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Is this fascism?
Daniel Trilling

6292 wordsOne  way of thinking about fascism is to see it as historically specific: a reactionary mass movement produced by the economic and social chaos that engulfed Europe after the First World War. Fascism promised national rebirth through the violent cleansing of enemies at home and conquest abroad; to achieve this required public consent to the undoing of democracy. Where fascism took root, it grew rapidly beyond its base among the frustrated lower middle classes, attracting support from 'the politically homeless ... the socially uprooted, the destitute and the disillusioned', as the German communist Clara Zetkin put it. Its supporters were organised into parties with uniformed paramilitary wings. They operated in what the historian Robert Paxton has called an 'uneasy but effective collaboration' with traditional elites, which wanted to maintain order and crush the left. Fascism, from this perspective, was born of particular social conditions that are unlikely to recur in the same form.
The other way of thinking about fascism is as a constant presence. Some see it as the expression of a human tendency towards domination. 'Once you decide that a single vulnerable minority can be sacrificed,' Judith Butler wrote recently in relation to trans rights, 'you're operating within a fascist logic.' Others see it as an inherent feature of unjust, oppressive societies. Fascism, Langston Hughes wrote in 1936, 'is a new name for that kind of terror the Negro has always faced in America'. Aime Cesaire argued that interwar fascism was the result of a 'terrific boomerang effect': all the brutality of European imperialism - which had dehumanised the coloniser as well as the colonised - was visited on the home continent. Many historians and political theorists have described fascism's appeal to the emotions. Paxton called them its 'mobilising passions': a sense of overwhelming crisis and victimhood, a fear of the decline of one's group, a lust for purity and authority, a glorification of violence. Fascism could return in 'the most innocent of disguises', according to Umberto Eco, who grew up in Mussolini's Italy, because we are all vulnerable to its emotional pull.
How useful is it to compare the current global resurgence of right-wing nationalism to fascism? We usually describe today's right-wing nationalists as being on the 'far right', but this doesn't necessarily mean that they are fascist. The political scientist Cas Mudde divides the far right into two groups: the extreme right, which rejects democracy entirely, and the radical right, which is hostile to liberal democracy. Fascist movements in the historical sense belong to the extreme right. They still exist, if largely at the margins: the most successful so far this century has been Golden Dawn, which mounted a campaign of racist intimidation and murder after the 2008 financial crisis and briefly became Greece's third-largest party. More prominent today, in liberal democracies at least, is the radical right, which is supplanting traditional conservative movements. Trump, Modi, Meloni, Orban, Milei, Bolsonaro and Duterte, as well as the many far-right parties with significant representation in the parliaments of Europe, Israel and elsewhere, all belong to the radical right.
Twentieth-century fascism appears to have little in common with today's leading far-right movements. These groups share a political style - populism - which purports to be more democratic than that of its opponents. Populists, whether on the right or the left, portray themselves as authentic representatives of 'the people', in contrast to corrupt governing elites. Far-right populists seek to redefine 'the people' along narrow national, ethnic or religious lines. They like elections (as long as they win), but dislike the parts of the system - independent courts and media, intergovernmental bodies - that examine or restrain their power. Unlike interwar fascism, far-right populism does not seek to bring society under total state control. Some far-right populists, such as Nigel Farage, even claim to be libertarians. For the most part, far-right populism doesn't share the expansionist territorial aims of interwar fascism, Trump's sabre-rattling at Canada and Greenland notwithstanding; indeed, if anything links far-right populist programmes, it's the call for a retrenchment of borders, whether political, cultural or economic.
The second way of thinking about fascism may seem more useful. Some far-right populists haven't been content merely to display hostility to liberal democratic institutions, but have set about dismantling them. Under Viktor Orban's clientelist leadership in Hungary, the judiciary and media have been neutered, while in his second term Donald Trump is trying to undermine the functions of the US state by wilfully flouting the law. Far-right populist movements are usually built around conspiracist demagogues who promise to remove rights from minority groups and whose supporters trade in jokey, memeified references to fascism (is that outstretched arm a Nazi salute, or is it reaching for the stars?). Right-wing violence has become more prevalent, with the most extreme incidents carried out by 'lone wolf' mass shooters, militia groups or mobs. Some far-right populists have sought to harness these impulses: Jair Bolsonaro and Trump both encouraged their supporters to try to overturn presidential election results when they lost, though both ultimately backed down. Narendra Modi's Hindu nationalist BJP has links to a paramilitary street movement, the RSS.
But even if a political movement shares one or more features of fascism - its leader's use of rhetoric and propaganda, say - it does not necessarily follow that the movement will be fascist. Does anyone really believe that Farage intends to turn the UK into a dictatorship? The accusation can be a way of masking the failings of our political systems, from which far-right populism emerged. Bill Clinton's former secretary of state Madeleine Albright bemoaned the implications of a Trump presidency for American global leadership in Fascism: A Warning (2018), one of a glut of such books that followed the populist election upsets of 2016, without considering the reason that Trump's ostensibly anti-war message had appealed to so many Americans. Invoking fascism can also blur our understanding of what's really going on. Trump, for instance, wants to abolish birthright citizenship in the US. Margaret Thatcher did this in the UK forty years ago. Are both of these decisions fascist, or neither - or is there something qualitatively different about Trump's actions? Does it even matter whether we have an answer to the question 'Is this fascism?'
It does matter. As the historian Ian Kershaw says, trying to define fascism is 'like trying to nail jelly to a wall', yet for all its slipperiness, 'fascism' describes a uniquely destructive force in politics, and one for which we don't have a better word. Unlike other forms of authoritarianism, such as military dictatorship, if left unchecked it is not only murderous but suicidal. Interwar fascism involved millions of people in the effort to purify national communities, initiating a spiral of violence that led to war, genocide and self-immolation. Its devastating potential was rooted in the paradoxical promise of a revolution carried out in defence of hierarchy. As Paxton noted, this led either to entropy, as the movement failed to deliver, or to increasing radicalism, as leaders raced to meet the expectations of their followers. (Unlike most governments, as the historian David Renton points out, the fascist parties in Italy and Germany became more radical once in office.) Fascism involves a form of collective behaviour that seems unaccountable. Many in the interwar period were slow to recognise the danger it posed, seeing fascism merely as a tool of ruling-class oppression or as mass irrationality, rather than as a force with a logic and a life of its own. Today, 'fascism' is useful as a political concept only in so far as it enables us to spot its destructive potential before it fully discloses itself. As Primo Levi wrote, 'it happened, therefore it can happen again.'
Are  we, as Richard Seymour suggests, 'in the early days of a new fascism'? In Disaster Nationalism, Seymour argues that in trying to understand the new far right, we have been looking in the wrong places. Parties and policy platforms, or the personalities of 'strongman' figureheads, can only take us so far. What matters more is the particular mood that pervades both the extremist fringes and the political mainstream. 'The new far right is enthralled by images of disaster,' Seymour writes. Far-right populists promise to defend their people from migrant 'invasions' and 'deep state' traitors. Conspiracy theorists chase cabals of Satanist paedophiles, while mass shooters believe they are resisting a Muslim takeover, or Jewish influence, or women who have emasculated them. Large numbers of people contribute to moral panics about religious, ethnic and sexual minorities, or left-wing activism; a few even take matters into their own hands in outbreaks of pogromist violence. These kinds of behaviour, in Seymour's view, are evidence of the mix of reactionary and rebellious emotions peculiar to fascism; a new version of the mobilising passions identified by Paxton. They are shot through with 'apocalyptic desire' - a fear of impending doom, combined with the contradictory impulse to throw oneself into the abyss - and reveal a 'pervasive ambivalence about civilisation ... a submerged desire for it to fall apart'.
'Disaster nationalism' is Seymour's term for the political expression of these feelings. It arises, he writes, from the 'profound unhappiness accumulated in the era of peak liberalism' and offers the afflicted a range of enemies whose defeat will restore 'the traditional consolations of family, race, religion and nationhood'. Significantly, it tends to ignore the real disaster staring us in the face, that of human-induced climate change: far-right populists are caught between outright denial of global heating and a perverse, gleeful wish to bring it on. Disaster nationalist figureheads don't resemble traditional politicians so much as celebrities, borne aloft on a surge of violent emotion whose spread has been facilitated by the internet. Interwar fascism required mass parties to establish a fatal dialectic between leader and mob; social media platforms now perform that function. Political entrepreneurs, from populist leaders to far-right influencers, engage in 'permanent algorithmic campaigning', directing their followers' anger and sadism at their opponents. Bolsonaro had a Gabinete do Odio ('office of hate'), a group of advisers who planned his social media strategy; Modi rewards his most virulent supporters on X by discreetly following them back; Trump is a 'one-man troll farm'. And when rhetorical violence spills over into real life, it's no longer career-ending.
This is a typical Seymour argument: ambitious, insightful and contentious. Over the past twenty years, the Northern Irish writer has built up a following on the anglophone left as an outsider intellectual. He emerged from the mid-2000s network of bloggers that also included Mark Fisher, Nina Power and Owen Hatherley.* Their interests differed, but they shared a commitment to challenging what they saw as the stultifying political and cultural consensus of the neoliberal boom years - what Fisher called the era of 'capitalist realism' - and to an idea of public writing that was engaged, disputatious and didn't dumb down. Seymour was always the most straightforwardly political: first as a caustic opponent of the war on terror and its advocates (one of his early books was subtitled 'The Trial of Christopher Hitchens'), then of the economic austerity that followed the 2008 crash. Like Hitchens, Seymour is a former Trotskyite; he left the Socialist Workers Party in 2013 when it imploded over allegations of sexual assault by a senior member. Unlike Hitchens, or indeed Power, whose work has taken a reactionary turn, Seymour has not moved to the right. Instead, he continues to examine the reasons that, despite the economic and environmental disruptions of our time, the right keeps winning.
This is what makes him a useful, if sometimes frustrating, guide to the present moment. Having abandoned the boosterism of the revolutionary left - 'One more crisis, comrades, and it's our time!' - he practises a radical pessimism. Capitalism, in his view, isn't just an engine for human misery, but, through the burning of fossil fuels, a threat to human existence. Capitalist democracy, 'an inherently contradictory and unstable formation' which asks people to forgo equality in return for the promise of rising living standards, is ill-equipped to avert it. Seymour's writing is erudite, drawing on Marxism, psychoanalysis, cultural criticism and a wide range of social research, and sometimes has the breathless pace of the very online. He is a co-founder, with the novelist China Mieville and others, of the political journal Salvage ('The catastrophe is already upon us,' one of its taglines runs, 'and the decisive struggle is over what to do with the remains'), and his style has similarities with Mieville's gothic-futurism. Seymour aims to provoke the reader - not least through the force of his rhetoric - into thinking about what might be round the corner. His efforts don't always land, but when they do he can throw a murky picture into sharp relief: I have come across no better encapsulation of the nature of social media than 'participatory disinfotainment'.
In  Disaster Nationalism, Seymour attempts to fuse the two ways of thinking about fascism - the historically specific and the continuous - to show that some version of it is emerging today. As in the 1920s and 1930s, the expansion of far-right politics clearly has some link to the capitalist cycle: voters in Europe, for instance, have tended to move rightwards in response to financial crises since at least 1870; the emergence of today's far-right populism can be traced to the 2008 financial crash. But Seymour follows the more supple Marxists, notably Gramsci, in stressing that culture and circumstance, as much as economic interests, shape our attitudes. For Seymour, the determining factor is neoliberalism, whose ruins we continue to inhabit, as governing elites have struggled in the aftermath of the crash either to shore up the system or forge an alternative. Neoliberalism, Seymour writes, drawing on the work of the economic historian Philip Mirowski, aimed to persuade the masses 'to abandon tribal sentiments of solidarity and accept the law of universal competition'. The result, amid soaring wealth inequality, is a 'paranoid system': if everyone is a potential competitor, there can be no meaningful social sphere, public services will be corrupt and inefficient, and welfare recipients will be regarded as freeloaders. This is a recipe for 'resentment, envy, spite, anxiety, depression and rage', whose long-term effects - in the West, at least - are declining social trust, increased loneliness and a rise in political violence, even as other forms of violent crime have fallen. The wager of neoliberalism, Seymour writes, was that if voters were treated as consumers 'their rational choices would keep politics in the consensual middle ground', and perhaps during the boom years they did. But many people have now come to feel that the system is rigged.
On the face of it, the balm offered by far-right populism seems mild in comparison with interwar fascism, which promised to transcend class divisions and bring nation, state and leader together in a single body - the 'corporate state', as Mussolini called it. Far-right populism, by contrast, offers what Seymour calls 'muscular national capitalism'. Although its tools are those of orthodox economic policy - privatisation and welfare cuts for Modi; protectionism via tariffs for Trump; increased state direction for Orban - they are being put to a very different end. Muscular national capitalism treats the economy 'as a moral space in which it is argued the wrong people have been losing'. (The problem with globalisation, J.D. Vance said recently, wasn't that it was unfair, but that it was causing rich countries such as America to lose their place at the top of the international pecking order.) Yet, as it turns out, its real economic benefits can be relatively meagre (average incomes in Brazil fell under Bolsonaro), since the true payoff is psychological. What far-right populists really have to offer is revenge: India's frustrated Hindu middle classes will reap the benefits of growth if life is made intolerable for their Muslim neighbours; men in the Americas will become winners again when traditional gender roles are restored; cities in the Philippines will be regenerated if a war is waged on drug addicts; economically depressed regions of Europe will be revived by the mass deportation of refugees. The rhetorical tactics of far-right populism - the denigration of critics as traitors and Lugenpresse; the lurid claims about immigrants eating dogs; the obsession with 'woke' forms of social etiquette - are all 'programmatic', as Seymour puts it. They aim to channel the multifarious resentments of a population into a 'revolt against liberal civilisation'; in other words, into 'barbarism'.
Disaster Nationalism is part of a tradition that locates the roots of interwar fascism in the human psyche. The idea that civilisation makes us sick - that for all its benefits, it requires us to repress our aggressive and sexual urges, which reappear as various forms of unhappiness - originates with Freud. But where Freud focused on the individual, his successors Wilhelm Reich and Erich Fromm tried to understand the social character of support for fascism. For Reich, it was a form of 'mass psychology': the use of symbolism, emotion and sexual imagery to mobilise the people's repressed violent urges. Fromm saw it in class terms, arguing that particular groups were drawn to fascism: authoritarians, certainly, but also defeated and dejected workers who had given up hope of social progress and put their faith in fascism's promise of redemptive violence. Some have applied similar thinking to today's far right: Wendy Brown identified 'apocalyptic populists' as a key component of Trump's voter base in 2016, and her more recent work examines the mood of nihilism pervading contemporary political life.+
For Seymour, the key emotion of our time is resentment, fuelled by the insecurities and paranoia of class society and neoliberalism. It is an emotion we cannot do without, he notes, since it is essential to our sense of justice. We feel resentment at things we perceive as unfair and can feel it on behalf of others. But resentment can become an 'emotional swamp', leading in the most extreme cases to a 'politically enabled passion for persecution'. Social media, which represents a shift in the way we communicate as significant as the rise of print newspapers was to the development of 19th-century nationalism, is an accelerant to this. Here, Seymour builds on his book The Twittering Machine (2019), which argues that the compulsive qualities of social media - its hall-of-mirrors narcissism, the dopamine hit of likes, clicks and follows - are used to manipulate our 'fantasies, desires and frailties' for profit. Participating in social media is to risk developing sadistic and self-harming forms of behaviour, since anger and conflict are often the quickest routes to online engagement: it is all too easy for social media users to find themselves subject to or joining in pile-ons, flame wars, trolling and other forms of online bullying. The industry has also proved a remarkably efficient conduit for the apocalyptic fantasies that sustain the far-right worldview.
These tendencies are particularly concentrated in the lone-wolf terrorist, who takes revenge on the world for his personal and political grievances in a spectacular act of violence. According to the sociologist Ramon Spaaij, lone-wolf murders increased by 143 per cent in the West between the 1970s and the 2000s - but social media has essentially turned these killings into a game. The template was set by Anders Behring Breivik, who murdered 77 people in Norway in 2011. Breivik's anger was nurtured and given shape by an extreme online subculture, in his case the Islamophobic 'counter-jihad' of the 2000s. His murders, as Seymour puts it, were essentially a 'marketing plan' for his online manifesto, an incoherent mixture of gamer talk, visions of the death of Western civilisation and diatribes by mainstream right-wing commentators about multiculturalism and Muslims. Since then, such behaviour has become much more common: in 2019, a gunman in Halle, Germany, livestreamed his attack on a synagogue on the gaming platform Twitch; in 2016, the perpetrator of a massacre at a gay nightclub in Orlando, Florida checked Facebook midway through his assault; in 2019, an admirer of the man who murdered 51 people at mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand, expressed a desire to beat that 'high score'.
Seymour's title intentionally echoes 'disaster capitalism', Naomi Klein's term for the exploitation by corporate interests of wars, natural disasters and other crises for financial gain. Disaster nationalism, correspondingly, involves far-right populists looking for political gain. But it also gestures to the way people behave when they feel threatened. We like to think disasters bring us together - and sometimes they do - but that isn't always the case. In the summer of 2020, for instance, the world's largest anti-lockdown protests were driven by the Querdenken ('lateral thinkers') movement in Germany. The movement grew out of concern over civil liberties and the economic impact of lockdowns, but quickly became conspiratorial, fed by a stream of 'alternative news' on the encrypted messaging app Telegram. Querdenken channels were dominated by followers of the QAnon cult, who believe in the existence of an elite, Satanic, cannibalistic child-sex-trafficking ring, and who see Trump as their saviour. This rightwards drift culminated in a protest in Berlin in August 2020, when a faction led by QAnon followers attempted to storm the Reichstag.
The profound shock of the pandemic was clearly a trigger for these events, but in Seymour's analysis there was nothing inevitable or natural about the way they unfolded. People are often drawn to conspiracy theories as a way of regaining a sense of control over a frightening and complex situation: for some, it is more comforting to have a shadowy elite to rail against than to accept there's a virus spreading that nobody knows how to combat. But if a conspiracy theory is to gain purchase, people must want to believe. They must have an existing distrust of power, of official or established information sources and authority figures; precisely those institutions, in other words, that become more remote from ordinary people the more unequal a society becomes. Conspiracy theories also fill an emotional need that isn't being met elsewhere. As Seymour notes of QAnon, whose followers decode 'clues' posted anonymously online, people join in partly because they find it fun. There is a mix of horror and excitement, and a sense of community (one of their slogans is 'Where we go one, we go all'). As Seymour writes, the conspiracy has taken on a life of its own: QAnon is 'a conversion-machine designed by no single hand, turning agnostic thrill-seekers into devotees of the apocalypse ... and translating the attentional surges thereby generated into profit'. Before Facebook gave in to pressure to tighten its regulations in 2020, more than three million of its users were sharing QAnon material.
Not all conspiratorial thinking is as baroque as QAnon, but to Seymour its prevalence shows there is a latent desire for a 'violent reset': 'There is evil in the world,' the logic goes, 'but it has a face and a name and we can strike back against it.' For Seymour, taking his cue from Lacan, 'the fantasy of a "world without them" is destined to turn suicidal,' since the desire to annihilate the Other cannot be satiated and ultimately turns inwards. Whether or not you follow him all the way here, it is certainly plausible that nationalism can be a beneficiary of unconscious aggression, since the nation is still, for all the disruptions of globalisation, the primary form of our collective political life. Nationalism is always susceptible to violent confusion, since 'the nation' means two things at once: a civic community defined by shared space and an ethnic community defined by blood. Far-right nationalists put considerable effort into exciting fears that collective national life is under threat by focusing on its corporeal elements - think of their preoccupations with sex, birth and death - and naming the culprits. The Russian far-right philosopher Aleksandr Dugin recently described Ukrainians as 'collective transgenders': Ukraine blurs the boundaries between Russia and the West, he says, thereby undermining the integrity of the Russian nation.
'Popular war against national enemies,' as Seymour puts it, may not yet be central to far-right populism in the way it was to interwar fascism, but it is lurking in the background. When Rodrigo Duterte took office in the Philippines in 2016, he practised what Seymour calls 'death squad populism', urging the murder of drug addicts as well as dealers in an effort to revive urban neighbourhoods. It is estimated that as many as thirty thousand people were killed, some by vigilante groups, in the space of six years. In Israel, the far right's eliminationist rhetoric has provided the drumbeat to the genocidal violence meted out to Gazans since the Hamas attacks of 7 October 2023, as well as the increase in settler pogroms in the West Bank. India continues to be racked by outbursts of Hindu nationalist mob violence. The correspondences between leader and mob may be looser elsewhere, but they are still significant: Trump's pardoning of the 6 January 2021 rioters as soon as he began his second term, including members of militias and street gangs, makes clear his relationship to that part of his base. If his economic policies fail to deliver, and his ostentatious tormenting of migrants and trans people fails to make up for it, he may need them again.
In  the UK, far-right politics appears to have moved away from violent extremism. Since the collapse in 2010 of the British National Party, a group founded by neo-Nazis that began to win support only when it adopted a more moderate public face, the momentum has been with the populists. Farage's various projects - Ukip, the Brexit Party and now Reform UK - have been the defining right-wing influence on British politics in the past fifteen years. As elsewhere in Europe, the growth of far-right populism in the UK can be ascribed at least in part to various economic ills. Flatlining wages, stalled social mobility and a decrepit public realm have plagued British life since 2008 and are a breeding ground for the resentment that Seymour describes. Until 2016, governments largely tried to manage that resentment by assuring voters that they were eager to punish the undeserving poor: the 'shirkers' targeted by George Osborne's cuts to the welfare state and the illegal immigrants Theresa May told to 'go home'. But this did nothing to stave off far-right populism, which was buoyed by a combination of sympathetic coverage from the traditional right-wing press and the increasing prominence of far-right influencers in the mainstream media - only five people have appeared more often on the BBC's Question Time than Farage - and online. More recently, the right has secured its own TV channel, GB News. Since the EU referendum in 2016, which might not have happened without Farage, the principal effect of far-right populism has been to pull the mainstream further right: the Conservatives' reward for this has been the erosion of its electoral base; they are now - at best - competing with Reform for second place at Westminster. According to recent polling by the anti-fascist organisation Hope not Hate, 40 per cent of British people would prefer a 'strong and decisive leader who has the authority to override or ignore Parliament' to a liberal democracy with regular elections and a multi-party system. The more pessimistic people are about their own lives, the poll found, the more likely they are to support Reform, to believe multiculturalism is failing and to oppose immigration.
If you believe Farage, his brand of politics is a bulwark against violent extremism, yet such violence has been on the rise too, and has often been cultivated online. The murder of Jo Cox in 2016 by a white supremacist was followed a year later by a foiled plot by members of a neo-Nazi youth network to murder a Labour MP. According to Hope not Hate, a growing number of young men are attracted to violence and are becoming 'increasingly ideologically fluid' in the ways they justify their impulses. In August 2021, a 22-year-old man in Plymouth shot and killed five people, including his mother and a three-year-old girl. He had immersed himself in nihilistic and misogynistic online subcultures, and described himself shortly before the killings as 'beaten down and defeated by life'. A 25-year-old man who raped and murdered his ex-girlfriend and murdered her mother and sister in Hertfordshire in July 2024 had been searching online for material by the misogynist influencer Andrew Tate shortly before he carried out the killings.
What's more, as Seymour suggests, mainstream politics is now punctuated by the violence of the street. After 2016 there were frequent attempts by far-right Brexit supporters to intimidate MPs on their way in and out of Parliament, and canvassers for Jeremy Corbyn's Labour Party were assaulted during the 2019 election campaign. Tommy Robinson, the former leader of the anti-Muslim English Defence League, has more than a million followers on X, and has mobilised tens of thousands of supporters to take part in street demonstrations in London. The populist posturing of some ministers in the successive Johnson, Truss and Sunak administrations did nothing to discourage far-right extremism. In autumn 2020, while Johnson, the then home secretary, Priti Patel, and the Daily Mail mounted rhetorical attacks on 'lefty' immigration lawyers, a Nazi sympathiser tried to kill the head of immigration law at a prominent firm of solicitors. Patel's eventual successor, Suella Braverman, was removed in a reshuffle in November 2023 after writing in the Times that police had applied a 'double standard' in being tougher on 'right-wing and nationalist protesters' than on 'pro-Palestinian mobs'.
These various strands came together in the riots of the summer of 2024. To put it in Seymour's terms, acute disaster - the Southport murders, carried out by a teenager who had cultivated his grievances online - led to a crisis in the chronic disaster of British politics, triggering riots and anti-immigration protests in 27 towns and cities. Committed far-right activists inflamed the response: as unfounded rumours spread online that the killer was Muslim or an asylum seeker, a veteran neo-Nazi from Merseyside called for a protest in Southport, promoting it via a Telegram group that swiftly attracted thousands of followers. Similar calls cropped up elsewhere online, but according to Hope not Hate most of the people involved in them, and in the riots themselves, had no formal political affiliation.
Although most of the disturbances took place in deprived areas, as rioting usually does, the stories of the people convicted for participating in or encouraging the violence suggest a perplexing range of motivations. Gavin Pinder, a 47-year-old with a highly-paid job at a nuclear power plant, was said to be laughing as he attempted to attack a mosque in Southport; so was Leanne Hodgson, a 43-year-old former flight attendant who charged a line of police with an industrial wheelie bin. Peter Lynch, 61, joined a mob that tried to burn down a hotel housing asylum seekers in Rotherham; he was carrying a placard condemning the 'deep state', the World Health Organisation and Nasa. In Bristol, Ashley Harris, the 36-year-old owner of a scaffolding business, led a chant of 'We want our country back' before punching a female counter-protester. 'Set fire to all the fucking hotels full of the bastards,' posted Lucy Connolly, 41, a former childminder and the wife of a Tory councillor in Northampton. 'If that makes me racist so be it.' Levi Fishlock, a 31-year-old from Barnsley who tried to set fire to the hotel in Rotherham, told arresting officers that it was for a 'good cause'.
All of this illustrates the mix of apocalyptic fantasy, nationalist resentment and libidinal excess that Seymour describes. But it's a long way from fascism as an organised political force. One problem with Seymour's analysis is that he doesn't explain how you get from one part of his picture to another - from a disordered outburst of racist violence, for instance, to a successful far-right electoral project. Another way of reading last summer's riots is that they demonstrated the resilience of the UK's political system: after a swift law and order crackdown instigated by the government, and large counter-protests endorsed even by the Daily Mail, the violence petered out. Farage, whose political skill lies in carefully treading the boundary of mainstream respectability, was put on the back foot and had to disassociate himself from the violence. This year, Reform has been pushed into crisis twice by Farage's attempts to maintain respectability: once, when Elon Musk called for Tommy Robinson to be admitted into the party, and again when Farage sacked his MP Rupert Lowe after a row caused - at least in part - by Lowe's call for mass deportations.
This raises  the question of whether, in focusing too heavily on the fascist potential of today's far right, we miss what's really going on. In the late 1970s, too, British capitalism was in crisis and the political system seemed stuck. One result of this was a rise in support for the National Front. But Stuart Hall, in his essay 'The Great Moving Right Show' (1979), argued that the left was misreading the moment, either behaving as if interwar fascism were at the door again, or treating the Conservatives under Thatcher as run-of-the-mill Tories. The NF, while vicious and dangerous, was in Hall's view marginal. Thatcher, however, represented something new and significant: a form of 'authoritarian populism' that would win broad support through its attentiveness to forms of resentment at large in society and would reset British capitalism in favour of ruling elites, leaving the left adrift. That is more or less what happened. And it was achieved within the bounds of liberal democracy - though the Metropolitan Police were on hand just in case. When Farage describes Reform as a 'brand new Conservative movement', we should think a bit harder about what that means.
A related problem is that Seymour doesn't quite explain the reason the trends he identifies are more prominent in some places than in others. His use of international examples is a welcome change from the usual anglophone solipsism - indeed their implication is that the cutting edge of nationalist revanchism in the 21st century might lie outside the sclerotic economies of the West - but this is not a properly global account. How, for instance, does disaster nationalism relate to a more straightforwardly autocratic regime such as Russia under Putin, or to post-communist China, which has developed its own version of muscular national capitalism? Both are mentioned only in passing. This is a shame, because as Trump's second term has already shown, the division of the world into rival, heavily militarised power blocs, each dominated by its own regional nationalist bully, seems to be a goal of far-right populists and dictatorships alike. A self-destructive spiral of violence is one potential consequence, but so too is a more stable form of authoritarianism: a 'managed democracy' under which people's rights are curtailed and territories grabbed but the show rolls on.
The counter argument would be that nothing about this moment seems stable. We have not yet experienced the profound social shocks - of world war or hyperinflation - that helped give rise to interwar fascism, but that's what awaits us, Seymour believes, if we fail to halt climate breakdown. It would be 'Pollyanna-ish', he says, to assume that our democratic systems are resilient enough to ride out the coming climate storms. The more forward-thinking far-right politicians are already trying to infuse their nationalism with an ecological flavour, turning away from the question of how to avert catastrophe and signalling instead that nations must look to their own. 'Borders are the environment's greatest ally,' Rassemblement National's Jordan Bardella said in 2019. 'It is through them that we will save the planet.'
Seymour wants us to imagine the worst that could happen, and to do something to avert it. But it's hard to square these aims. On the one hand, he stresses, correctly, that today's far right can be defeated. It thrives on a diminished social sphere, on the timidity and paralysis of its opponents, and on the sense that hope, as Fisher once put it, is a 'dangerous illusion'. Any meaningful reinvigoration of democracy will need to attend to emotional needs as much as to what Seymour calls the 'bread and butter politics' of jobs, wages and public services. Look, he says, at the way trade unions build solidarity among workers. People come together to improve their material circumstances, in the form of pay and conditions. But in doing so, other needs are awakened, 'such as the need for other people in "communal activity and communal enjoyment"' - here he is quoting Marx - 'and even the development of "radical needs" such as "the need for universality"'.
On the other hand, Seymour's foreboding vision leaves him with little room for manoeuvre. 'We cannot disown apocalyptic desire,' he writes, suggesting that there is 'a latent rebelliousness in even the bluntest expressions of hopelessness', such as the banner unfurled at an Extinction Rebellion protest that read simply: 'We're Fucked.' But that's not nearly enough. I first started reporting on the far right in the late 2000s, when it was regarded as an unpleasant, if lurid, sideshow. As I have watched it become one of the defining political currents of our time, one of the hardest things to grasp has been the way it thrives on failures in the existing system, yet offers remedies that would make everything much worse. It is difficult, but necessary, to give both parts of the equation due attention. Fascism, Paxton wrote, becomes a serious political force when it taps into 'a sense of overwhelming crisis beyond the reach of any traditional solutions'. In order not to arrive at that point, we could start by looking at what we stand to lose, and thinking about how we might preserve it.
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Dangerous Idea
  Ferdinand Mount's piece on free speech had me thinking of Tacitus, who in the Histories (c.110 ce) spoke of 'the rare good fortune of times when you can think what you like and can say what you think' (LRB, 22 May). Like many  people, I first came across this remark in Hume's Treatise of Human Nature (1739-40), where it featured as an epigraph on the title page. Later I found out that the full title of Spinoza's  Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (1670) was 'A theologico-political treatise containing certain discussions wherein is set forth that freedom of thought and speech not only may, without  prejudice to piety and the public peace, be granted but also may not, without danger to piety and the public peace, be withheld'. Spinoza repeated the claim several times in the book, taking over  Tacitus' words almost unchanged ('In a free state every person may think what they like and say what they think').
  I found the sentiment (and the connection with the past) very moving, and some years ago suggested to Timothy Garton Ash that he use Tacitus' words as an epigraph for his book Free Speech: Ten  Principles for a Connected World (2016), and perhaps as a motto for his Free Speech Debate project. He didn't take my advice, and he was wise not to, because the second half of the sentence  has in our time lost its beauty and become monstrous, for reasons made clear by Fara Dabhoiwala in the book discussed by Mount. It looks as if Milton was wrong, in his Areopagitica (1644):  'Let Truth and Falsehood grapple; who ever knew Truth put to the worse, in a free and open encounter?' Or perhaps he wasn't wrong. It's just that the time of 'free and open encounter' is over.


