother said.
Whitney was surrounded by real dancers and backing singers. They weren't quite to scale, or the star wasn't, because they made her look small. Unless virtual reality had already gone to the next level, I assumed she wouldn't be complaining to her manager. The sense of half-church-half-rave only grew stronger. Whitney was living her best afterlife, and the swaying Undeadheads, torches aloft, thought she was beautiful. The pinnacle came when she began to sing 'I Will Always Love You' and the venue, well, it didn't explode, it melted, and all the seating and all the walls became deliquescent. We had moved into a place where emotion and the fantasy of emotion were ecstatically mixed together, soaring to greet Whitney's perfect vibrato, a sound that made the audience revel in the intoxicating certainty that life is inexplicable. In traditional societies, this is the sort of thing that leads people to speak in tongues or turn to God. But at the Hammersmith Apollo before the pandemic, people invested in the transubstantiating power of Whitney.
The universal suspension of disbelief began in earnest only a few weeks after Whitney died, promoted by Tupac Shakur. Holograms depend on an illusion of depth, and at one time, depth seemed to be whatever was happening in Elvis Presley's eyes. It was Sylvia Plath's poetry, David Bowie's soulful space nonsense or the truths riding in on the Jesus and Mary Chain's guitar feedback. But by the time Dead 2Pac appeared at the Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival, deep had begun to signal something netherworldly. Those inconvenient processes of ageing and dying, common to us all, could suddenly be overcome. Today, bringing an artist back to life may well be a promoter's most lucrative opportunity. The artist's bones might be deep in Forest Lawn, but the audience expects and will pay for his presence. Michael Jackson Live? It's a no-brainer, securing the singer a kind of higher existence - a freedom from quibbling reality - that the real Jackson tried to have all his life but could only dream of in a terrifying series of Neverlands.
Dead 2Pac appeared at Coachella on 15 April 2012, a Sunday. The night before, the stage had been occupied by human beings who were observably alive. The guys from Radiohead were a bit sleepy, but they were definitely breathing. Things got livelier with the reformed Buzzcocks, Noel Gallagher and the DJ David Guetta. But on the Sunday evening Dr Dre, Snoop Dogg and - clear the neural pathways - a rather glistening 2Pac were live and in the house. Well, sort of. The late rap star was looking rather good on it (death, I mean): the six-pack more densely packed, the stride bouncier, the groin-gripping as ickily pronounced as ever. Allowing for the ontological difficulties, he was very much all there, looking in many respects a little more with it and a whole lot more luminous than his friend Snoop Dogg, popping and krumping beside him. The performance was met with amazement by the audience, and then 2Pac was gone in one of those puffs of smoke that are always more fun in pantomime than they are in real life, curling from the muzzle of a .40-calibre Glock.
These are complex times for reality. You can't move for people demanding your attention from beyond the grave. Everywhere you look, there's a disembodied force telling you who you are, or who you could be, in a world of eternals. It's one thing not to die, and quite another to let your computer do your living for you - second-guessing your likes, directing your behaviour, constructing a character for you - and all of these things together are making it quite difficult to lay anything about yourself to rest. Don DeLillo warned us (and warnings are his thing) that the preservation of life might soon turn into the kind of death-in-life-policy that gave Coleridge nightmares. In Zero K, DeLillo's long predictive text of 2016, we join a man called Jeffrey on his visit to a remote and secret compound where the aim is to avoid death. In one of the rooms, individuals are considering serious questions:
At some point in the future, death will become unacceptable even as the life of the planet becomes more fragile.
Does literal immortality compress our enduring artforms and cultural wonders into nothingness?
What happens to history? What happens to money? What happens to God?
Do we want to believe that every condition afflicting the mind and body will be curable in the context of our boundless longevity?
When do you stop being who you are?

For Peter Pan, death was an awfully big adventure. For Saul Bellow, it was the black backing on the mirror that allows us to see anything at all.
'Nothing good ever really dies,' a middle-aged man told me in the drinks queue at Abba Voyage in Stratford. 'It just comes back stronger.' It was a Thursday night, almost five years to the day since my Whitney seance at the Hammersmith Apollo. The place was absolutely packed and rainbow colours seemed to draw the audience from every direction. The first time I saw Agnetha Faltskog, Bjorn Ulvaeus, Benny Andersson and Anni-Frid Lyngstad they were on TV in the corner of my mother's living room - that's right, living room - singing 'Waterloo' while my brothers and I wondered what life would be like if you were that clean. We were the first generation, I think, to live in a Britain replete with era-defining youth culture. Our parents were already married by the time of the Beatles' first LP, and though they could have got into mods and rockers, they preferred Perry Como. For us, though, pop culture is unavoidable, seeming to exist in our minds as both an aspect of memory and an indicator of character. In my pre-adolescence, the whole thing felt like a space age experiment in personality. But it got under the skin, which possibly explains why shows like Abba Voyage are so wildly popular, offering people a piece of their sentimental essence back to themselves, a glimpse of an idealised self. Just as Freud believed dreams were picture puzzles, today it seems that songs and famous faces are now active elements of our subconscious, holding us - sometimes a whole generation of us - in uncanny thrall.