Galen Strawson

				London NW1
			

  Ferdinand Mount refers to John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon as 'little-known journalists' and quotes Fara Dabhoiwala saying that there is 'an unexplored puzzle' over the reason they wrote Cato's  Letters. But there is no puzzle. Trenchard was an MP and a 'real Whig' who advocated parliamentary reform to counter tyranny and corruption. When Gordon moved to London from Scotland in the early  18th century the two began working together, producing several publications which proved influential in Britain and North America. Writing in the context of the South Sea Bubble, they expressed  concern about increasing corruption and encroachments on individual liberty by George I's government. They also held anti-clerical views and emphasised the connection between civil and religious  liberty.


Rachel Hammersley

				Newcastle University
			


Besuited Void
  James Butler's description of Keir Starmer as 'a besuited void' reminded me of the nickname Scots gave their late 13th-century monarch John Balliol (LRB, 22  May). He was called 'Toom Tabard', meaning 'empty coat', a reference to his having to remove all signs of regality from his attire as vassal of the English king Edward I.
  Often a seemingly unimportant event or description will be hung round the neck of a hapless politician and prove a goldmine for cartoonists. Alastair Campbell's assertion that John Major tucked his  shirt into his underpants was transmuted by Steve Bell into that spindly figure with his Y-fronts over his trousers. Let's hope that some cartoonist out there will now render Butler's felicitous  phrase into the definitive cartoon image of Starmer - a Toom Tabard for the 21st century.


Colin McArthur

				London SE14
			


Make Marxism Compulsory
  Colin Kidd mentions the late Jerry Cohen's YouTube skits, including his impersonation of a Teutonic philosopher talking about freedom (LRB, 8 May).  Cohen's playfulness also used to enliven faculty meetings at Oxford, which he attended assiduously. He once donned a Joseph Stalin mask to argue against a proposal to make the Marxism paper  non-compulsory for PPE; on another occasion he wrote down and circulated a one-page parody of a colleague's long-winded contribution to a discussion even as he was still in the middle of making it.


Jeremy Whiteley

				Oxford
			


Like a Muffin
  Alan Hollinghurst writes that the music critic Martin Cooper's references to Britten and Tchaikovsky show him to have been a 'hostile straight man' (LRB, 8  May). Cooper was, in fact, frank about his sexual preference for men from the time that he read modern languages at Oxford in the early 1930s. He is the unnamed 'embryo musician' described in  Goronwy Rees's memoirs, 'who neglected all his studies to devote himself to Schonberg and Webern, and to passionate homosexual affairs'. A published letter of 1936, sent by Isaiah Berlin to Stephen  Spender, reports Maurice Bowra and John Sparrow giving a 'hideously funny' report of Cooper's 'married life' with a market gardener named Ralph Ricketts, 'a huge, gentle, ludicrous man, like a  muffin as Elizabeth Bowen said'. The papers of Shiela Grant Duff and Douglas Jay in the Bodleian contain accounts of Cooper's infatuation with a working-class Viennese and other cheerful romps.


Richard Davenport-Hines

				Ardeche, France
			

  Alan Hollinghurst mentions the 'gloomily detailed diary' of George Lucas, a minor civil servant and closeted homosexual. A friend, Hugo Greenhalgh, rescued a number of these diaries from a skip  during the clearance of Lucas's flat following his death. Atlantic Books published Hugo's selections from them in 2024 as The Diaries of Mr Lucas: Notes from a Lost Gay Life.


Terry Hanstock

				Nottingham
			

  The gay scene in a Brooklyn high school in the late 1950s makes a salutary contrast to the frightened and criminal world described in the volumes about 'queer life' in London reviewed by Alan  Hollinghurst. I was part of a 'theatre' crowd that included two girls my own age (who, much later, married each other), one gay man (he was for a while married to one of the women) and a few  gay-friendly people like me. We hung out together, occasionally frequenting a lesbian bar on Second Avenue in Manhattan, which had a DJ so everybody could dance without the expense of a cover  charge to pay a band.
  I was too young and pre-sexual to know for sure whether or not I was 'straight', but the others in my crowd all seemed to know unhesitatingly what and whom they were into. I was interested enough  in my friends' lives to read Gide's Corydon, which had been translated into English in 1950, and James Baldwin's Giovanni's Room. Those were the books we relied on for  information. Not very long after, in college, I read with greater absorption Proust's narration of the rencontre between Baron de Charlus and the tailor Jupien.
  My gay male friend, a charismatic high-school star on whom I had a crush, told us how glad he had been to be 'brought out'. After graduation, however, he was sent to a psychiatric institution. I  thought it was to cure his drug addiction, but his best friend told me only recently that his parents had had him committed to see if he could be turned straight. The world that I knew as fun and  hip and full of people who didn't care about your sexual choices, and which welcomed me, had grimmer aspects that I was fortunate, I guess, not to know.


Margaret Morganroth Gullette

				Newton, Massachusetts
			


Everything Is Possible
  James Meek is right to dismiss Trump's Greenland fantasies, which are rooted in the president's past as a real-estate developer (LRB, 17 April). There is  a fundamental difference between a real-estate deal and a political annexation, which further undermines the idea of American 'ownership and control'. An annexed Greenland would need a governance  regime. The Americans frequently refer to its becoming a 'territory'. The current model for American overseas territories - there are five, including Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands - would be  unlikely to attract Greenlanders. They would have less autonomy than they have now and no voting representation in Congress or for the presidency, in contrast with their full voting representation  in Denmark's Folketing. What's more, residents of US overseas territories are treated less favourably than residents of the states in many federal programmes, such as Medicaid and supplemental  security income, while Greenlanders currently enjoy equivalent status to Danes in these respects.
  Before he was ousted as national security advisor, Mike Waltz said: 'This is about critical minerals ... about natural resources.' But the model of an overseas territory would defeat the objective of  resource control. Puerto Rico, to take one example, has control of its own natural resources, as Greenland does for now. While some states have federal lands that are controlled by the Department  of the Interior, it is hard to imagine Greenlanders buying into that arrangement. There is no sign that the American annexationists have come up with a governance model that would reconcile their  desire for 'ownership and control' with Greenlanders' desire to keep these for themselves.


George Anderson

				Ottawa
			


Renters v. Rentiers
Jack Shenker argues that one of the reasons there is no popular movement for housing rights in Britain is that corporate landlords do not dominate the private rental sector: 'the average landlord is a 58-year-old individual, with a median income (not including rent) of PS24,000' (LRB, 8 May). However, the official English Private Landlord Survey, last updated in September 2024, shows that almost half of tenancies (48 per cent) are accounted for by 18 per cent of landlords who own five or more properties, and the same proportion reported earning at least PS100,000 a year, which puts them in the top 4 per cent of the income distribution.
Striking a fair balance between property rights and housing rights requires us to acknowledge that not all ways of holding property are the same. The principle was set by the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in the case Lopez Alban v. Spain (2019), which established that the proportionality test for evictions 'entails examining not only the consequences of the measures for the evicted persons but also the owner's need to recover possession of the property. This inevitably involves making a distinction between properties belonging to individuals who need them as a home, or to provide vital income, and properties belonging to financial institutions.' While the income from private renting may be essential or close to essential for some private individuals, it would not be so for landlords owning multiple properties, corporate or not. The law should account for this crucial difference.


Koldo Casla

				University of Essex, Colchester
			


Animal Attraction
James Vincent remarks that 'some creatures instinctively align their bodies with the Earth's magnetic field during moments of repose' - dogs, for example, 'while defecating' (LRB, 17 April). For almost a month now since I read his piece, I have been systematically observing my dogs defecating and can report that there seems to be no observable alignment at all with the Earth's magnetic field. Could it be that my dogs are short of magnetite (perhaps a special dietary supplement is called for)? Or are they perversely anti-magnetic, pooing triumphantly at any angle to the Earth's magnetic field they like, in order to defy the natural order and show me who's boss? The same goes for deer, which are supposed to align when resting. The large herd that roams our fields rests all over the place in disorderly groups, angled every which way. My dogs and the deer, I think, need magnetising.


Martin Rose

				Saffron Walden, Essex
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Short Cuts
University Finances
Ed Kiely

2165 wordsOn 12 May 
, ten days after Reform swept the local elections, Keir Starmer launched a white paper with the title 'Restoring Control over the Immigration System'. The timing was a coincidence, he said: 'People who like politics will try to make this all about politics,' but 'it is what I believe in.' Among other measures - fewer visas for skilled workers, stricter language requirements, more deportations - the government wants to reduce the number of international students in the UK. Starmer complained of 'young people weighing up their future' who are shut out of 'colleges in their community almost entirely dedicated to one-year courses for overseas students'. 'Is that fair to Britain?' he asked. 'I don't think it is.'
 The image of foreign students coming here and taking our college places misrepresents the reality of university recruitment. In 2023-24, 75 per cent of students who started new degrees were from the UK. It's true that the number of overseas students has risen in recent years, from 550,000 in 2019-20 to 730,000 in 2023-24; over the same period, the number of UK students increased by 200,000, reaching 2.2 million. The composition of the student population has also changed. Before Brexit, EU students paid the same tuition fees as those from the UK; unsurprisingly, between 2020-21 and 2023-24 the number of new students from the EU halved. In their place, universities have recruited heavily from elsewhere, in particular China and India (which together account for more than 40 per cent of international students), as well as Nigeria and Pakistan.
 It's laughable to suggest that this situation has been unfair to Britain. Even putting aside their contribution to the economy (PS41.9 billion in 2021, according to the Higher Education Policy Institute), overseas students have been propping up the university sector for years. In 2023-24 they paid 46 per cent of tuition fees, equivalent to 23 per cent of total funding. This was a crucial subsidy for UK students, whom universities teach at a loss. Annual fees for 'home' undergraduates have been capped at PS9250 since 2017-18 (Scottish students at Scottish universities don't pay tuition fees); overseas students pay between PS11,400 and PS38,000. Analysis last year suggested that undergraduate fees would need to be PS12,500 for universities to break even. While there is no cap on postgraduate fees, students from the UK are still charged much less than foreign students, in large part because the government offers a maximum of PS12,471 in study loans for masters students. A taught masters in my department costs PS12,250 for home students; those from overseas pay at least twice as much.
 The white paper includes plans to reduce the amount of time overseas students can remain in the country after graduating, from two years to eighteen months. A new 6 per cent levy on universities' income from international fees is under consideration, with early estimates suggesting that this could cost universities PS620 million a year. The white paper also promises 'action against those who seek to abuse and misuse' student visas. The largest proportion of asylum claims by visa holders - 47 per cent - are made by students; Labour is hoping to drive down two sets of immigration figures at a stroke. The government's modelling suggests that international enrolment will fall 3.5 per cent as a result of the changes to student visas. In the event that universities increase fees by 6 per cent in order to meet the levy, the number of overseas undergraduate students is expected to fall by 2.4 per cent 'in the long run'.
 There had already been a significant fall in recruitment from overseas before these policies were announced, and this year it is again expected to drop substantially. Many prospective applicants have been put off by visa restrictions introduced by the Tories in 2024, which make it much harder to bring family members to the UK. The number of new international students in the current year is thought to be 21 per cent lower than was forecast. The financial consequences for universities have been dire: 45 per cent of them are expected to be in deficit this year, up from 30 per cent the year before. The losses are unevenly distributed, with larger, teaching-focused institutions (the University of the West of England, for instance) and medium-sized institutions (such as the University of Leicester) more likely to be in the red. At least 96 universities are restructuring and making redundancies; up to ten thousand jobs may be at risk. Greenwich is planning to cut three hundred academic staff, a quarter of its workforce (it claims the cuts are to part-time staff, 'some' of whom work only a few days a year); another three hundred jobs will go at Dundee (this can be attributed in part to the Nigerian government's devaluation of the Naira, a sign of the sector's sensitivity to global financial shifts). Research-intensive universities are generally in better shape, although they too are cutting staff: 13 of the 24 Russell Group universities have announced plans for redundancies, including voluntary redundancy schemes. A further decline in student numbers could prove catastrophic for the most indebted institutions. Philippa Pickford, director of regulation at the Office for Students (OfS), has said that the collapse of one or more universities is 'something we are preparing for'.
 The most recent OfS report blames university leaders, whose forecasts for foreign student recruitment have tended to be 'too optimistic'. The numbers support this view. Despite the restrictions introduced last year, many universities continued to predict a 20 per cent increase in overseas recruitment by 2027-28. But the situation is actually a direct result of regulatory fudges by successive governments. A reliance on international students is only the most recent attempt to solve a broader problem, one that continues to dog British policymaking when it comes to major social and cultural institutions. Our politicians dream of world-leading provision, with all the social and economic benefits that would bring (the skills minister, Jacqui Smith, boasts of Britain's 'global reputation for excellence in higher education'), but want to achieve this without American levels of private investment or European levels of state spending.
 Students have been directly funding the higher education system for almost three decades, but the balance shifted significantly under the coalition government. The tripling of tuition fees to PS9000, which was voted through in December 2010, did little more than offset the PS2.9 billion of cuts to higher education announced by George Osborne two months earlier. With that, the state stepped back from funding teaching in higher education (directly, at least: the latest forecasts are that only 65 per cent of home students in the 2023-24 cohort will repay their loans in full). Osborne also lifted the cap on student numbers (before that, the intake at each university was limited to within 5 per cent of a figure set by the government). The financial security of universities became dependent on their ability to maintain student numbers. Prestigious universities could expand quickly, hoovering up applicants, while smaller institutions were left even more vulnerable to any fluctuations in demand.
 The then home secretary, Theresa May, attacked student migration in terms that seem familiar. 'Britain is, rightly, the destination of choice for many people wishing to study abroad,' she said in 2011, 'but under the last government the student visa system became the symbol of a broken and abused immigration system.' The solution? New restrictions that limited the ability of overseas students to stay in the UK after completing their courses. May suggested that these, in combination with other changes to visa entitlement, would reduce numbers by a hundred thousand; the actual drop was closer to forty thousand. International recruitment remained relatively flat for the next few years, before starting to rise. In 2017 May, by now prime minister, raised the cap on tuition fees for the first time, in line with inflation; at the election later that year, young voters flocked to Jeremy Corbyn's Labour, which had pledged to abolish fees. Chastened, May introduced a freeze that remained in place after she left office. The value of the fees paid by UK students was gradually, and then rapidly, eaten away by inflation; today they are worth a third less in real terms.
 The policies that Starmer is trying to unpick were put in place by May's successor. Boris Johnson's boosterish instincts found expression in his higher education strategy. He knew that the inevitable decline in EU student numbers after Brexit would hit university finances and risk bad headlines, and so he reintroduced the two-year post-study visas that May had scrapped, proclaiming that Britain was 'open to the brightest and the best from across the globe'. Universities were an emblem of his attempt to pivot away from Europe towards the Commonwealth; indeed, they may be the only place where it can be said to have succeeded.
 Most of the opprobrium aimed at universities is fantastical. I only wish that academic life was as radical and subversive as its detractors believe: if higher education was as committed to 'woke indoctrination' as the Tory peer Nat Wei claims, I imagine I would spend a lot less time on administrative emails. More reasonable criticism has tended to focus on the glut of shiny buildings that universities have commissioned in recent years. The extent of improvements shouldn't be exaggerated - to install a new radiator in my office last year, the whole building had to be evacuated and sealed off because there was known to be asbestos in the walls - but a construction boom did follow the abolition of the cap on student numbers. According to one study, between 2014 and 2019 ground was broken on projects worth a total of PS8.8 billion.
 Universities saw these new buildings as a means of attracting overseas students as well as sources of income in themselves. But how were these construction projects to be funded? The solution, at least for some institutions, was to start issuing bonds. Cambridge was one of the first universities to do this. Its 40-year bond, issued in 2012, received an Aaa rating from Moody's, which judged it more secure than British government bonds. By the time Cambridge issued its second bond in 2018, raising PS600 million, Manchester, Southampton and Leeds had followed suit and the market was worth more than PS4.4 billion, almost 15 per cent of the sector's annual income. The turn to bonds gave universities another reason to strip academics of their defined benefit pensions. (The recent pensions dispute, which lasted from 2018 until 2023, was the longest in the sector's history.) The investor prospectus for Cambridge's 2018 bond listed 'financial risks associated with the pension scheme' as one of the factors that might affect the bond's performance.
 The increased complexity of university finances is often used to justify vice-chancellors' exorbitant salaries: median pay last year was PS340,901. As in other industries, the enormous wage disparity within universities distances the corporate leadership from the concerns of rank-and-file employees: it helps to steady the hand that wields the axe. The responses of some university leaders to their institutions' deteriorating finances have smacked of opportunism. My own employer, Queen Mary University of London, is rushing through the merger of several departments, and the loss of at least 59 jobs, in response to what senior management refers to vaguely as the university's 'financial situation'. Unions have alleged that the university has been slow to provide any financial data that might justify the cuts to them and their members.
 Labour's policies on universities can appear contradictory. It wants to reduce the number of international students, leaving universities even more cash-strapped, but according to the New York Times it is spending PS50 million on attracting US researchers affected by Trump's policies. (The Department for Science, Innovation and Technology says that the UK is 'open for business on international science' and wants to help 'some of the world's best researchers bring their ideas to life here'.) The government is introducing one measure that will do something to address universities' precarious financial position: from this autumn, the cap on tuition fees will be lifted. UK students will pay PS9535, raising an additional PS390 million. But that gain will be cancelled out by the government's changes to national insurance, which will cost universities PS372 million. The government has also announced funding cuts for 2025-26, reducing spending on high-cost subjects and access by PS108 million, and halving capital spending.
 For young academics - I'm an early career fellow - the situation looks bleak. We have all received at least three years of highly specialised training, often at great expense - my PhD cost the taxpayer PS100,000, of which I received around PS14,000 per year. But the supply of permanent jobs, or 'open-ended positions' as they are now called, has all but dried up. When one does come up, the competition is intense. A recent opening for an entry-level lectureship at a Russell Group university attracted two applicants who already had permanent and senior positions at other institutions. Even academics with secure jobs don't feel secure. Meanwhile, those of us on fixed-term contracts sit and wait for our funding to run out. Never mind: my university's website tells me that 'great ideas can and should come from anywhere.'
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Ownership Struggle
Susan Pedersen

3716 wordsThe  Second World War is often described as a total war - that is, a war which blurred the divide between front and home front, colony and metropole, women and men, soldier and civilian. But if we shift our attention from Dunkirk and Normandy eastwards - to the war Germany unleashed against Poland and then, from 1941, the Soviet Union - total war seems an understatement. The war in the East was one of annihilation, a Vernichtungskrieg which effaced any distinction between combatants and non-combatants, and in which people were killed not for what they did (bear arms) but for who they were: Pole, Russian, Ukrainian or (especially) Jew. The astounding disproportion in death rates between East and West says it all. US military deaths ran under half a million, more than twice the toll of Korea, Vietnam and Iraq combined, but still only 0.3 per cent of the American population. Britain's similar number of deaths - even if we add tens of thousands of civilian deaths from bombing - amounted to about 1 per cent of the population. By comparison, almost a fifth of the total population of Poland died, most of them civilians and, more often than not, Jewish. Soviet deaths, more than half of them civilian, topped twenty million, forty times the American number and about 12 per cent of the prewar Soviet population.
When the tide turned at Stalingrad, and the Red Army set off to retake the land the Wehrmacht had devastated, everyone knew the soldiers were bent on vengeance. Across those Nazi-occupied lands, people who had served the occupiers or even just stayed put when others had fled eyed their children and packed suitcases. They boarded trains when they could; they pushed carts westwards. In Poland, columns of concentration camp inmates in striped uniforms were being force-marched the same way: when those near-skeletons dropped, exhausted, guards shot them and left them at the side of the road. Then the roads filled with the Volksdeutsche, the ten million-plus ethnic Germans - East Prussian landowners, urban professionals, Sudeten German factory workers, the half-million 'settlers' that the Nazis had planted on seized Polish farms - that furious local populations were flogging westwards. The Reich these columns entered was already chock-full of people out of place: prisoners of war, forced labourers, orphaned and homeless children and refugees of all kinds. Jewish survivors emerged too, some tens of thousands liberated from the camps joined by 'submarines' who had lived underground and by those returning from a harsh but not murderous refuge in the Soviet Union. Even excluding the Volksdeutsche, now Germany's problem, there were when the war ended perhaps eight million 'displaced people' - or DPs - within the four occupation zones of the former Reich.
Amazingly, the Allies had anticipated this, in 1943 founding the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) to care for civilians and the displaced and to help military authorities get them back 'home'. A commitment to repatriation was reaffirmed at Yalta, but very quickly problems emerged. It wasn't just that borders had moved and identity documents been lost (or burned); it was also that people didn't want to go back to states that had changed hands, or against which they had fought, or that had tried to kill them. Desperate and traumatised Jewish survivors refused to return to neighbours who had denounced or deported them; when some were returned to Poland anyway and met with pogroms and hatred, all prospect of Jewish repatriation evaporated. Following sharp criticism from the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, which was caring for Jewish survivors, in December 1945 Truman opened up visas in excess of the usual quotas for some 23,000 DPs in the American zone, two-thirds of them Jewish, and from January 1946 UNRRA too recognised Jews as a national group, to be housed apart from other refugees. In this case (and no other), the Soviets and Americans were on the same page, agreeing that refuge outside Europe must be found, ideally in Palestine. The British, having learned how strongly Palestine's Arab population would resist this project, objected until, in 1948, they surrendered their mandate, leaving - as one departing official put it - the key under the mat. Of some 230,000 registered Jewish DPs, just over 130,000 would settle in the new state of Israel and about 65,000 in the United States.
But Jews were not the only group disinclined to go 'home'. Plenty of the 400,000 Polish DPs in Germany (or, sometimes, DPs claiming to be Polish) didn't want to go back to their ravaged and now communist homeland. Possibly the trickiest group, however, were those DPs whose 'home' now fell within the Soviet Union's (expanded) borders and whom the Soviets were determined to reclaim. In their own zone, they quickly repatriated their citizens and in the Western zones too UNRRA and the military authorities initially facilitated the return of DPs: by March 1946, some 4.4 million Soviets had been repatriated, two-thirds from the Western zones and a third from the Soviet zone; of these, 1.6 million were POWs and the rest forced labourers and other civilians. But then the numbers returning began to taper off. As the DP camps in the Western zones were still full, Soviet officials wanted to enter them to retrieve their citizens; UNRRA staff, aware that some DPs would do anything to avoid going back (flee the camps, even kill themselves) grew reluctant. In the US Congress, UNRRA was under attack for being too liberal, too soft on communism and much too expensive: the United States, as the only power with any money to spare, was meeting about three-quarters of its costs. On the ground in Germany, though, the Soviets and the Western Allies were at loggerheads.
In his account of the DP crisis published in 2012, In War's Wake: Europe's Displaced Persons in the Postwar Order, Gerard Daniel Cohen argued that this stand-off marked the beginning of both the international refugee regime and the Cold War. Cohen was particularly interested in the way that the crisis spurred the development of international human rights law, which guarantees the citizen's right to leave a state if they choose, and of international agreement around Jewish nationhood, but he also attended to the way Allied recognition of DPs' right to refuse repatriation dramatically worsened Soviet-Western relations. Sheila Fitzpatrick, reviewing the book in the LRB (11 April 2013), largely accepted these arguments but was critical of Cohen's reliance on the records of UNRRA and the refugee organisation that succeeded it. 'I wonder whether a parallel and complementary story couldn't be told,' she wrote, 'by someone capable of mining Soviet and Polish archives.' Leavening Cohen's sources with records from the Russian state archives and memoirs, she has now written that story.
Fitzpatrick's main focus is, as her subtitle makes clear, Soviet Displaced Persons - or, more precisely, those DPs who were claimed by the Soviets but not repatriated. Who were these people? The International Refugee Organisation (IRO), which took over from UNRRA in mid-1947, but without Soviet participation, categorised some 350,000 of the more than one million it resettled by 1951 as 'Soviet'. This figure, Fitzpatrick points out, is certainly an underestimate, for Russians resisting repatriation routinely claimed to be Poles or Yugoslavs or some other East European nationality (and acquired forged documents to prove it); Soviet authorities thought 450,000 a more realistic number. But the designation is tricky for a second reason: most of these 'Soviets' were - or could claim to be - from regions that had not been part of the USSR in 1939. According to the IRO, 163,474 were 'Balts', from the independent Baltic states annexed by the USSR following the Nazi-Soviet Pact (then conquered by the Nazis, then retaken again by the Red Army); 113,677 were 'Ukrainian' (and a few thousand more Belorussian), many from Western areas that had been Polish before 1939; and - because Russians who had fled the Bolsheviks decades earlier were allowed to register as DPs too - a further 26,323 were 'stateless'. Only 41,325 were listed as hailing from the (pre-1939) 'USSR'. The great majority of these 350,000 'Soviet' DPs, in other words, were 'Soviet' in Soviet eyes but often not in the eyes of the DPs themselves and - as the Allies did not recognise Soviet sovereignty over the Baltic states - not really in Western eyes either. Claimed by the USSR but now in the Western zones, they became the object of 'an "ownership" struggle between the Soviet Union and the Allies'.
Fitzpatrick has always been drawn to strong arguments, and she makes one here. She credits two factors - a deepening Cold War antagonism that disposed the Western Allies to 'rebrand' these DPs as victims of communism, and the 'agency' of DPs themselves - for an unusually swift and successful resolution to the whole problem, with DPs who resisted repatriation given entry to precisely those lands (especially the US, Canada and Australia for the remaining 'Soviets'; Israel and the US for the Jews) to which they most wished to go. Some of this story is familiar: other historians have tracked the shift in UNRRA and Allied thinking and detailed how Cold War tensions disposed the Allies towards resettlement. Fitzpatrick is unusual, though, in her insistence on how DPs made their own chances, not just resisting repatriation but also consciously refashioning themselves as the migrants the West wanted. In their ability to exploit anti-communism and their own pluck, 'Soviet' DPs emerge, in Fitzpatrick's striking words, as 'surely the luckiest of victims', their happy fate in marked contrast to that doled out to most other refugee populations.
Although UNRRA staffers were often left-leaning internationalists, their organisation of camp life, even if undertaken for pragmatic reasons, empowered DPs and legitimised anti-Soviet feelings. Encouraged to establish self-governing institutions, 'Soviet' DPs organised themselves by nationality, building the schools, churches, youth groups and civic associations that underwrote what it meant to be 'Latvian' or 'Ukrainian' or 'Russian'. The camps fostered new ties too, with DPs often forming new families (and forgetting old ones), the high birth rates among Jewish women in particular evidence of 'a conscious desire to rebuild the population after the Holocaust'. The camps were not oppressive 'total institutions', though. DPs could come and go, travel or pursue an education, seek work or live outside the camp, and (for the young and female) trade companionship or sex for meals, dates or even marriage: for a DP woman, Fitzpatrick writes, marriage to an American GI was 'as good as it got'. Indeed, DPs who were young at the time often remember the camps with nostalgia, as a 'halcyon' time, a kind of extended 'gap year' - 'an interval of freedom and hedonism that separated wartime misery from the strains and uncertainties of settling in a new country'. 'Soviet' DP life in the Western zones, in other words, provided both the support needed to resist repatriation and a kind of training for a Western life.
Fitzpatrick makes clear just how frustrating Soviet officials found Allied foot-dragging on repatriation. They asked for lists of DPs only to be told that all Soviets had already been repatriated; they asked to interview camp residents only to find, when they arrived, that all Russian speakers had vanished. They put pressure on people in the Soviet Union to write letters urging their relatives to return, but DPs developed a fine ability to read between the lines of these letters. Soviet authorities found this treatment humiliating and enraging. Given their enormous war losses, they had a pressing need for labour - but they knew too that a significant minority of DPs had fought against the Red Army or even under Nazi command, and wanted to bring those they considered fascists and traitors to justice. All Soviet DPs were screened on repatriation (a process known as 'filtration'), and while women were usually released into the general population, some 7 per cent of all repatriates were sent to the Gulag, a proportion that rose to over 15 per cent for POWs. The DPs, knowing this, became even more elusive.
So these refuseniks remained in Western camps. As early as 1946, Belgium recruited some into mining, but the work and conditions were so harsh that few DPs would do it. Britain did better, with around eighty thousand DPs of both sexes taking up jobs in mining, agriculture and hospitals and usually staying. But more distant countries less touched by the war took in the most. In 1948, the US passed a 'Displaced Persons' Act that opened up more than 200,000 visas, with a further tranche two years later; in the end, the US accepted more than 300,000 DPs, including almost 150,000 of the 'Soviet' group. Other Western states stepped up too, with Canada taking nearly 125,000 (including 45,000 'Soviets'), the Latin American states another 94,000 and Australia, with a population of only 7.4 million in 1945, more than 180,000 - by some distance the largest number as a proportion of population.
Fitzpatrick insists on the importance of anti-communism in unlocking the American gates as, to Soviet surprise and disgust, the US abjured isolationism to build a Western alliance aimed at containing the USSR. This is persuasive, but when it came to accepting DPs, other desiderata mattered too. Israel was unusual in its willingness to take any Jewish survivor regardless of health or age. Other countries were much more selective. They looked for the single, strong, male and young; no one wanted the ill, disabled, traumatised or old - 'old' defined as men over 45, women over 40 and 'professionals' over 35 (in those days no country wanted intellectuals or the highly trained). DPs scrambled to meet those criteria. They couldn't duck the mandatory TB tests (embarkation was conditional on a negative result), but they could shave years off their ages, forget spouses left behind and leave unmentioned the degrees and accomplishments that had once been a source of pride. Fitzpatrick tells a great story about a refugee ship that sailed from Bremerhaven for Australia packed with builders, farm workers, waitresses and domestics, but docked miraculously stuffed with scientists and ballet dancers and university lecturers as well.
Host countries had strong ethnic preferences too, 'in a disconcerting echo of Nazi racial preferences' almost universally favouring the 'beautiful Balts' ('clean, bright and civilised') over Poles and Ukrainians and, still more, over Jews. As the US required DPs to be 'sponsored' by someone willing to guarantee housing and support, church groups and other support organisations took on the job of making these matches (often for co-religionists) - but the Kalmyks, a nomadic Mongol people, Buddhist by faith, won entry to the US only after a lawyer persuaded the authorities that they were 'white'. As the process became routine, anti-communism came to matter more. The 1948 US legislation theoretically barred entry to members of Nazi and communist organisations alike, but after 1950, immigrants to the US had to sign a loyalty oath affirming their lack of communist ties or sympathies. As a result, people who earlier would have been categorised as war criminals had an easier time. Simon Wiesenthal's warning that the Western Allies were admitting people involved in the mass murder of Jews went mostly unheeded, with the State Department concluding, for instance, that Latvians who had fought alongside the Germans had different aims - anti-communist not fascist - and so could be admitted. Britain too let in 'Balts', some with SS tattoos, with only a cursory screening. Not until the late 1970s did the US begin to search out and prosecute perpetrators of genocide - including DPs - living quietly on, say, Long Island.
Faced with the chaos of these times, historians search for logics and patterns. Fitzpatrick identifies a drive towards self-preservation and reinvention exercised by states as well as individuals. Aware of the existential nature of the war in the East, she helps us understand why the Soviets worked so hard to recapture those they considered their citizens and their anger as they found themselves outwitted by a rich and confident West now preaching a new creed of human rights. Her insistence on DPs' agency, especially when it shades into the claim that they were, in comparison with other refugee groups, 'lucky', is more problematic, not just because it writes out the horrific experiences that turned many people into DPs in the first place but also because it effaces how unevenly different groups of DPs had experienced those hardships. The 'Soviet' Balts and Ukrainians who fled westwards were mostly refugees, dissidents and sometimes collaborators, not survivors of labour and concentration camps. (David Nasaw's The Last Million: Europe's Displaced Persons from World War to Cold War, published in 2020, pays close attention to the way the distinctive character of Jewish suffering was effaced as American churches or charities began lobbying on behalf of particular co-religionists or nationalities and as the US government became more anti-communist, a dynamic that Fitzpatrick's tendency to bring in Jewish DPs only sporadically can't adequately capture.)
To claim that DPs were lucky is also odd in that Fitzpatrick's is not a comparative study: no effort is made to specify the commonalities or differences among the refugee crises mentioned (Palestinians, 'global South' refugees attempting to reach Europe) and no attention paid to what I think might be the most atypical aspect of this one, which is that it occurred in an occupied and defeated land. Refugees usually flee war-torn, poor or failed states for prosperous ones that often don't want them: France's willingness to let in some 400,000 Spanish Republicans as Franco advanced, like Merkel's decision to allow a million Syrians into Germany in 2015-16, very much stand out. But in this case, while the Germans didn't want the DPs either (not least because they were given better rations), their preferences hardly mattered, and the occupying powers could settle the problem as they liked. In the Soviet zone that meant swift repatriation, in the West often resettlement, at least of the young, strong, ideologically attuned and easily assimilable. In 1951, the Federal Republic agreed to assume responsibility for a remaining 100,000-150,000 'hard core' of the old, ill and physically or mentally disabled.
Why  this insistence on DPs' good fortune and agency? Fitzpatrick acknowledges her 'personal stake' in this story: her marriage in 1989 to Michael Danos (Mischka in those years), who died ten years later. Mischka and his mother, Olga, were DPs in the postwar years, and since they were often apart, living in different camps or cities and leaving a record in letters, their experiences inform the book. Mischka had gone from (Nazi-occupied) Riga to Dresden as an exchange student, so avoiding being drafted into the Waffen SS; as the Red Army advanced, he and his mother set off from different locations for Schleswig-Holstein, hoping to cross the border into Denmark. By the time they arrived the border was closed, so they registered as DPs (Mischka, enterprisingly, in both the British and American zones) but lived mostly outside the camps. In time, Olga started a business while Mischka explored Germany, picked up some money doing casual labour, joined athletic clubs and sorted out his education. In 1946 he enrolled as a student at the technical university in Hanover; he would complete a PhD in physics at the University of Heidelberg some five years later. By then, Olga was in the US, sponsored by a Jewish Latvian she had protected many years earlier. She could thus sponsor Mischka and his first wife, a German, whose membership in the Bund Deutscher Madel, the girls' wing of the Nazi youth movement, might have been a problem a few years earlier but was no longer.
Fitzpatrick draws on Mischka's experiences sparingly, but he was, she says, 'always a presence' as she worked, providing 'a kind of running commentary, audible only to me'. That connection makes the book more vivid, intimate and even moving: the prose brightens and interest quickens whenever Mischka enters the scene. I can't help but feel, though, that his particular story has too strongly shaped the book's interpretation. For if it is hard to think of many DPs as 'lucky', Mischka surely was. Young, male, fit, well-educated and with no children, he was also Latvian - or, let's say, Latvian enough to be able to suppress the Hungarian and Jewish strands in his heritage and write 'Latvian' on his DP forms. He was, in other words, not just the sort of DP best able to cope with the challenges of displacement but also the sort that everyone - from Allied army officers to UNRRA screeners to American immigration officials to German landladies or girlfriends to the angry Soviets themselves - liked best. Bright and resourceful, he had the wit to use those advantages. If one wanted to make an argument about DP 'agency', Mischka Danos is the example one would choose.
Even among the 'Soviet' group, families with children, the old and sick, and those who fell by the wayside don't fit this frame so easily. While writing this review, and reflecting on Fitzpatrick's argument, I read the unpublished memoir of the father of a friend of mine whose family fled Kiev in advance of the Red Army and spent four years in various DP camps in Germany before being granted visas for America. A child at the time, his account does reveal how 'agency' mattered: without his mother's insistence that the family keep moving, even when his father wanted to turn back, they would not have ended up in the West. 'Anti-communism' played a role too, for this was an intelligentsia family, willing to run risks to leave the Bolshevik state. But I was struck by how often random accident saved them - as when they met deserters in Poland who had a horse and agreed to harness their sled to it when the children couldn't walk any further, or when they caught a last train from Vienna to Munich (so ending up in what became the American zone), or when the children ran out of a building just before Allied bombs flattened it, or when they lost a child en route and, against all odds, found her again. Once they became DPs and the camps were running, their situation eased: they could source forged Polish documents, scrounge music lessons for the children, build the friendships that would turn into sponsorships and chain migration, apply for resettlement. In America the older generation - engineers by training - worked as seamstresses and sales clerks, but their children and grandchildren became, in time, what the family had been a century earlier: engineers, musicians, professors.
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Hotsdoogs
Neal Ascherson