The programme for Abba Voyage could simply have detailed the five years of work - by digital artists, modellers, animators, 'facial capture artists' - that went into the show, but instead it reads like a scrapbook from somebody's life, containing ticket stubs, reproduction Polaroids and newspaper clippings ('Swedes Rock the World'). The stage production uses 870,000 watts of audio amplification, has 30,000 individually controllable light points, 291 separate speakers and is made up of 65 million pixels, the whole thing relying on more than 100 kilometres of cabling and 846 separate axes of theatrical automation, all of this requiring 120 TB of storage being pushed to the screen at 25 GB per second. 'I'm not just a fan of ABBA,' the director, Baillie Walsh, says. 'They're in my DNA. They're part of who I am. So it makes me very emotional to talk about that ... I saw them win the Eurovision Song Contest and they've been in my life since.'
After heading down a neon tunnel I reached an auditorium with three thousand people in it, some sitting in bleachers and others crowded onto a dancefloor. The screen was showing a Swedish forest filled with oak trees and falling snow. Now and then, a human form flashed through the forest. There were sonar pulses. People in glitter boots and blue eyeshadow were drinking from plastic tumblers. Some of them fixed their hair with acrylic fingernails and took selfies. When the group appeared, they were much realer than I remember them ever being. Their skin had never been that perfect. They were never really that well co-ordinated. The sound was crisper, the costumes sharper, the synchronicity of personnel, space, memory and music seeming not three-dimensional but more than that, crossing all manner of terrain to reach perfection. We see them at their 1970s peak. There are no failed lights, no missed cues. There are even shadows onstage: the figments now cast shadows.
'Who would go on tour aged eighty,' I said to the woman beside me, 'when you could do this and take the door money?'
'The Rolling Stones,' she replied.
When the Northern Lights appeared after 'Chiquitita', the crowd lost its collective nut. The volume of the singalong was incredible and the emotion wasn't normal, even by prevailing standards. Or not old normal, anyhow. Was it a political rally or the gathering of a cult? A sales conference or a revolution? 'We're just having a great time,' said two women behind me in white Stetsons. Unable to escape the old ontological restrictions, I was struggling with the magnitude of the applause. Who were they clapping for? I mean, who was meant to hear it, or were they applauding themselves? Clapping for tonight's performance would be like standing up and clapping Claudette Colbert at a BFI screening of It Happened One Night, before turning and clapping the other people in the cinema for their feelingful wisdom, the applause being not only for Colbert, Clark Gable and Frank Capra, but for common memory and oneself.
The people in Stratford behaved as if the past had always been like this, undead and never really gone. My Auntie Famie, who attended some hootenanny at the Eastmuir Masonic Hall in 1980, is framed on the fireplace mid-song. She's here but not here. Perhaps all we've done is added deep animation and a live audience. Actual existence, it turns out, isn't all it was cracked up to be, and the people who said Elvis wasn't dead may have been right all along. Soon, there is likely to be a stadium near you with 30,000 individually controllable light points, offering you a seat at a cabaret table to see the King Live in Las Vegas, or the Beatles at Shea Stadium, or the Sex Pistols at Screen on the Green or Oasis at King Tut's Wah Wah Hut (though this summer's tour makes Oasis seem more like the Rolling Stones). Soon there might be booths where you can see my Auntie Famie in her Glasgow social club, singing her heart out like her heart never stopped. Those of us who viewed the past mainly as the stuff of fiction might soon join an actual queue to see the Smiths 'perform' at the Manchester G-Mex, back again, for some of us, as if we had never changed, Andy Rourke hadn't died and Morrissey and Marr didn't despise each other. 'We would never be those people again,' I once wrote of that particular moment, but maybe I was a bit previous. Leopold Bloom thinks of his old life as if it featured only a ghost of himself passing a mirror. 'I was happier then. Or was that I? Or am I now I?' Perhaps the future will be a place where we each get to repeat ourselves at our imagined best, on a loop, until someone hits the off switch after noticing that 'life' is too globally warming to go unconcluded.
I had an MRI the other day. 'I had hoped to slip into something more comfortable,' I said to the nurses. 'Like unconsciousness.'
'Well, we can't offer you that, but you can have these,' one of them replied, handing me a pair of yellow socks and the regulation scrubs.
A few minutes later, I lay on the table and one of the nurses inserted a cannula and prepared me for my time in the white tunnel. The other handed me a pair of headphones and asked me what I'd like to listen to. 'Radiohead,' I said. 'The Bends.'
'Oh, yes,' she said. (She'd met middle-aged men before.)
Being in that machine is the best holiday in the world. No one can text you, pull your arm, pester you for a quote or blame you for being late. (I wanted to ask them if it was available for the whole of August.) Lying back, surrounded by that great rotundity of plastic, I felt sure it was the closest experience to death that medics can offer, while keeping you conscious. They ignored my request, and played in quick succession Nirvana, the Red Hot Chili Peppers and Fontaines DC. When the nurse spoke through the earphones to see if I was okay, I told her I'd changed my mind. I wanted Whitney Houston. The track changed and the table moved deeper into the machine. It wasn't Whitney: it was the Smiths, as ordained by the laws both of natural selection and absurdity. What the song was saying was true: I hadn't had a dream in a long time, but maybe life was the dream, endlessly returning, just like the song.
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