3258 wordsNorman Lewis  wrote about himself that 'travel came before writing. There was a time when I felt that all I wanted from life was to be allowed to remain a perpetual spectator of changing scenes.' Luckily for us, his broadening skill as a writer caught up with his lust for those 'changing scenes'. He became a novelist, a great reporter - one of the most effective investigative journalists of his day - and an author of what is inadequately described as 'travel writing'. This book is an anthology mostly of the last category. Here is Lewis reporting on what he encountered in Latin America, Africa, South-East Asia and, above all, southern Europe: Spain, Ibiza, Sicily, Sardinia and his beloved Naples. Most of these pieces appeared in British or American magazines or newspapers, especially the Sunday Times. But it's significant that so many of them are 'reconstructive', written up from notebooks or journals scribbled at scenes experienced decades earlier. If anything, the time lags enrich his reflections rather than fade them. This is because Lewis lets the delay ferment memory and old jottings with an element of invention - or at least imagination. As Andrew O'Hagan wrote (in the LRB of 25 September 2008), 'his fictional powers only reached full flourish when he wasn't writing novels.' Take Naples '44, which many readers (including me) think was his masterpiece. An account of his service as an intelligence officer in that starving, chaotic city as it was 'liberated', it was written and published more than thirty years later in the form of a day-by-day diary. In reality, Lewis used all sorts of notes, diary fragments and slices of sheer fiction for a 'creative reconstruction'. The result is a book whose compassion, horror, outrageous comedy and descriptive genius make it one of the most telling narratives of the war in any language.
The most sustained of Lewis's inventions was himself. Starting from an inconspicuous family in the London suburb of Enfield, he was bullied at school, acquired a beard and surprising clothes and became 'different', a rebel. When his girlfriend married someone else and the vicar got to 'Should anyone present ... ?' Norman started a shouting commotion from the back of the church. He became something of a bright young thing in 1920s Bloomsbury, opening a chain of camera shops and marrying a rich girl from a Sicilian family (refugees from Mussolini's Italy). Now began his lifelong compulsion to travel. There were people he didn't want to be and places where he didn't want to be: Enfield, but perhaps England too - or just being English. The indispensable guide to Lewis is Julian Evans's affectionate encyclopedia of a biography, Semi-Invisible Man (2008), and Evans at one point suggests that Lewis was not English anyway. His father was a Welsh speaker who was never entirely at ease with the English language, and at the age of eleven, Norman was sent away for a year to live with his grandfather and three maiden aunts in Carmarthen, a joyless and slightly mad household. He never felt at home there, or learned more than a few words of Welsh. But he seized on 'being Welsh' as a self-masking identity, intended to make him different, even mysterious, to his contemporaries. This strategy didn't always convince. He certainly seemed English enough to his friends as he grew up and calmed down, emerging as a self-effacing, rather taciturn and evasive man who concealed a strong will and used it to make unexpected choices. And at the outset of his writing career there was a marked Englishness in the way he presented 'exotic' lands and their inhabitants. In later life, between voyages, it was in England's rural Essex that he chose finally to settle.
Travel writing is a trade older than Herodotus. It's about 'men whose heads do grow beneath their shoulders'. It's designed to amaze, to bring back accounts of strangeness, especially human strangeness, from far places. Sometimes it feeds escape fantasies about happier, freer lands on the other side of the moon: this is why Poles and Czechs, for example, nationalities long trapped under the enormous bums of Russian or Germanic empires, used to consume so much gaudy pulp literature about other continents. Ryszard Kapuscinski, writing often fiction-spiced African reportage for Polish readers under communism, was a good example.
But 'otherness' has been marketed in very different voices. One is Herodotean. His journeys taught him an Olympian relativism: all peoples have their own way of doing things, and 'each group' regards its own customs 'as being far the best'. But that non-judgmental voice was soon drowned, in the time of the Persian Wars, by the shouts of an Athenian nationalism that injected moral value into cultural difference. If you wore 'oriental' clothes or spoke a non-Greek language, you were not only strange but inferior, degenerate, untrustworthy, 'barbarian'. Two millennia later, as Europeans encountered and then subjugated other continents, French and above all British colonisers and their home audiences took the Athenian line. Cultural and physical differences became rungs on a moral ladder. Being 'heathen' and not Christian kept most strangers near the ladder's foot. But the English added another rung: mockery. Wearing grass skirts, worshipping monkeys, eating missionaries, chanting woo-woo 'animal noises' or merely being Black? Hilarious! The returning traveller could always raise hearty laughs. Lewis, too, can make his readers laugh aloud. But ultimately not in superiority. By the time he died, in 2003, he had made himself one of the most empathetic and forceful warriors for the rights of Indigenous peoples. And in his writings about the tribes of the Amazon or Bolivia or Panama, Burma or Irian Jaya, there is no trace of Orientalist condescension.
Lewis's friend John Hatt, who selected and introduces these articles, hasn't set them in chronological order. But they carry their publication dates, starting in the early 1950s. And the dates show a progression, from presenting 'un-English' behaviour as essentially bizarre or laughable to the full-face seriousness and empathy of his later writings about Balearic fishermen or Indigenous populations in Amazonia. The book's title piece, 'A Quiet Evening in Huehuetenango', was written in 1956, ten years after Lewis had visited the hard-drinking settlement in Guatemala. A deafening festival takes place, with fireworks, 'hotsdoogs', marimba music and gallons of fiery 'aguardiente' spirits, until 'three of the toughest-looking desperadoes I had ever seen', with 'machetes as big as naval cutlasses in their belts', enter the bar where Lewis is drinking and advance on the jukebox. 'Forgive me for addressing you, sir, but are you familiar with the method of manipulating the machine over there?' And so on. The piece is enormous fun to read, spangled with merry adjectives and adverbs. But Lewis hasn't yet escaped a familiar category: English explorer-tales shaped to make a reader laugh and shudder at 'native' othernesses out there.
His life, or lives, in Mediterranean Europe would change that. The 1950s were Lewis's most intense decade of travel. But as Evans puts it, 'the far peregrinations of the decade - Vietnam and Laos, Burma and India, Mexico, Guatemala, Algeria, equatorial Africa, Cuba' - were underlaid by his long writing holidays, with family, on the Spanish coast. At Tossa de Mar and then on Ibiza, both ancient places still only on the brink of the tourist inrush, two things happened to him. One was his utter absorption in the lives of local fishermen, their families and communities and their methods: 'archaic modes of fishing, which were always graceful and unhurried, and not very productive'. This, with many anecdotes and marvellous descriptive passages, forms part of the long 'Letter from Ibiza' (1956), which goes with the brief, masterly 'Assassination in Ibiza' (1959). The second of these 'Mediterranean' changes affected his writing. That 'explorer prose', with its whiff of amused condescension, drops away and Lewis's mature style begins to appear: spare and alert, often witty but always serious in its respect and empathy for 'the other'. Examples of this new austerity come in several articles about Spanish bullfighting - that arena where so many 20th-century writers lost their heads. Lewis takes no interest in gory symbolisms. Instead, in 'Bullfighting' and 'Among the Bulls', he achieves fascinating reporting into how the corrida industry operated behind the scenes. In one article here (such sheer prowess as a journalist!) Lewis witnesses the way young cows are tested for their fury and courage before being selected as fit mothers for fighting bulls. 'A small black cow came tearing out into the ring, slid to a standstill and swung its head from side to side in search of an adversary. It was big-horned, narrow of rump, all bone and muscle; faster in the take-off than a bull, quicker on the turn and with sharper horns. "Ugly customer," a herdsman whispered approvingly in my ear.'
After Spain, the focus of his writing shifted to southern Italy, with a constellation of pieces about Sicily, Sardinia and Abruzzo. Here, he is using his talent for seeming inconspicuous and harmless to make people talk. They tell him tragic and lurid anecdotes. But they also speak about poverty and injustice and, above all, about endemic rural violence: the murders, the vendettas reaching down generations, the codes of vengeance. The Mafia are urban-based and established; the bandits usually no more than fugitive losers and victims, sometimes hired by the Mafiosi and sometimes exterminated by them if they become a threat to social order. Lewis had encountered that sort of order in the war, when power in Naples was divided between the Camorra and the famous New York mobster Vito Genovese, installed by the Americans. He is describing Sicily and Sardinia as they were more than fifty years ago, and much - though far from everything - has changed.
But it would be wrong to think that his interest in organised crime in traditional societies was voyeuristic. This anthology shows something else, more important, which recurs in most of these pieces: Lewis was fascinated by lawlessness. That did not mean that he was attracted by sheer chaos, or even by the glamour of the solitary outlaw. It was the ability of oppressed or shattered communities to reconstruct an unofficial order for themselves that moved him. In 'Return to Naples' (1980), he rediscovers the city's genius for survival by regulating what the authorities agree not to notice, or - for instance - by turning police challenges to Camorra smugglers into a harmless game. Everything si arrangia - can be fixed. Like Lewis, I have enjoyed the Naples seafront show as the fleet of police launches roars out towards the incoming boats of the cigarette smugglers, but - after tracing graceful arcs of foam - somehow never actually stops or boards them. In the mountain villages of Sicily or Sardinia, Lewis works out the complex rules and codes which are supposed to give lethal family vendettas at least a pattern, a predictability. In 'The Bandits of Orgosolo', he dissects in detail an awful episode when the 'lawless laws' failed to operate. This was the 1962 murder of the Townleys, a nice, middle-aged British couple who went into the Sardinian hills looking for a place to build a retirement cottage. The killing devastated Orgosolo because it was completely beyond the rules and because - at first - nobody knew who had done it or why: not a robbery, not a botched ransom kidnap or honour shooting. A local commented to Lewis: 'All Sardinia turned its back on us.' He went on: 'Understand me, a man gets killed for some reason, and then his relations get together to even the score. That's the custom. But this thing didn't have any meaning ... We are not criminals. We are an oppressed people.'
Lewis sees his point. Much of this long and dramatic article is an account of Sardinian history, the terrible pauperisation of its rural people and the 'feudal' inequality (as it was fifty years ago) between the income of a peasant on an estate and an ex-peasant waiter earning ten times as much in one of the new holiday hotels. In Sicily, Lewis visits the town of Corleone in what was once 'bandit country' (until the Mafia wiped out most of the bandits after the Second World War). Elsewhere, in 'grim industrial suburbs', he finds another lawless order but this one is in decay. The enforcers are split. 'Chaos - the word is hardly ever out of Sicilian mouths - reigns in places ... subjected to a divided Mafia, engaged continually in mutual slaughter over the division of the spoils.' (The same collapse of criminal discipline would descend on Marseille a generation later when the traditional Corsican crime bosses, who had maintained calm through si arrangia understandings with the authorities, were suddenly arrested. The drug trade was grabbed by rival gangs of teenagers wielding Kalashnikovs, and violence flooded the city.)
The same recognition of unwritten rules, of the basic human talent for constructing a protective web of restraints and customs, runs through Lewis's writing about Indigenous peoples. His great polemics about the genocide of the original peoples of the Amazon basin and Bolivia are his most solid legacy: they appalled the world and led - are still leading - to slow change. But his starting point is demonstrating that these peoples of the forest have long evolved their own social structures, guiding the way they live and survive, and even the way they can adapt to modernity if they are left to themselves. Against them are the intruding forces of capitalist greed, the land hunger of the poor and the cultural 'ethnocide' assisted by evangelical Christian missions. Lewis's 1969 article 'Genocide' was 12,000 words long, the biggest item the Sunday Times magazine had ever published. The impulse for it was the exposure of the fact that the Indian Protection Service in Brazil had for years been acting as the main agency for the mass murder, ethnic cleansing and effective enslavement of Indigenous peoples. Lewis travelled about the region in his discreet way, documenting the atrocities and setting them in the context of the five centuries during which the population reduced from about three million at the time of European 'contact' to perhaps 300,000 still in their forest territory at the end of the 20th century. Among its impacts, 'Genocide' led almost instantly to the founding of Survival International, the campaign which fights for the interests of tribal peoples.
In  1974, Lewis travelled through Paraguay with his photographer and friend Don McCullin to investigate the fate of the Ache people, decimated by professional 'Indian hunters' and now being lured and kidnapped out of their last forest retreats. 'Manhunt' is much more of a personal journal than 'Genocide', recording their travels over liquefying mud roads in search of the camp where forest Indians were being dumped. At Caacayi, 'named after the call of a bird', Lewis's descriptive gift goes over the top. 'In this area all the Arcadian charm, the style and the swagger of South America had survived unscathed ... Diurnal bats fluttered from the windows of great sepulchral mansions emptied by so many wars and revolutions. Aloof horsemen went thudding past under their wide hats, a palm always upraised in greeting.' But it was here, when he finally reached the camp, that Lewis developed his dislike of missionaries. Above all, he mistrusted the powerful American evangelical sects such as the New Tribes Mission or the evasively named Summer Institute of Linguistics (which supported the Bolivian government's plan to 'cleanse' a vast area of its Indigenous inhabitants and replace them with white settlers fleeing South Africa or Rhodesia). In 'The Tribe That Crucified Christ', Lewis reports that in Venezuela the New Tribes Mission had used the appearance of a comet to announce the end of the world to the Ye'cuana tribe, giving them 'three days, on pain of suffering a fiery extinction, to break with their wicked past'. Back in Paraguay, Lewis and McCullin reached the reservation camp to find only a few Ache, sick or starving, lying around in terminal squalor. The missionary there, who hired them out to local farmers, hadn't bothered to learn their language: his creed told him that they would burn in hell anyway. In 1988, Lewis published The Missionaries, a book whose sometimes overdone fury was related to his own dogged romanticism about Indigenous ways of life. He never really faced the idea that adaptation to modern society was not only inevitable but - if managed by tribal people in their own time and without outside violence - might not annihilate their communities.
There are 36 articles and essays in A Quiet Evening. All are gripping, in different ways. They display a novelist's developing delight with words and images, which - at Lewis's later best - is trained back into a spare elegance that needs no decoration. The travels come from all over the world: not only South America or Mediterranean Europe, but California (the labour struggles of the grape pickers), Liberia, Ghana, Belize (still sleepy British Honduras when he visited), Burma and Siam, Papua, Panama, Cuba. Some pieces record failure, like his 'interview' with Hemingway in Cuba in which a drink-sodden, touchy old man 'talked in a desultory and spiritless fashion'. A few raise bleak questions. In 'The Cossacks Go Home', Lewis recalls his time commanding a guarded shipload of prisoners, men from Soviet Central Asia who had been captured by the Germans and agreed to serve under them in the Italian campaign. They seem to have had no illusions about what would happen to them when they were handed over to the Soviet authorities. Though Lewis doesn't say so, his voyage was an outlier of the great 'return of the Cossacks' scandal, so bitterly disputed after the war, when British troops in Austria forcibly returned thousands of anti-communist Russian and Ukrainian men and women to the Soviet security police. How much Lewis really knew, and what he felt about his own role, is less than clear.
It is hard to choose a favourite item. Lewis's affectionate irony, his sense of the inherent looniness of the contrast between rich and poor, comes out in his story about a group of Choco people in the Panama jungle. They go about their lives naked or nearly naked, to the delight of tourist boatloads with cameras. So when a boat is heard approaching, they dash madly to get dressed - in order to charge the trippers four dollars to undress again. And no story about the constant Lewis theme of absurd but noble human dignity in the midst of disaster shows it better than 'Rangoon Express'. This reconstructs a postwar train journey through a Burma where everything possible has broken down: who knows whether it is Red or White Flag or Karen guerrillas who keep blowing up the rails behind and before them? And yet something is still working: the serenity and resourcefulness of passengers and crew. A Buddhist monk fills the long wait with a discourse on how King Mindon was previously incarnated as a female demon. Next, there is a discussion about astrological failures.
Meanwhile another small mine explodes on the track.
Retiring to the lavatory, the senior [rail] inspector reappeared dressed in his best silk longyi, determined, it seemed, to confront with proper dignity any emergency that might arise ... We were stranded in a dead-flat sun-wasted landscape. The paddies held a few yellow pools through which black-necked storks waded with premeditation, while buffaloes emerged from their hidden wallows, as if seen at the moment of creation.

Each story in this book is like a wonderful destination, which you leave longing only to return.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v47/n10/neal-ascherson/hotsdoogs
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Paths to Restitution
Jeremy Harding visits the Africa Museum

5201 wordsAn hour  into the galleries of the Africa Museum in Tervuren, on the outskirts of Brussels, you come to Tonga, a startling piece by Nada Tshibwabwa, a Congolese artist and musician. It's made from recycled mobile phone waste and is roughly the size of a ceremonial mask designed to fit a human head. Tshibwabwa was an artist in residence at the museum in 2022 and his work is now part of the permanent collection. 'Tonga' translates from Lingala as 'build': he finds his materials by walking the streets of Kinshasa, the capital of the Democratic Republic of Congo, or picking through its waste dumps. The east of the country is rich in gold and coltan, with a large informal mining sector, often managed by armed groups who run ore across the borders to Rwanda, Burundi and Uganda. Tshibwabwa's masks and body costumes, assembled as 'The Hidden Face of Coltan', are a parody of early modern plate armour. Their martial character reminds us that the coltan in our phones is a blood mineral, which fuels the wars in the eastern DRC. As visitors reach for their phones to post photos of Tonga, the mask looks back sceptically. What is the real connection, it seems to ask, between the lives of Congolese coltan miners and our smart devices, neither of them known for their longevity? It also makes the point that traditional masks and other artefacts in the museum's collection were objects of cultural extractivism during the colonial era (and after) - precious assets that have slipped beyond the reach of the DRC.
The museum's acquisition of works by contemporary Congolese artists is a consequence of the long effort to turn it from a temple of racist kitsch into a modern, 'decolonised' institution. Its earliest incarnation dates from the World's Fair in Brussels in 1897, whose 'African' component was staged in the Palace of the Colonies. The palace became the site of a permanent colonial display the following year. Leopold II of Belgium had been running the Congo Free State as a personal fiefdom for more than a decade, issuing franchises to European companies at terrible cost to the Congolese. This arrangement continued until 1908, when ownership of the Congo passed from the king to the Belgian state.
By then the old palace was too small for its burgeoning contents. Leopold had already foreseen this and commissioned Charles Girault, the architect of the Petit Palais in Paris, to design a larger building, which opened in 1910, a year after Leopold's death. The museum, which remained a monument to his imperial genius, was also a hub of 'scientific' endeavour and a repository for anything that the many naturalists, anthropologists, zoologists, marksmen, medics, missionaries and amateur collectors who undertook service in Africa found interesting: stuffed animals, Congolese art and ceremonial objects, samples of precious commodities (timber, ivory, ore), exotic insects and arachnids, venomous snakes pickled in formaldehyde and human remains. The Royal Museum of the Belgian Congo became the Royal Museum of Central Africa after Brussels choked back its fury and granted independence to Congo in 1960. Whatever it was called, it was a place where time stood still, immobilised by vulgar statuary depicting Europe's magnanimity and its civilising effects on the Congolese. Here and there were tributary likenesses of the monstrous Leopold.
In 2013, the museum closed its doors and embarked on a major redesign. The architectural changes, including a long underground gallery that would transform visitors' first impressions of the building, must have felt less challenging than the long overdue re-evaluation of the holdings and their presentation. Tervuren was conceived as a showcase for the splendours of Leopold's vast annex in Africa, but by the 1900s an international movement for 'Congo reform' was spreading word of European atrocities, especially those committed against the families of rubber tappers who fell short of their quotas. Leopold's project had become a scandal, even for staunch imperialists like Joseph Conrad. The transfer of wealth away from the Free State was impressive, as were the rewards for international business and the crown. In The King Incorporated (1963), Neal Ascherson recorded that between 1896 and 1906, Leopold cleared a personal profit in his 'domaine de la couronne' of nearly PS3 million - perhaps PS500 million in today's money - from his own businesses and franchise fees. It was largely on these takings that the museum was founded, furnished and redeveloped. This history would have to be addressed.
Another pressing issue haunted the museum's decolonisation project. Within moments of Congo's independence, Washington and Brussels began destabilising the new leadership, with the acquiescence of the UN's secretary-general, Dag Hammarskjold, and fanning a secession in the mineral-rich province of Katanga. The prime minister, Patrice Lumumba, was deposed after only three months in power. Four months later he was assassinated by a scratch firing squad overseen by former Belgian colonial police officers. In 2001, a Belgian parliamentary committee concluded that the government of the day 'bore a moral responsibility' for Lumumba's murder. A square in Brussels was named after him in 2018, the year the museum reopened. How was it meant to broach this episode?
Above all, there was the matter of provenance. The new museum was roundly criticised by scholars and the Congolese diaspora in Belgium for the inadequacy of its 'decolonising' ambitions. One charge was that too little had been done to explain how the collections were amassed. The museum responded by placing far more emphasis on provenance. An exhibition last year, ReThinking Collections, offered a detailed itinerary of several artefacts and set out Belgium's current policy on restitution: an object is unlikely to be returned if there is evidence that it changed hands without coercion, but if it can be shown that it was taken without consent - looted, stolen or acquired by deception - there are grounds for handing it back. Between the two extremes lies a grey area: consent without payment, for example, alleged consent, or that equivocal token of exchange, the 'gift'.
Several of the consultants who played a role in the museum's reinvention believe that provenance isn't the central issue when it comes to restitution. The museum 'will never be able to answer all the questions about the origin of the collections', according to Sarah Van Beurden, the co-curator of ReThinking Collections and a historian of Central Africa. 'Other pathways ... should be possible. For example, what if a certain type of object no longer exists locally, would that not be just as good a reason for a restitution?' Anne Wetsi Mpoma, a Congolese gallerist based in Brussels, argues that provenance may even be an obstacle to restitution. It's easy to imagine an artefact stranded in limbo as scholars rummage in the archive hoping to discover how it made its way to Belgium 150 years ago. Near the end of his life, dogged by criticism of the Free State, Leopold destroyed many papers held at the International African Association, a propaganda organisation created in Brussels in the 1870s to press his claims in central Africa. But there is still a mass of documents to re-examine at the museum - on at least three kilometres of shelving - in the light of current decolonial thinking. Some are slowly being digitised.
The new curation handles the wrecking of Congolese independence frankly but briskly, with a minimum of space, text and visuals. On colonial extraction, it privileges natural history over the history of resource plunder. And despite ReThinking Collections, the permanent exhibition takes a lowkey approach to provenance. Today the museum holds 129,000 cultural objects, 95 per cent of them from Africa and the great majority of those from Congo. Around forty thousand objects and artefacts were shipped out of the country before the start of war in 1914 (among them thousands whose provenance is obscure). A large haul was made between 1911 and 1913, during an expedition in north-eastern Congo sponsored by the museum and led by an ex-military man, Armand Hutereau, to 'enrich' the collection.
The field was highly competitive at the time. The Ethnologisches Museum in Berlin had recently wrapped up a similar expedition, while another on behalf of the American Museum of Natural History was still in progress. Hutereau gathered an array of ceramics, statues and musical instruments; he took photographs and captured moving images of dancers and musicians; he recorded hours of music on phonograph cylinders. The tally for the museum was roughly eight thousand pieces, including the recordings. None of this would have happened without the co-operation of a local dignitary, Chief Moroka, who appears to have welcomed Hutereau. But recent interviews with Moroka's descendants have cast doubt on the serenity of their relationship - and on Hutereau's modus operandi. Was he merely a capable collector who struck up judicious alliances or was there another side to his character? According to oral tradition, Hutereau was a sasa-moka - a man with a homicidal streak.
Spectacular one-off plunders of the kind the British pulled off in Benin City in 1897 were rare in Congo, but a beautiful statue representing the ancestors of Lusinga Iwa Ng'ombe, a refractory chief, was taken by the Congo Free State officer Emile Storms after a military showdown near Lake Tanganyika in 1884. On his return to Belgium, Storms brought with him not only the statue but the heads of Lusinga and two other defeated Congolese leaders. Lusinga's skull was acquired by the International African Association during Storms's lifetime (he died in 1918), transferred to the museum at Tervuren in the 1930s and then to the Royal Belgian Institute of Natural Sciences in the 1960s, a few years after Lumumba's assassination.
The clash with Lusinga is glossed in the permanent display, which includes a letter from the secretary of the International African Association to Storms asking for specimen skulls. Dispatching the remains of dead Congolese to Europe for scientific examination was a practice that persisted well into the 20th century. Burial sites were also explored for 'archaeological' purposes. In the 1930s and again in the 1950s the archaeologist Maurits Bequaert removed thousands of objects to Brussels, sometimes with proof of Congolese consent. Among them, however, were the grave goods of a distinguished Congolese chief, which Bequaert had pledged - and failed - to return. That breach of promise could in principle open the way for restitution. Many of the objects (chinaware, glass bottles, Toby jugs etc) are of European origin but still of interest to Congolese communities as sacred funerary goods. Well before independence, the boundaries between European and African tastes were becoming porous, as Europeans brought their finery to trading depots and Congolese exchanged or sold their own wares, sometimes proposing facsimiles of originals they were loath to part with. At the time, traditional styles of carving and sculpture were changing to accommodate the tastes of amateur colonial buyers.
Graveyards were also sites for 'physical anthropologists' and proponents of race theory. Ferdinand Van de Ginste was a colonial tax collector, whose rounds during the 1930s and 1940s often took him to Feshi, a rural area near the border with Portuguese Angola. He was known locally as 'Waia-Waia', or the man on the move. Once they got wind of his arrival, residents of Feshi would sing a warning song to alert their neighbours. He went about with a chicotte, a whip made from hippopotamus hide, which he used liberally on local tax debtors and deficient rubber tappers. In 1945, as the intellectual tide in Europe was turning against race theory and cranial measurement was going out of fashion, Van de Ginste notified his superiors that he meant to excavate human remains in and around Feshi. When the authorisation came through, he enrolled Congolese prisoners to dig up cemeteries, offering them 2.5 Belgian francs (maybe four or five euros today) per skull. The result was a macabre shipment to Tervuren in 1947 of 185 skulls and another forty or so body parts. They were examined by a few anthropologists who remained enthralled by biological evidence of ethnic difference. But the game was up for racialised craniometry by the time the remains from Feshi left Tervuren for the Royal Belgian Institute of Natural Sciences, along with Lusinga's skull. By then, Van de Ginste had killed himself.
Amajor obstacle  to the decolonisation of the Africa Museum is the building itself, the apogee of Leopold's ambition. Until it's razed, or transfigured by graffiti, or slathered in paint like several statues of Leopold in Belgium (including one at the museum in 2020), its grandeur situates the 'decolonial' conversation in the shadow of the old order. It's nonetheless a good place to hold it. For the renovation Aime Mpane, born in the DRC in 1968, sculpted a riposte to the colonial-era statues that stake out the circumference of the grand rotunda - the least repentant part of Girault's building. The curators had planned to remove them until the Flanders Heritage Agency decreed that they should stay put. Mpane's New Breath or Burgeoning Congo (2018), a monumental latticed wooden head, heralds a Congolese renaissance after more than two centuries of turmoil. On its own, though, it was no match for its intransigent surroundings and Mpane was commissioned to make a second head, again in openwork wood, that evokes the skull of Lusinga. The two pieces face each other under the dome of the rotunda. Mpane later collaborated with the Belgian artist Jean Pierre Muller on a series of printed veils, now suspended in front of the colonial statuary. The fabrics are translucent, allowing us to glimpse the original offence behind the eloquent reproach. One of the imperial allegories, Belgium Brings Security to the Congo, shows a Belgian matriarch with two hapless Congolese children. Mpane and Muller veiled it with an image of a Belgian paratrooper holding an automatic rifle. When it was first hung, the veil was accompanied by a panel explaining that it depicted a soldier deployed to Stanleyville in 1964 'during the crushing of the Simba rebels': an uprising by Lumumba's followers three years after his death that spread through nearly half the country. In 2021 the panel was removed after a veterans' association of Belgian paratroopers challenged its contents in a lawsuit. 'One more example,' Van Beurden told me, 'of how the colonial - and postcolonial - past is still contested in Belgium.' If the decolonisation of museums can be achieved, it will have to be done on tiptoe, encountering objections with each tentative step.
The most garish sculpture in the old museum showed a Congolese 'leopard man' towering over his prostrate Congolese victim. It went on display in 1915 and remained in place for nearly a century. The protagonist wears a spotted hood and tunic; metal claws protrude from his fingers; he is preparing to strike. He is the embodiment of European anxieties about African 'superstition': leopard men were a perfect alibi for Belgian colonialism. Members of a secret society known as anioto, they were essentially local militias in the north-east of Congo, enforcing the rules of their communities, laid down by local chieftaincies, and punishing infringements by neighbours. They first came to the attention of Europeans in the early 1890s, during Leopold's reign. By the time the exoticist sculptor Paul Wissaert had completed The Leopard Man of Stanley Falls, Belgium was creating Potemkin chieftaincies from scratch, which threw the existing order into chaos and led to a rise in anioto killings. Colonial policy was reproducing the very thing it promised to eradicate. None of this would have been apparent to visitors confronting Wissaert's grisly tableau, though Herge had a vague sense of it. He scoured the museum for ideas as he began work on one of Tintin's earliest adventures, serialised in 1930-31 and published the following year in book form as Tintin au Congo. The first edition was considered so toxic that it was rejigged twice to appease its critics, with mixed results. But Herge's leopard man, a dim-witted villain, survived the 1970 rewrite - and the attentions of Tintin, who persuades him to betray his Belgian accomplice. Things could have turned out worse: after the first anioto trial in 1920, the colonial administration hanged several of the accused.
The museum's self-examination predates its five-year redesign. On the eve of the millennium, two books about the imperial past caused a stir in Belgium: Adam Hochschild's King Leopold's Ghost (1998) and Ludo De Witte's L'Assassinat de Lumumba (1999). They were met with queasiness or outright denial. Even so, De Witte's book was the start of a long reappraisal. In 2000, the artist Toma Muteba Luntumbue was invited to curate a controversial show at Tervuren titled Exit Congo Museum: A Century of Art with or without Papers. It mixed pieces and installations by contemporary artists with rearrangements of precious artefacts in the collections - in one instance as a jumble of objects, seemingly neglected. It's said that a former curator at the museum, Huguette Van Geluwe, left in tears when she saw the managed disarray. But Luntumbue and his collaborators were pitting the artefacts' significance for the communities that had lost them against their interest for buccaneer ethnographers and an indifferent Belgian public.
By now renovation looked inevitable, and in 2002 Cheri Samba came up with Reorganisation, an oil painting dramatising the debates that were underway. Wissaert's leopard man sculpture is balanced on a mattress halfway down the steps of the museum entrance, being hauled away on ropes by a group of resolute Congolese. At the top of the steps a pair of museum staff with ropes of their own are trying to haul it back. Guido Gryseels, who had recently been appointed director, stands with his arms folded, presiding over the tug of war. A panel spells out the issues. Museum staffers: 'We can't allow this work to leave the museum; it's made us what we are today.' Gryseels: 'True. And regrettable. But we have to reimagine the museum from the ground up.' Samba doesn't need to tell us what the raiding party has in mind. Wissaert's sculpture has since been consigned to a basement in Tervuren for 'problematic objects', corralled with other sidelined colonial-era statues.
On the main floor, we encounter Shadows (2018), a superb installation by Freddy Tsimba. In 1897, more than 260 men, women and children were shipped to Antwerp from the Free State and delivered to Tervuren. It was the year of the World's Fair and they were expected to recreate the life of the industrious, subjugated race in a human zoo where tens of thousands of European visitors could see them go about their business as if they were still in the Congo. With them came all the accoutrements of village life: rondavels, cooking pots, pirogues, musical instruments. In King Kasai (2023), an account of his overnight stay in the Africa Museum, the French journalist Christophe Boltanski reminds us that it was a wet, chilly summer. The women were given light cotton tops to cover their breasts while the men wore traditional dress. At night they slept next to the stables; by day they performed for eager crowds - 1.8 million visitors in two months. Some threw them sweets and bananas, until signs had to be put up: 'Do not give food to the natives. We are seeing to this ourselves.'
It wasn't long before the climate, and European microbes, took their toll. Seven Congolese in the king's theme park died of pneumonia, or maybe the flu. We know their names (or pseudonyms) because they were buried in a nearby churchyard: Sambo, Zao, Ekia, Pemba, Kitoukwa, Mibange and Mpeia. Tsimba has used light and shadow to evoke them - and other dead Congolese - in a colonnade where a plaque honouring 1500 Belgians who lost their lives on imperial service for Leopold was unveiled in the 1930s. To browse the list of the king's 'first pioneers' you have to walk slowly down the colonnade with your back to a run of tall windows giving onto a courtyard. On this prodigal expanse of glass Tsimba has printed his own inventory of dead Congolese. On a clear day, as the sun crosses the courtyard, they appear as shadow names, shifting imperceptibly, projected by the light across and alongside the names of the Belgian dead. The result - a kind of mobile palimpsest - feels very much like an act of affective restitution, as the debate about physical returns drags on.
These arguments  are not new. During the 1870s, the Belgian entrepreneur Alexandre Delcommune seized a powerful wooden sculpture (the term 'fetish' has fallen out of use) from Ne Kuko, a chief in Boma region. Ne Kuko contested the theft from the outset and the Africa Museum now cites him as its owner. Renewed calls for restitution were made at the time of independence. In the late 1960s roughly two hundred artefacts were sent from Tervuren to North America for a touring show, organised by the Walker Art Centre in Minneapolis; among them was Ne Kuko's emblematic figure. In 1973, Mobutu Sese Seko, the president of Zaire (as he had renamed the DRC), insisted that he wanted them back. Between 1976 and 1982, once the term 'restitution' had been ruled out, more than a hundred pieces were returned to Kinshasa as 'gifts'. Many are still nominally the property of the museum. Only one of them was on Mobutu's wish list.
The start of renovations in 2013 coincided with the emergence of Black Lives Matter in the US, following the murder of Trayvon Martin in Florida the previous year. A widespread assault on supremacist statuary followed: in San Francisco (Ulysses Grant among others), Bristol (Edward Colston) and Cape Town (Cecil Rhodes). For BLM and many others, it was clear that the West was defending its own ritual statuary while failing to relinquish sacred artefacts lifted from Africa during the colonial era. Some institutions - perhaps to their relief - have their hands tied. The British Museum is barred from disposing of its holdings - and immunised against restitution - by a law enacted in 1963. In 2005, the High Court ruled against making an exception in the case of four Old Master drawings which had been stolen from their Jewish owner by the Gestapo in 1939.
In 2017, on a visit to Burkina Faso, Emmanuel Macron promised to set the ball rolling for loans and restitutions to Africa. He commissioned a report by Benedicte Savoy, a French art historian, and Felwine Sarr, a Senegalese economist, 'on the restitution of African heritage'. Their findings paved the way for the return of 26 objects held in France to the Republic of Benin. All, including three anthropomorphic figures of Dahomean kings, had been seized in the 1890s, after the royal family of Dahomey fled a French expeditionary advance. The journey of these African magi, 130 years later, from the museum at quai Branly in Paris to their destination in present-day Benin is recorded in Mati Diop's documentary Dahomey (2024). In 2022 the Smithsonian announced the legal transfer of 29 bronzes to Nigeria. At the end of the year, Germany's foreign minister accompanied 22 pieces to Abuja. Like the Smithsonian trove, they were among the five thousand artefacts, mostly bronzes, seized by the British from Benin City (in present-day Nigeria) and trafficked to international dealers a few years after the palace of Abomey (in present-day Benin) was abandoned to the French. Unlike France, Germany's first step on the road to restitutions had been to agree a memorandum of transfer to the Nigerian authorities. Roughly a thousand artefacts from Benin City residing in Germany are now considered as loans from the National Commission for Museums and Monuments of Nigeria. (The commission is happy for many to remain there for the time being.) The danger with such a deal is that Germany may want to rest on its decolonial laurels and leave it at that. But Macron's gesture should be treated with caution too: restitution in France is a piecemeal affair, requiring parliamentary approval on a case-by-case basis. Who knows when the next returns will be approved?
In 2022, the Belgian government provided the DRC with an inventory of 85,000 Congolese objects in state collections, most of them at Tervuren. But Congolese researchers who would like to explore the archives for themselves - and whose interpretations could be at variance with those of their European counterparts - are held back from entry to the EU by stringent visa regimes. Digitisation, meanwhile, remains a slow project. How can a museum be decolonised if the descendants of colonised Congolese can't gain access to its archives? Until that happens, you'd have to call it a museum of reappraisal, mostly by Europeans, of their colonial past - and face up to the disappointment of many in Africa and Belgium.
'Restitution is virtue signalling of an irresponsible sort,' the historian David Abulafia wrote in the Spectator in January, 'threatening the integrity of great collections by pretending to apologise for past sins.' Try sounding off about 'great collections' in the West to the Beninois students in Diop's Dahomey, who lament the paucity of the returns - a fraction of France's holdings - even though they don't trust the president of Benin with their safe-keeping. Misgivings in Europe about the future of repatriated objects are shared by many African curators. By the mid-1980s a trickle of artefacts that had been returned to Congo at Mobutu's insistence, including several on loan from Tervuren, began to appear for sale on Western art markets; more turned up in the early 1990s after a wave of unrest across the country. Mobutu was an unreliable keeper of the pieces he claimed to revere. As his regime came apart in the 1990s, so did security at the storage facility of the National Museum of Zaire, located in the grounds of one of his presidential palaces. When Laurent Kabila fought his way to power in 1997 and drove Mobutu into exile, looting became widespread.
'If our ancestors were good enough to make those objects, we are good enough to look after them,' the Zimbabwean curator Raphael Chikukwa has argued. 'You can't steal my bicycle and say you'll only return it when I have built a garage.' The view that European museums are the best guardians of 'universal' treasures until there are comparable institutions in Africa was weakened by the discovery in 2023 that more than 1500 objects at the British Museum - a top-of-the-range bike shed - had gone missing. In the meantime, money for museums with modern conservation standards has been flowing to West Africa. The Museum of Black Civilisations in Senegal, which opened in 2018, was built with Chinese financing; the new National Museum of the DRC in Kinshasa, which opened the following year, was funded by South Korea. France, among others, has pledged grants and loans to the Republic of Benin for refurbishment of the royal palace at Abomey and a museum where the pieces from quai Branly, it's hoped, will eventually be housed. Private foundations - including Mellon, Soros and Ford - have pitched in, along with Germany's international development agency, for a Museum of West African Art in Nigeria, scheduled to open this year in Benin City. Part of the large complex is already accessible to the public and if it turns out well, MOWAA could be a permanent home for repatriated artefacts from Europe and the US, or a space where they can appear by request. If it doesn't, Western donors may choose to cut their losses as European development aid is diverted into defence spending, and owners of prized objects will continue to make the most of their assets. 'In 2007,' according to the website Auction Daily, 'Sotheby's sold a Benin head sculpture for $4.7 million. The winning bidder later purchased another Benin bronze for $13.8 million in a private sale.'
Not everyone calling for repatriation believes that the objects in question should go to African museums. Why not return them directly to the descendants of the original owners? This position, too, keeps Western curators awake at night. In 2023 the bronzes that Germany believed it was returning to the Nigerian government were handed by the contracting party in Abuja into the keeping of the current Oba of Benin, Ewuare II. A minority of Nigerian and European curators suspect that the royal dynasty in Benin City might turn out to be a more dependable guardian than politicians in a country racked by strife and graft. But dyed-in-the-wool anti-restitutionists see these transfers as proof of a decolonial potlatch at the West's expense. They have unlikely allies in the radical, New York-based Restitution Study Group, which argues that the Benin bronzes at the Smithsonian belong to the descendants of slaves in the African diaspora, sold to white traders by the Oba's predecessors. 'Don't transfer Benin bronzes to Nigeria and slave trader heirs,' the RSG argued in 2022 against the Smithsonian's de-accession. 'Most were made ... in exchange for enslaved people! Save them for heirs of the enslaved!' The suggestion is that they should stay where they are until further notice.
One release that Brussels may soon sign off to the DRC is its itemised collection of human remains from the Belgian Congo, more than four hundred body parts, held in various federal research institutes and museums in Belgium. Yet even this is fraught. Not everyone in the DRC wants their abducted dead to be brought home. In 2018 the universities of Geneva and Lubumbashi signed an agreement for the restitution of seven 'pygmy' skeletons that were dug up in Wamba, in the north-eastern DRC, in the 1950s. But descendants of these dead fear that a physical restitution would bring on metaphysical disaster. At a colloquium on stolen remains in 2023, Wamba's customary chief, Alexandre Medjedje, suggested that Geneva wanted to cast out the restless forces they embodied and repatriate them to Congo along with the bones. 'Do these spirits not haunt you,' he asked, 'so that you decide today to bring these ghosts to us?'
The paths to restitution are unpredictable. Lumumba and two of his colleagues were killed at night in a forest an hour's drive from Elisabethville (now Lubumbashi) in Katanga in 1961. They were buried in haste. The killers and their Belgian minders were right to worry that their crime might come to light and lead to a widespread nationalist upheaval. Days after the murders, a party was sent to dig up the bodies and bury them nearby, but deeper. Finally it was decided that they had to disappear completely. Gerard Soete, a former colonial police commissioner, was assigned to disinter them and dissolve them in acid. He saved a few identifiable remains, perhaps as evidence that the job was done. One was a gold-crowned tooth from Lumumba's mouth, which he took back to Belgium; like Emile Storms, he hung on to his colonial trophies. When he died, his daughter Godelieve acquired the tooth and eventually went public in 2016; Ludo De Witte filed a complaint and it was confiscated by the police. Six years later the Belgian prime minister presented it to Lumumba's daughter Juliana in a ceremony in Brussels. From Brussels, the tooth was flown to Kinshasa, where it was laid in a mausoleum as a relic of a desolate moment in Africa's transition to independence. After the mausoleum was vandalised in 2024, the tooth was handed over to the care of Lumumba's descendants.
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At the Movies
'Riefenstahl'
Michael Wood

1253 wordsLuis Bunuel  worked at the Museum of Modern Art in New York between 1939 and 1941. His job was to select documentary films to be sent to Latin America, but he also, more notoriously, edited Leni Riefenstahl's Triumph of the Will (1935) with a view to turning its effect on its head. Heroic grandeur would become petty parading. The odds of success must have seemed good. Bunuel was a great practitioner of Sergei Eisenstein's doctrine that montage makes meaning, and his version had nine uninterrupted minutes of German soldiers marching in goose-step. But certain other cineastes begged to differ. Charlie Chaplin thought the German film was ridiculous enough already. And Rene Clair thought it was dangerous to screen the film in any form: its grandiose scenes would retain their power, he felt, whatever order they appeared in.
 Could all three of them be right? Probably not, but the question maps out the relevant ground pretty well. And it is, in a way, the question posed by Andres Veiel's new film Riefenstahl, which is based on material from Riefenstahl's archive and begins by treating this legacy as a sort of visual prompt. We see unfurled reels of film running up and down the screen, finally lining up side by side to resemble a vertical carpet or a piece of wallpaper. There are pictures of cassettes, books, spreads of photos, scatterings of manuscripts. At one point a glamorous photo of the young Riefenstahl morphs into one of her when she is slightly older, followed by another in which she is older still, until we find we have seen a whole life in a set of faces. Riefenstahl died in 2003, at the age of 101. Horst Kettner, her partner of many years, died in 2016, and the shots we have been looking at are part of their joint estate, which was sold and made public after Kettner's death.
 The second part of Veiel's film is a well-made but very straight biography. It doesn't play the game we have just seen, involving our 'now' with the movie's sequence of 'thens'. Instead it traces Riefenstahl's early career as a dancer and film star (particularly in Arnold Fanck's 'mountain films'); her transition to directing (Triumph of the Will as well as two films about the Berlin Olympics); her marriage to Peter Jacob; and finally the end of the war, which brought a temporary end to everything that had once given her life meaning. She had become friendly with Hitler and scheduled the premiere of one of her films to coincide with his birthday, and she had been keen on the values of National Socialism even before she met him. Mein Kampf did the trick, and she talks in the film of being 'caught up in some kind of magnetism'. In the press notes for the film, Veiel mentions an interview with the Daily Express from 1934, mysteriously missing from Riefenstahl's large collection of cuttings, where she says the first pages of that book converted her to the cause. In the 1960s, she began visiting Sudan, which became a sort of second home and the subject of some of her most amazing photography. She got interested in underwater swimming and made a film called Impressions under Water (2002), which was released just before she turned a hundred.
 The biography also fails to touch on what Veiel, in an interview, identifies as his own main interest. 'I wanted to understand the figure of Riefenstahl in her development,' he says, 'without exculpating her in the process. Wanting to understand a person is not the same as looking at them sympathetically.' The second sentence is a little ambiguous or slightly off-kilter. We can try to understand someone, and even sympathise with them in some respects, without approving of what they are doing. This possibility is what the first part of the film, along with its displays of the legacy and visual citations of interviews that Riefenstahl gave later in life, is seeking to explore.
 Riefenstahl's account of herself, constructed after the war, is full of denial, as Veiel points out, but it also has a certain plausibility. In an interview from 1980, she says she knows nothing about politics and lives only for art. She is or was, she claims, not exactly naive but unexperienced (unerfahren). Real things (reale Dinge) are not her field. There is a wonderful instance of the possible truth of this unlikely claim in a film Ray Muller made about her in 1993. Riefenstahl sits at a table watching a sequence from Triumph of the Will. Lines of soldiers move first to the right, then to the left, and the camera follows their movements with an obsessive fidelity. The point is not what is on the screen but the expression on Riefenstahl's face as she rewatches her film after so long. She is as delighted as a child who has just discovered you can catch a ball as well as throw it. This doesn't mean she doesn't know about politics, but it does surely mean that art has an urgent, exclusive attraction for her that it may not have for the rest of us, who like it but don't live it.
 Another interesting moment in the film is less forgiving in this respect, but powerful all the same, carrying a message that may not be as simple as it seems. On a television talk show in 1976, Riefenstahl had an argument with Elfriede Kretschmer, a woman around her age, whose position regarding the National Socialists was exactly the opposite of hers. Kretschmer couldn't bear the inhumanity of their policies. Riefenstahl says 90 per cent of Germans supported those policies at the time, why should she be expected to join the tiny minority? This is a poor excuse for supporting the bad guys, but an excellent reminder of the historical situation.
 At one point in the film, an interviewer asks Veiel if he can 'approach a figure like Riefenstahl, the staunch propagandist of a regime of terror, with an ambivalent openness'. 'I ... had moments where I had to force myself not to simply turn away from her,' he replies. 'I overcame this state of reluctance, otherwise there would have been no reason to make the film. There is a life before guilt.' He goes on to say:
 But something crucial was missing: the development ... In the biographical narrative, there is no reformation, if you will: no redemption of the main protagonist. Riefenstahl refuses the classic turning point in her life-story. She remains with her legends until the end of her life, she regrets nothing, doesn't call anything into question. This meant that at a dramatic level, I was missing a third act. 

 The third act he devises - more unanswerable questions - is intriguing but doesn't solve the problem. I wonder what the three directors mentioned at the beginning might think. Chaplin would probably say Veiel didn't need a third act in the first place. Clair might say that if there isn't one there just isn't. But Bunuel would perhaps suggest something else. That person, the one who doesn't regret, doesn't question, doesn't earn the cleaning up of life, is stuck with a myth she cannot believe in. She has nothing else, and we can feel sorry for her plight and admire her long endurance, even if we are nowhere near understanding her adoration of victory and supremacy and the absence of all complication.
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Most Handsome and Best
David Todd

2711 wordsFrance  doesn't do race. Article 1 of the French constitution asserts 'the equality of all citizens before the law, without distinction of origin, race or religion'. In 1978 a law banned the collection and use of personal data based on 'the alleged racial origin or the ethnic origin' of individuals. Breaching the ban is a criminal offence, inviting a fine of up to EU300,000 or a jail sentence of up to five years. In public discourse, this official colour blindness is justified by the enlightened universalisme of French republican values, and contrasted with Anglo-American communautarisme, a word which has a connotation similar to that of apartheid in English. A world devoid of racial or ethnic distinctions - distinctions which have no scientific merit - is a beautiful project. At least I find it beautiful, but perhaps this is because I grew up in France and enjoyed never having to think about my own ethnically mixed ancestry. It was only after moving to Britain, where the census has since 1991 asked respondents to identify their ethnic group, that I reluctantly began to think of myself as white. In an era in which many people lament the tyranny of identity politics, it may seem healthy that the state should discourage racial or ethnic identification.
Yet since returning to France twenty years later, I have become disillusioned with French pseudo-universalism. Official colour blindness did not prevent the National Rally, a party dedicated to the defence of an implicitly white conception of French identity, from growing into the country's largest political force. In the absence of statistical data, centrist governments and administrative services cannot respond to claims of discrimination. Above all, it is hard not to feel angry about the hypocrisy surrounding the issue, since in private the French talk about race and ethnicity more than the British, and tend to employ cruder language. The discrepancy between the official negation of race and social reality almost recalls Soviet attitudes towards social and economic inequities: the abolition of class, too, was a beautiful project.
Most people, at least in France, attribute official colour blindness to the abstract conception of citizenship in the French republican tradition, a product of the Enlightenment and the revolution. The tracts of French philosophes against slavery still retain their power because they appealed to reason, whereas Anglo-American abolitionists were inspired by a now quaint concern with salvation. The language used by Nicolas de Condorcet in his Reflections on the Slavery of Negroes (1781) is essentially the same as that of modern anti-racism: 'Although I am not of the same colour as you,' he imagined himself addressing enslaved Africans, 'I have always regarded you as my brothers. Nature has formed you to have the same mind, the same reason, the same virtues as whites.' The most forceful incarnation of this secularised universalism was Henri Gregoire, a Catholic priest who broke with Rome and helped to bring about the civil emancipation of French Jews in 1791, and then in 1794 the abolition of slavery in the French colonies.
For the past forty years, historians have been pointing to the limits and contradictions of French universalism. It did not extend to women, who obtained citizenship only in 1944. The inclusion of Jews was ambiguous: Gregoire considered them morally and physically degenerate and propounded their emancipation as a means of eradicating Judaism, especially through intermarriage with Christians. The abolition of slavery resulted from the insurrection of slaves themselves in Saint-Domingue rather than French revolutionary generosity. Gregoire welcomed emancipation but hoped that interracial marriages would dilute their Blackness. French universalism was even reversible. Slavery was reinstated between 1802 and 1848, and 19th-century France proved to be a cradle of modern antisemitism: Edouard Drumont's rabid denunciation of Jewish influence, La France juive, first published in 1886, was a European bestseller, with more than two hundred reprints by 1914.
How can we account for France's historical wavering on race, between an extraordinary openness to assimilation and outbursts of unashamed racism? William Nelson's Enlightenment Biopolitics offers an elegant solution to the puzzle. French revolutionaries held such extreme views, he argues, because the French Enlightenment pioneered scientific racism a century before adepts of Darwin built racist sandcastles on his theory of natural selection. This first scientific formulation of racial prejudice was rooted in the classification of plant and animal species conducted by Georges-Louis Leclerc, comte de Buffon. Near the beginning of his monumental Natural History (1749-88), Buffon addressed the classification of human beings. He maintained that there was a single human species, but stressed the differences between races. Although cautious not to challenge the Christian account of Creation openly, he sketched out what amounted to an early theory of evolution: 'White therefore seems to be the original colour of [human] Nature, which climate, food and customs alter and change into yellow, brown or black.' The 'most handsome and best built men' among the whites were to be found in the most temperate part of Europe, between the fortieth and fiftieth degrees of latitude. By a happy coincidence, Perpignan sits on the 42nd degree of latitude and Dunkirk on the 51st, so the French could be held as a model for the rest of mankind.
After the revolution undermined the authority of the Catholic Church, Jean-Baptiste de Lamarck put forward a more explicit theory of evolution based on transmutation and the preservation of acquired characteristics: 'transformism'. But Nelson, rather than revisiting the origins of evolutionism, is interested in the swift political impact of Buffon's views on race and degeneration. He traces the way Buffon's organicist conception of society permeated intellectual life, from Rousseau to the first political economists. The Buffonian emphasis on cross-breeding as a means of preventing degeneration inspired proto-eugenic schemes, including Charles-Augustin Vandermonde's Essay on the Manner of Improving the Human Species (1756), and the first practical projects of racial engineering in French colonies. These revolved around the creation of a mixed Euro-African race, in charge of military defence, while white masters would continue to direct the labour of Black slaves. In Paris, the Buffonian fear of degeneration encouraged plans for rounding up vagrants in labour camps and expelling Blacks and mixed-race people from France. It also reinforced the emphasis laid by political thinkers on the biological differences between men and women.
The most disturbing example of Buffonian biopolitics was a plan by the Abbe Sieyes to create 'a species between men and animals, a species capable of serving man for consumption and production'. These 'new races of anthropomorphic monkeys' would serve as the 'slaves' of modern citizens; the new species 'would have fewer needs and be less apt to excite human compassion' than African slaves. Sieyes was one of the most significant political figures of the French Revolution. His pamphlet What Is the Third Estate? (1789) kicked off events by justifying the turning of the Estates General into a Constituent Assembly in June 1789. (The Third Estate was 'everything', Sieyes argued in answer to his question, though it had so far been 'nothing' in the political order and aspired to become 'something'.) He also helped bring the revolution to an end, playing a crucial role in Napoleon's Brumaire coup of 1799.
Other revolutionary luminaries dabbled in Buffonian biological politics. The wild optimism of Condorcet's Sketch for a Historical Picture of the Progress of the Human Mind (1795) owed something to his appreciation of cross-breeding experiments by Buffon and his disciples: improvements in the 'physical' but also 'moral and intellectual faculties' of human beings could be 'transmitted' from one generation to the next, as shown by the 'various breeds of domestic animals'. This prefigured the inheritance of acquired characteristics that Lamarck used to buttress his conception of evolution: revolutionary ideology can be construed as political transformism. Similarly, Gregoire's belief in the powers of intermarriage to reverse the degeneration of Jews and Blacks derived from his adherence to Buffon's conception of race.
Buffonian organicism had a detectable influence on the French Enlightenment and revolutionary thinkers. But, as Nelson concedes, the political and social thinking of Condorcet, Gregoire and Sieyes was also grounded in other philosophical and theological traditions. Sieyes's bizarre fantasy of a new servile species, half-human and half-monkey, is expounded only in an unpublished and undated manuscript. Did he never publish these views because, as Nelson implies, they revealed too much about his inner convictions, or because they were unimportant to him? Nelson proves himself a disciple of Foucault, who saw the emergence of biopower (population control by nation-states) as a fundamental aspect of political modernity. Enlightenment Biopolitics also endorses Foucault's archaeological method, which focused on discarded fragments of the human past. The result is stimulating, but is likely to leave other kinds of historian sceptical.
Intellectual historians may take issue with Nelson's tendency to search for the origins of modern ideas, as when he casts Vandermonde as a eugenicist avant la lettre. While Vandermonde's project to improve the human species was concerned with the management of population, his own background - he was born in Macao of a French father and a Eurasian mother - and the tenor of his call for universal race-mixing make his ideas fundamentally different from late 19th and 20th-century projects of racial purification. Social historians, for their part, may find fault in Nelson's Foucauldian disregard for discrepancies between representation and practice. The Ancien Regime passed laws to ban racial intermarriage and expel Blacks and mixed-race people from the kingdom. But this outburst of anti-African racism was confined to elite circles and the laws met with so much indifference or opposition that they were barely enacted.
Nelson's argument about the role of secularisation in the emergence of a scientific discourse about race is more persuasive: 'In France, the science of man was particularly bold and influential because many of its leading practitioners broke free from theologically based explanations ... that attempted to demonstrate divine creation and predetermined natural order through empirical evidence.' Buffon paid lip service to Church doctrine only in order to preserve his elevated social position. Condorcet was an atheist. Gregoire supported the disestablishment of Roman Catholicism and became a bete noire of French Catholics. Sieyes considered organised religion 'the first enemy of man'. From 1750, France experienced a sharp decline in religious observance. Is racial thinking a consequence of godlessness? The popularity of a novel type of pseudo-scientific racism, inspired by Darwinian natural selection, coincided with a notable fall in religious observance in Britain and Germany after 1880. Perhaps our current obsession with race and ethnic identity owes something to a precipitous drop in religious identity: between the early 200os and the early 2020s, the proportion of respondents who declared 'no religion' rose from 14 to 29 per cent in the US General Social Survey and from 15 to 37 per cent in censuses for England and Wales.
In the wake  of the revolution, French scientists remained preoccupied with race, but their ideas became increasingly pessimistic. A loss of belief in the perfectibility of man led to the reinstatement of colonial slavery in 1802 and the restoration of the monarchy, under Napoleonic guise, in 1804. In a concluding chapter on the enduring influence of Buffonian ideas in 19th-century France, Nelson mentions Julien-Joseph Virey's advocacy of selective human breeding under Napoleon. Virey, a mediocre scientist, was an effective populariser of the new pseudo-scientific discourse about the inequality of races. In the bombastic prose of Histoire naturelle du genre humain (1801), accompanied by striking drawings of alleged racial types, the science of man became a paean to the superiority of white Europeans, or 'man par excellence', while other races were 'a vile mulch of barbarians'. Breaking with Buffon, Virey went so far as to claim that Black Africans were not a different race but a different species, making their regeneration impossible.
This hardening of ideas about race mattered because French science still enjoyed immense international prestige. Translated excerpts from Virey's Histoire naturelle were published in 1837 as a Natural History of the Negro Race at Charleston, the heart of America's cotton kingdom. Throughout the anglophone world and beyond, the French science of man served to inspire or legitimise increasingly strident assertions of immutable racial hierarchy. The Scottish surgeon Robert Knox, who claimed in Races of Men (1850) that 'race is everything: literature, science, art, in a word civilisation depends upon it,' completed his medical training in Paris in the 1820s. So did Josiah Clark Nott, a surgeon from South Carolina, who with the Egyptologist George Gliddon edited an influential compendium on the irremediable differences between races, Types of Mankind (1854). The career of Louis Agassiz, the Swiss-American founder of the Museum of Comparative Zoology at Harvard and another influential believer in the plurality of human species, began in Paris in the early 1830s.
Knox, Nott and Agassiz were disciples of the anti-evolutionist Georges Cuvier rather than Lamarck. (Cuvier explained geological change with reference to land upheavals, floods and other catastrophes, and argued that organisms did not evolve over time.) Unlike the transformists, they abhorred racial mixing. But they remained shaped by French debates and, like Tertius Lydgate in Middlemarch, could pass for 'first-rate' doctors because they had 'studied in Paris', even if their tendency to see in race the explanation of everything rather recalls Casaubon's vain quest for the key to all mythologies.
Many of the proponents of pseudo-scientific racism otherwise held progressive opinions. Virey supported the liberal revolution of 1830 and in a second edition of his Histoire du genre humain advocated the abolition of African slavery: Blacks, he maintained, 'are not our equals', but Europeans should 'hold out a protective hand to the weak'. Paul Broca, founder in 1859 and president for twenty years of the Societe d'Anthropologie de Paris, which sought to systematise attempts to rank races according to their physical characteristics, was a freethinker and ardent republican who ended his political career as senator for life under the Third Republic. Broca was a stalwart abolitionist, too, on the disturbing grounds that the end of slavery would do away with liberal hypocrisy and facilitate research on the inequality of races. He lamented in 1860 that, before the definitive abolition of 1848 in the French colonies,
the scientific question was replaced by a question of sentiments, and whoever wished for the abolition of slavery felt obliged to admit that Negroes were Caucasians whose skin has been darkened and the hair curled by the sun. Today, now that the two greatest civilised nations, France and England, have definitively emancipated the slaves, science can reclaim its rights without worrying about the sophistry of the slavers.

This intellectual context explains why French opposition to the theory of natural selection did not come from creationists: the main obstacle to its acceptance was a patriotic defence of transformist evolutionism. The statue of Lamarck erected in 1909 at the entrance to the Jardin des Plantes still taunts British visitors with the inscription: 'Au fondateur de la doctrine de l'evolution'. Natural selection, since it emphasised innate characteristics, served to harden beliefs in racial hierarchies and dispel the earlier enthusiasm for race-mixing. Prefacing the first translation into French of The Origin of Species in 1862, Clemence Royer, another freethinker and a women's rights advocate, held Darwin's findings as proof that 'superior races [are] destined to supersede inferior races, and not to mix and merge with them.' Transformist racism is abhorrent, but its emphasis on racial mixing as a panacea for the world's troubles makes it slightly less repulsive than the racism grounded in natural selection which came to fascinate European intellectuals at the turn of the 20th century.
Nelson's book is a reminder that France or at least French elites used to speak about race a lot. So where does the resistance to a frank debate about racial discrimination in modern French society come from, if not the hallowed republican tradition? It seems more likely that it was a reaction against the collaborationist Nazi racism of the Vichy regime in 1940-44. Germany and Italy also strictly ban the collection of data based on ethnic or racial origin. Since French censuses in Algeria continued to distinguish between Europeans and Muslims until independence in 1962, the ban is probably designed to suppress memories of colonisation as well as collaboration. It is an instance of historical rather than colour blindness.
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Collective Property, Private Control
Laleh Khalili

4129 wordsYou may remember  Palantir as the company that was given access to all of NHS England's data in November 2023, in order to create a Federated Data Platform. The cost was PS330 million - the largest NHS technology contract to date. Palantir's first sales pitch to a UK agency came much earlier, in 2008, when its representatives gave a demo to an enthusiastic audience at GCHQ. At some point after that, GCHQ appears to have acquired Palantir software, despite misgivings about the use of a commercial product to store national intelligence. Project Gotham, Palantir's main data-mining application, is used by the US military and security services and by approved allies, including the UK and Israel.
Data is the most valuable commodity in Silicon Valley. Technology firms collect it on a vast scale; find patterns in it to make billions from advertising; use it to train artificial intelligence models; and sell tools for analysing it to anyone who will pay. Palantir claims that its software allows customers hampered by incompatible digital platforms - an old IBM mainframe running COBOL programs, for instance, alongside a network of computers with UNIX operating systems, Excel spreadsheets, SQL databases and so on - to find information they never knew they had. Its name comes from the indestructible crystal balls in The Lord of the Rings. The wizard Saruman's misplaced faith in this uncertain technology, which provides only a partial view of events, eventually leads to his downfall.
The head of Palantir UK is Louis Mosley, a Tory activist and the grandson of Oswald Mosley. The company's seed money was furnished by In-Q-Tel, which functions as the CIA's private venture capital firm. One of Palantir's founders, the billionaire Peter Thiel, described Christopher Columbus as 'the first multiculturalist', accused Aime Cesaire of not understanding the transcendental value of The Tempest and advocates for cyberspace, outer space and sea-steading as routes of escape from 'the unthinking demos'. His co-founders include Joe Lonsdale, better known for footing the bill for the 'anti-woke' University of Austin (its first cohort matriculated last autumn), and Alex Karp, Thiel's classmate at Stanford, now Palantir's CEO and the author, with Nicholas Zamiska, of The Technological Republic, a critique of Silicon Valley's unadventurousness that effectively serves as a sales brochure for his firm.
Karp prides himself in being a rebel and disruptor and describes himself as a 'socialist' (his socialism may need some sort of qualifier). He is, more than anything else, a consummate salesman. He appears on Palantir's earnings calls dressed in standard-issue white T-shirts and with a quasi-punk haircut. He rattles off quarterly earnings and throws out jargon like 'ontology' and 'user-centred machine learning' as if Palantir invented them. (Object-oriented ontology was already in vogue in the 1990s with the spread of the C++ programming language; user-centred machine learning simply entails a human user tweaking an algorithm by designating elements of the data as relevant or irrelevant, correct or incorrect - a bit like choosing attributes for a potential partner on a dating app.) At the end of one earnings call, which you can watch on YouTube, Karp throws his arms above his head and announces:
We have dedicated our company to the service of the West and the United States of America. And we're super-proud of the role we play, especially in places we can't talk about ... Palantir is here to disrupt and make the institutions we partner with the very best in the world, and when it's necessary to scare enemies and, on occasion, kill them.

In the same call, Palantir's chief technology officer, Shyam Sankar, argues that the US is at war with China, that China is using fentanyl as a weapon against US citizens, and that the Belt and Road Initiative is a means of forcing other nations into 'indentured servitude' to the Chinese Communist Party. Sankar regularly denounces the Pentagon's 'monopsony' power, the 'deep state' and the dominance of the 'primes' - the five major aerospace and electronics contractors: Lockheed Martin, Boeing, Northrop Grumman, Raytheon and General Dynamics - which he characterises as lumbering giants holding back the US military's technological capabilities.
This complaint is also central to Raj Shah and Christopher Kirchhoff's Unit X. Shah is a former fighter pilot who, while bombing Iraq in 2006, discovered that US air force jets lacked widely available and inexpensive GPS mapping software. Kirchhoff, whose Cambridge doctoral thesis was called 'Fixing the National Security State', worked as an adviser to the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and later to the National Security Council under Obama. The two men met at the Pentagon in 2015 and the next year joined the Defence Innovation Unit set up in Silicon Valley by the then secretary of defence, Ash Carter. In his previous role as undersecretary of defence for acquisition, technology and logistics, Carter had chafed at the Pentagon's complex, incongruous and impenetrable procurement practices.
Obama had attempted to woo West Coast technology entrepreneurs without much success. The former CEO of Google, Eric Schmidt, was the main exception: he endorsed Obama in 2008, managed the data analytics for his 2012 election campaign and was described as the administration's chief technology officer. Just before leaving office in 2016, Obama appointed him to the Pentagon's Defence Innovation Board. Carter also invited In-Q-Tel to use Pentagon money to acquire new technologies. In the mirror world of US defence tech, it seems that the Pentagon is wooing a reticent Silicon Valley, not the other way round.
The US Department of Defence is a leviathan. In 2024, its budget was $800 billion, nearly 40 per cent of the global spending on defence, and more than that of the next nine countries (including Russia, China and Saudi Arabia) combined. As if this wasn't enough, Trump has increased next year's budget request by 30 per cent, to more than $1 trillion: $962 billion for the Pentagon and $107 billion for the Department of Homeland Security. This doesn't include the $100 billion allocated to eighteen federal agencies dedicated to intelligence gathering.
The structure of the Department of Defence can seem impenetrable. There are deputy secretaries, under-secretaries and assistant secretaries to whom various agencies and field activity offices report. The heads of the army, the navy and the air force are members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff on the military side. The Combatant Commands under the Joint Chiefs are largely organised around geographic areas, sitting alongside the Special Operations Command, Transportation Command and Strategic Command. The department employs almost three million civilian and military staff. This doesn't include contractors in US or overseas installations, or those who provide products and services to the Pentagon. More than 170,000 active-duty troops are stationed at 750 US military bases overseas. The department is the largest institutional consumer of petroleum and producer of greenhouse gases in the world.
Since 2001, the Pentagon has spent $14 trillion, between a third and a half of which was spent on contractors. In 2023 alone, 55 per cent of defence appropriations were outsourced. A good chunk of the money was spent on LOGCAP, the Logistics Civil Augmentation Programme, set up under Reagan to privatise military food provision, construction, civilian base maintenance and transportation. The beneficiaries are firms such as Halliburton, once chaired by the former vice president Dick Cheney. Some of the payments are to companies that supply overseas 'force protection', as Blackwater did during the war on Iraq. In 2022 Pfizer received $16.7 billion to provide Covid vaccines for US forces. But the rest goes to the development of weapons and technologies of war - tanks, aircraft, aircraft carriers, software, electronic equipment, satellites etc - by the 'primes'. Silicon Valley wants a piece of this bounty.
When  colonists in North America began to mobilise against British rule, the army found itself short of the engineering skills required for fighting a war. Many French officers joined the Continental Army as sappers and miners, and as builders of fortifications, trenches, naval batteries, ammunition stores and protective walls. Even before the colonies declared independence, George Washington ensured that the Continental Army had a chief engineer; the founding of the US Army Corps of Engineers followed that of the United States itself by just three years.
In 1802, Congress authorised the founding of the US Military Academy at West Point and the Engineers' Corps was tasked with supervising it. In the following century, the corps was at the heart of US colonial expansion westwards and into the Caribbean, as well as being central to wars against Britain, Mexico, the Confederacy and Spain. Army engineers built aqueducts, dams and canals, dredged and fortified rivers, built roads and ports and harbours, and eventually provided support to railway development across the continent. In the so-called Indian Wars of the 19th century, infrastructure was designed simultaneously for civilian use by settlers and to aid the enclosure, expropriation and pacification of Indigenous communities.
The manufacture of armaments was a different matter. The colonial reliance on foreign manufacturing and materiel was anathema to the military men who were procuring the weaponry for the new republic, even as they made use of French methods of military engineering. Federal arsenals and armouries at Springfield, Massachusetts and Harpers Ferry, Virginia had foundries for the manufacture and storage of arms. The Ordnance Department, mandated by Congress to oversee the armouries, was soon given authority to procure from private firms. The historian Merritt Roe Smith has shown that it oversaw the standardised and automated industrial processes that came to be known as the 'American system of manufacturing'. Novel methods of production entailed the 'division of labour and application of machinery in the production of firearms with interchangeable parts'. The federal armouries competed against private weapons manufacturers and supposedly acted as the standard against which the probity of suppliers' estimates could be measured.
Shipbuilding was another area in which US military investment underwrote the expansion of heavy industry. By the end of the 19th century, the navy had phased out wooden-hulled ships in favour of iron-clad and later steel-hulled vessels. Initially, the construction of such ships in federal yards was possible only by procuring high-grade steel from Britain. But Congress wanted to facilitate local industry. Senator John Miller of California, a former general in the Union Army, argued in favour of 'constructing American men-of-war from American material, by American workmen, to be manned by American seamen, and to be used in the service of the government of the United States'.
In response, the Department of the Navy, seeking to build up a fleet that would enable it to seize islands in the Caribbean and Pacific, cultivated relationships with Carnegie Brothers and the steel companies Bethlehem and Midvale. The historian Benjamin Cooling has described the four decades before the First World War as 'the birth of the US military-industrial complex', and traces its characteristics - 'kickbacks, cost overruns, favoured contractors, political interest in defence-related industries' - back to this early marriage between US navy procurement and firms engaged in steel production and shipbuilding.
Some of the oldest and best-known American corporations got their start by feeding the insatiable hunger of the US military. DuPont was founded in 1802 at the behest of Thomas Jefferson to manufacture 'black powder' (a mixture of saltpetre, sulphur and charcoal) for the army. Over the next hundred years it specialised in gunpowder and explosives, until diversifying in the early 20th century into the production of other chemical compounds and later into nylon and rayon textiles. When industry was mobilised during the Second World War, DuPont's chemical engineers were put in charge of the production of the plutonium that was used on Nagasaki in August 1945. Dow Chemicals, founded in 1897, was also indebted to warmaking for its fabulous profits. It provided magnesium (used in the manufacture of plane hulls) and styrene (used to make synthetic rubber) to the Department of War, enabling massive corporate expansion. The air force used Dow's herbicides and defoliants, including Agent Orange, to destroy jungle cover and food crops used by guerrillas in Vietnam.
Napalm was developed in 1942 at Harvard by a team of scientists from the US Chemical Warfare Service. It is a sticky gel containing a gasoline-based incendiary, which clings to and burns whatever it touches. CWS scientists tested the viability of napalm as an airborne weapon by rigging bats with tiny napalm bombs and letting them loose in various testing grounds in the US. Once it was considered deadly enough to be of use, napalm was manufactured by Dow in large quantities and then deployed in the firebombings of Berlin and Tokyo. Robert Neer, a historian of napalm, quotes a Japanese medical professor describing the carnage: 'There was no one to rescue. If you touched one of the roasted bodies, the flesh would crumble in your hand. Humanity was reduced to its chemical properties, turned into carbon.' Dow's first subsidiary outside the US was established in Japan in 1952, where it supplied the US in its war on Korea. The US military also used napalm in Iraq in 1991 and during the so-called war on terror.
In the later 20th century, the relationship between the military and industry became closer still. By the 1950s, as Roe Smith shows, military enterprise was behind the development of 'computers, sonar, radar, jet engines, swept-wing aircraft, insecticides, transistors, fire and weather-resistant clothing, antibacterial drugs, numerically controlled machine tools, high-speed integrated circuits [and] nuclear power'. The Pentagon not only funded the development of new products but also controlled the diffusion of knowledge about new technologies: the attendees at Bell Labs' first industry-wide demonstration of the transistor in 1951 were vetted by the Department of Defence. Transistors were particularly important in the following decade because they were integrated into long-range missile systems.
Space and nuclear technology were the engines of the Cold War missile race between the US and Soviet Union. The Pentagon saw space as a new frontier for reconnaissance and surveillance satellites, and for experiments in meteorology and communication, supersonic flights and high-altitude aviation. US Brigadier General Homer Boushey (a name ripped from Dr Strangelove) gave a speech to the Washington Aero Club in 1958 about the merits of establishing 'a retaliation base of unequalled advantage' on the Moon, from where missiles, hidden on the dark side, would zero in on the Earth. The US was already the only country to have used nuclear weapons in war; that same year it secretly tested a nuclear weapon on the edge of outer space.
Around the same time, the Army Ballistic Missiles Agency, the Jet Propulsion Laboratory and other military bodies gave a briefing about their plans for space colonisation to Boeing, Republic Aviation, Douglas Aircraft, General Electric and several other firms. The companies suggested that such a programme would cost around $20 billion. In the end, the military and Nasa spent possibly as much as $50 billion to land a man on the Moon. Much of that, of course, was channelled to the manufacturers of the spacecraft, launch vehicles and auxiliary equipment. A 1960 guide to Investing in American Industries phlegmatically notes that since the early 1930s, 'no airliner programme of any size has been developed without some military aid' and that 'aid from the Pentagon will remain prerequisite to major advances in the state of the art of commercial air transport.'
The justification usually made for such expenditure is that the $50 billion funded inventions which had more widespread uses: LED lamps, artificial limbs, even the nutrient additives in baby formula. Perhaps the biggest beneficiaries were electronics firms. The microprocessors sold by Intel were invented in conjunction with the Pentagon. Programming languages like COBOL and FORTRAN were written in labs funded by the Pentagon. The internet emerged out of ARPANET (Advanced Research Projects Agency Network), created in 1969 to connect UCLA, UC Santa Barbara, Stanford and the University of Utah to the Pentagon. Sensors that recognise motion (and turn on lights or a tap) or heat (and turn off the oven or your smartphone) were developed during the Second World War and tested in Vietnam to track and bomb guerrillas on the Ho Chi Minh Trail (though the guerrillas easily confounded them with decoys).
In the US the debate over lavish defence spending takes place between conservatives who want to concentrate defence spending in a few firms (preferably run by their allies) and liberal hawks who want to spread the munificence far and wide and use it as an engine of growth. This narrow set of options has shaped the US defence apparatus all the way from The Federalist Papers to DOGE. Whatever the domestic repercussions, the US imperial machine gets the money it needs. Franklin Roosevelt's secretary of war, Henry Stimson, was sanguine about this: 'If you are going to try to go to war, or to prepare for war, in a capitalist country, you have got to let business make money out of the process or business won't work.' The journalist I.F. Stone put it differently: the firms getting rich on public funding were 'collective property but under private control'.
According to the historian Ira Katznelson, between 1808 and 1848 federal military spending accounted 'for at least 72 per cent of the total each year and sometimes up to 94 per cent of federal spending'. After 1848, as the federal government expanded its civilian bureaucracy, the military still accounted for around half of all federal expenditure. In the years between the Civil War and the First World War, even as the national debt and government deficit soared, defence expenditure remained steady at around a quarter of the budget, before rising again to 80 per cent during the Second World War.
In 1969, as the US air force rained defoliants, napalm and bombs on Indochina and the US army hunted guerrillas in the jungles and river deltas of Vietnam, the former commander in chief of US forces there, General William Westmoreland, had a fantasy:
On the battlefield of the future, enemy forces will be located, tracked and targeted almost instantaneously through the use of data links, computer assisted intelligence evaluation, and automated fire control ... Today, machines and technology are permitting economy of manpower on the battlefield ... But the future offers even more possibilities for economy ... With co-operative effort, no more than ten years should separate us from the automated battlefield.

Fifty-six years later, in March this year, the Atlantic Council published a report with a crude AI-generated cover image of soldiers seated at computers with a giant Reaper drone hovering above. The Final Report of the Commission on Software-Defined Warfare recommends that the Pentagon 'rapidly transform from a hardware-centric organisation reliant on Industrial Age practices and legacy software to a software-centric one more prepared to meet the demands of deterring and combating Digital Age threats'. The recommendations are just what the Defence Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) has been waiting to hear for six decades.
DARPA was originally managed by a relatively small group of scientists and engineers who guided scientific research in top-tier universities and industry labs, and provided long-term research funding. The agency, which had already spawned the internet, was also an incubator for the development of supercomputers, microprocessors and artificial intelligence (or in the words of J.C.R. Licklider, who worked there, 'man-computer symbiosis'), as well as the Strategic Computing Initiative (SCI) of the Reagan years, out of which battlefield automation, drone technology, advanced command and control systems and data-mining and intelligence analysis projects were born. In The Closed World (1996), a magisterial history of Cold War computing in the US, Paul Edwards argued that to make the SCI's extravagant budget palatable to the public, DARPA touted the commercial applications of such innovations and 'frequently gave Japanese competition equal billing with military need in promoting the plan'.
The Pentagon's plans  for a 'revolution in military affairs' - the introduction of automation and information technology into all aspects of warfighting - weren't revolutionary enough for Silicon Valley technology firms and their venture capitalist patrons. In 2016, Thiel and Palantir successfully sued the army over its plans to develop its own in-house data-mining and intelligence analysis system rather than use Palantir's commercially available software. Thiel was following in the footsteps of Elon Musk, whose SpaceX, using the same attorney, had sued the US air force for not awarding it the contract to launch military satellites.
Shah and Kirchhoff of the Defence Innovation Unit found Palantir and SpaceX's legal actions useful: 'Little by little, the lawsuits were forcing the Pentagon to rethink its acquisition process - in part by shaming the DoD and exposing to the public its outdated, oligopolistic methods.' Their book names another start-up, Anduril, as one of the firms that benefited from these lawsuits. Anduril - named after Aragorn's sword in The Lord of the Rings; the sword is also known as the Flame of the West - was set up by Trae Stephens, a former army intelligence officer and Palantir alumnus, and Palmer Luckey, a young inventor who had sold his virtual reality headset to Meta for $2 billion. Stephens and Luckey, who planned to produce software to control swarms of drones, received advice from the Defence Innovation Unit and funding from Andreessen Horowitz, one of Silicon Valley's biggest venture capital firms. One of Anduril's products is a miniature stealth drone that senses motion and is used overseas by the US military, and by the Departments of Homeland Security and Customs and Border Protection inside the US and along its borders.
Although the billionaire start-up founders and defence tech venture capitalists like to think of themselves as scrappy underdogs fighting the ogres of congressional oversight and unhelpful Pentagon bureaucrats, they have already shifted the patterns of technology ownership not only in commercial spaces, but in the military itself. Instead of the Pentagon - or any other public or private institution - owning the software they pay for, corporations now turn their products into 'services'. They retain control of these services through a subscription model which ensures continuous rent extraction and the ability of the corporations not only to update or fix the software remotely (and get paid handsomely for it) but also to switch it off at source (as Musk briefly removed Ukraine's access to his Starlink satellites in 2023).
Musk has since muddied the waters further. The White House has become an advertising backdrop for Tesla, with Trump posing beside the cars; the State Department planned to procure armoured Teslas worth $400 million; and as part of Trump's tariff and trade orders, Marco Rubio's diplomats have been badgering other countries to lower their regulatory thresholds for satellite communications. Starlink is named in the diplomatic cables.
Palantir provides a platform for start-ups to access military data useful for pitching projects to the Pentagon. It also offers companies the chance to 'build their software atop Apollo and Rubix, two already accredited platforms built by Palantir', presumably in order to guarantee deeper defence dependency on its services. Andreessen Horowitz has a web page dedicated to 'DoD Contracting for Startups 101'. Pitching to the Pentagon requires patience, it warns, but 'defence contracts offer not just funding, but also long-term sustainment.' Marc Andreessen is the author of the self-aggrandising 'Techno-Optimist Manifesto', which includes a list of enemies (such as universities, the woke mind virus, degrowth, sustainability and, inexplicably, 'Thomas Sowell's Unconstrained Vision, Alexander Kojeve's Universal and Homogeneous State, Thomas More's Utopia') and demands a return to the origins of Western civilisation, which was built, he claims, on technology.
Karp's book is a call for Silicon Valley to heed its 'affirmative obligation to participate in the defence of the nation and the articulation of a national project'. He criticises Silicon Valley's focus on advertising and customer service, the 'defanging of Germany' and the 'highly theatrical commitment to Japanese pacifism'. The US, he warns, has not come to terms with 'the rise of an assertive and capable China as well as a newly ambitious Russia'. The correct response to this state of affairs is, of course, to invest in the technologies that Palantir, Anduril and others provide.
The United States was born in war and has waged a war of some sort in every year of its existence. Silicon Valley knows that war is good for business. And many of its most powerful people want us to stop worrying about frivolities like ethics or ecology and love the bomb. In Male Fantasies (1977), a psychoanalytic reading of the rise of fascism in Germany, Klaus Theweleit described the ecstatic commitment of the Freikorps to their mission. What a soldier demands is 'a war in which he experiences the whole of his being and his future potential. In and across the machines with which he sets off to war, the man consolidates his existence as man; it may be in war that he becomes a man in the first place.' For the armchair techno-warriors of Silicon Valley, the barbarians at the gate are a useful solution.
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Pinstriped Tycoon
Hal Foster

4790 wordsWhen a man  tips his hat on the street, we take it as a friendly greeting. That's what it means to read visual signs 'iconographically', Erwin Panofsky writes in his classic essay 'Iconography and Iconology: An Introduction to the Study of Renaissance Art', from 1939 (when men still wore hats and some were friendly). The tipping of the hat, he speculates, began as a chivalric gesture, the removing of the helmet to show that one was unarmed (the handshake might have had a similar long-lost origin). 'In Panofsky, iconographies are rarely hostile,' Joseph Leo Koerner notes in Art in a State of Siege, and themes of 'peaceful accord' abound in their shared field of Renaissance art, as in the friendship portraits exchanged by humanists such as Erasmus and Thomas More. Panofsky underscored artistic amity for political reasons as well. A German Jew who left for the United States in 1931, he saw art as central to 'the civilising process' (to borrow a phrase from Norbert Elias, another German Jew in exile). For Panofsky, Koerner argues, artworks 'exemplified elective affinities' and past cultures could be regarded as 'friends' too. Moreover, simply 'by surviving, humanism validated its claim that humanity has a common ground,' a conviction that 'faced an enemy' in Hitler and the Nazis.
Modern aesthetics advanced the cause of amity in other ways as well, by implying that a well-composed artwork encourages a well-composed viewer, that art teaches disinterested contemplation (or 'sublimation'), and that aesthetic judgment invites us to agree (or at least to agree to disagree) with one another. All this is inscribed in any aesthetic model informed by Kant, and Panofsky was a neo-Kantian, as were influential critics of the postwar period such as Clement Greenberg. For good and bad, these aesthetic assumptions no longer suit our traumatophilic age, and art history has shifted away from Panofsky towards another foundational figure, Aby Warburg, who was drawn to the dark powers of images and to the transmission of passionate expressions over time (he called them Pathosformeln). Warburg often felt besieged - he suffered a nervous breakdown during the First World War, which he saw as the destruction of civilisation - and Koerner feels some of the same pressures in our own time: 'Today's greeting gets its iconography from a state of siege.' Hence one question that animates his brilliant book: 'What about images that treat their intended viewers as foes, approaching them with bad intent? What happens to meaning in the visual arts when, instead of friendship paintings, we encounter their antithesis: not enemies depicted in painting, not enemies of painting as an art, but enemy paintings as such?'
[image: ] 'Seven Deadly Sins and the Four Last Things' (c.1500) by Hieronymus Bosch.




Koerner first broached this question in Bosch and Bruegel: From Enemy Painting to Everyday Life (2016), and his new book returns to Bosch, whom Panofsky found too alien to appreciate. During his lifetime Bosch was well known as a 'devil-maker', a persona he advanced even with his name. 'Hieronymus' was a nod to St Jerome, the ascetic translator of the Bible who withdrew 'from the pleasures of the world only to be besieged by temptations from within'; while 'Bosch', which he adopted as his signature, encoded not only his Netherlandish home town, 's-Hertogenbosch, but also, as Koerner puts it, 'ideas of sylvan obscurity [bosch means 'forest'], unruly matter and metaphysical evil'. Bosch painted Jerome a few times. In one image he appears stripped of his cardinal's robes and prostrate in a gnarly wilderness, with only a crucifix wedged between his arms for cold comfort. As might be expected, Bosch also depicted Jerome severely tested by demons.
In Temptation of Saint Anthony (c.1501), though, the torment isn't Anthony's alone; the right panel of the triptych shows a Netherlandish town like 's-Hertogenbosch stormed by Turkish troops. 'The demonic siege of the Christian self,' Koerner comments, 'thus expands to encompass the entire ecumene.' It continues in the present, and not only in the perceived Muslim threat to Europe, as Koerner details in a bravura reading of Adoration of the Magi (c.1490-1500). In this 'decisive scene of amity', the three kings, Caspar, Melchior and Balthasar, strangers from distant lands and representatives of foreign religions, are welcomed to honour the newborn Christ. Yet the friendly gathering at the stable is crashed by an enigmatic figure, whom Panofsky identified as King Herod but Koerner, citing Lotte Brand Philip, sees as 'the Jewish Messiah arrived as Antichrist' already at the Nativity, noting that 'Christians expected Antichrist to be temporally ubiquitous, circulating through world history.' That a fiend often lurks behind a friend is a lesson Bosch teaches again and again.
The siege of the Christian self wasn't only external; it came from within Christendom too. Bosch died in 1516, just a year before Luther is said to have tacked his 95 theses to the church door in Wittenberg. He was working on the cusp of the Reformation, and his devilish depictions of monks, priests and popes could be viewed as anti-clerical. Of course, the Reformation ushered in an age of iconoclasm, with images attacked as idols, indeed as enemies. Bosch 'therefore played a potentially dangerous game', Koerner argues in Bosch and Bruegel: not only did he produce paintings of foes but, in a troubling ambiguity, his own pictures could be taken either as idols or as critiques of the same. Most important, he developed a distinctive category of enemy art and weaponised it:
Enemy painting had a purpose beyond simply the depiction of enemies (Satan, devils, heretics, ethnically suspect groups, the alluring world itself), beyond also the perilously playful fashioning of a malignant artistic self. It had a political function as well: that of fostering a wide-ranging but serviceable enmity between a victimised 'us' and an aggressively hostile if secretive 'them'. Nebulous in its identity, but - through Bosch's pictorial power - visually concrete, this postulated enemy could be conveniently mobilised to arouse enmity toward lesser enemies (e.g. the outsider, the poor, the neighbour), thus befitting viewers of the type documented as Bosch's chief clientele: powerful overlords seeking to manage forces resisting their rule, often through the imposition in their territories of legal states of exception.

These overlords included Burgundian dukes and Habsburg kings such as Philip the Fair and Philip II, who often laid siege to Netherlandish towns even as they sometimes commissioned Bosch or, later, collected his paintings.
In Bosch and Bruegel Koerner drew on the writings of Carl Schmitt, the Nazi jurist who theorised the state of exception (whereby a sovereign leader suspends the rule of law) and reduced politics to a fundamental opposition between friend and foe. Art in a State of Siege elaborates on this dangerous thought, with the knowledge that Schmitt was obsessed with Bosch, as was Wilhelm Fraenger, an art historian with whom Schmitt corresponded from prison in 1947 as he awaited possible prosecution for war crimes (he was eventually sent home). Fraenger, whose monograph on Bosch is still consulted today, believed he had cracked the code of The Garden of Earthly Delights (c.1500). The triptych shows God with Adam and Eve in Eden on the left panel, and Hell with demonic mutants and devilish doings on the right (where Bosch includes a possible self-portrait). However, interpretation of the central scene - which Koerner calls, oxymoronically yet exactly, a 'hostile carousel of love' - is disputed to this day. For Fraenger there was a simple solution: The Garden was not a typical altarpiece but a cult object of a secret sect of Adamites, a group, intermittent since the early Christian period, which held that, since we are made in the image of God, we can regain paradise through our bodies, that is, through sex. Fraenger was wrong - Bosch didn't know about the sect, which wasn't active in his time anyway - but, as Koerner admits, this 'vision of a paradise of lust cannot be unseen'.
Certainly Schmitt couldn't unsee it, though he turned it on its head. He took Bosch to be a painter of enmity, not love, and understood the prime enemy in The Garden to be 'the egomaniac', as figured in the central panel of human commingling: 'This is nature and natural law, suspension of self-alienation and self-externalisation in a problem-free corporeality: the Adamitic happiness of the garden of earthly delights that Hieronymus Bosch cast in white nakedness upon a panel.' The idea of paradise on earth was anathema to Catholic conservatives like Schmitt. Such a materialistic understanding of world history overrode the foundational fact of original sin, and such a naive theory of innate virtue was 'more gruesome than the state of nature in Hobbes' (reactionary modernists like T.E. Hulme and Wyndham Lewis believed much the same thing). In short, as Koerner ventriloquises Schmitt, 'the "ridiculous vitality" of carnal desire destroys the principles of matrimony, patriarchy and dominion to which life must be bound.' As Koerner puts it, what was for Fraenger the 'Adamic happiness of the garden of earthly delights' was for Schmitt in 1947 a 'sinister vision of liberal democracy as an evil machine'. Somehow in his Nuremberg jail Schmitt played the victim.
In Bosch everyone is under siege - a paranoid mentality, pervasive during his time, which he conveyed more vividly than any other artist. 'On a cosmic level,' Koerner writes, 'there was the old foe, Satan, whose rebellion God crushed, seeding the enmity that would bring Eve and Adam low. On a geopolitical level, the enemies could be distant ones, like the Turks or the Hussites, or neighbouring adversaries, like Guelders was to Brabant. Enemies lurked in the hearth and home' as well. Since Satan and the serpent, then, evil and enmity had been 'built into the structure' of things. Even The Hay Wain (c.1512-15), whose central panel is a riotous parade of peasant life, 'places the world in its everyday unfolding between the beginning in Eden and the end in Hell,' from which the mighty (a pope, an emperor, a king) are hardly exempt. While Israel is attacked in the Old Testament and Christ is hounded in the New Testament, everybody is threatened by the Last Judgment, and 'at bottom', Koerner suggests, 'the artist's paintings are all Last Judgments.' In The Seven Deadly Sins (c.1500), which 'wraps scenes of vicious humanity around its oculus containing Christ', the emergency becomes our own. For Koerner this panel, which he deems 'the most perfect key' to Bosch, besieges us in the present, too, revealing 'what, when God turns away in wrath, our end will be'.
Koerner demonstrates how adept Bosch is at the vivid depiction of 'dangerous moments', a term that summons yet another Bosch enthusiast and friend of Schmitt: Ernst Junger. This reactionary militarist-author not only exulted in a modern life given over to technological disruption, but also celebrated the capacity of new media such as high-speed photography and film to capture sudden scenes of disaster and death. This emphasis alerts Koerner to another shift in aesthetic orientation. After the philosopher Gotthold Lessing divided the arts into spatial and temporal categories in Laocoon (1766), it was long thought that, if a static medium like painting were to convey historical or mythological events effectively, it must present the most 'pregnant' moment in the narrative. (This imperative continued in abstract painting whenever it was called on to be instantaneous, present to us all at once.) Koerner complicates the neoclassical paradigm of the pregnant moment with Junger's notion of the perilous one, pushing it both backwards and forwards in art history: 'A dangerous Augenblick for dangerous times, Bosch's art gave form to every viewer's imagined enemy.' The Garden of Earthly Delights was designed 'to act like a time bomb set to detonate in every dangerous here and now'.
Art in a State of Siege is itself a triptych. Along with Bosch, Koerner takes up two other artists attuned to dangerous moments: Max Beckmann, a German painter, damaged psychologically in the First World War, who was a near contemporary of Schmitt and Junger; and William Kentridge, a white South African shaped by anti-apartheid struggles, and Koerner's near contemporary. The Bosch chapter, which takes up half the book, comes first; the comparatively brief Beckmann essay serves as a bridge between Bosch, a scholarly subject for Koerner, and Kentridge, to whose work he is personally committed.
The Beckmann chapter examines the Hell portfolio (1919), a series of eleven lithographs that conjures postwar Germany as 'an infernal city', replete with maimed veterans, street fighters, prostitutes, politicians, cops and capitalists, all staples of Expressionist and Dadaist art. In his subsequent pictures, where his confrontational style becomes cooler, Beckmann turns to the 'collective emergency state' that was the Weimar Republic. This condition wasn't only psychological; Friedrich Ebert, the Social Democrat who presided over the first six years of the volatile republic, declared no fewer than 136 states of emergency. The Weimar constitution, co-authored by Max Weber, provided for this action through its notorious Article 48, which allowed laws to be suspended 'if public security and order are seriously endangered'. Hence the definition that Schmitt presented as early as 1922: 'Sovereign is he who decides on the exception' - a formula that gave legal cover to the Nazi dictatorship to come.
In this tumultuous period, Koerner writes, the belief that 'the objectified will of one exceptional subjectivity should lead the collective was widespread,' a claim that permits him to link Beckmann to Schmitt across a great political divide. Here Koerner draws on a manifesto Beckmann wrote in 1927, 'The Artist and the State', which treats artistic sovereignty as a model of political sovereignty: 'The artist, in the new sense of the times, is the conscious shaper of the transcendent idea ... It is from him alone that the law of a new culture can emanate.' As Koerner glosses Beckmann, the Schmittian decider is 'not a prince, president or dictator, but the artist'. But how sincere is Beckmann here? He painted the artist as a clown as often as a king. At the same time he also specified that 'the new priest of this new cultural centre must be dressed in dark suits or on state occasions appear in tuxedo,' and his Self-Portrait in Tuxedo, also from 1927, fits this bill exactly. According to Beckmann, 'balance' is the goal in art as well as in government (a notion that Schmitt would scorn), and Koerner argues that Beckmann intended 'his painted likeness to be the concrete instance of balance achieved'. However, if this is equilibrium it is very fraught, as Koerner demonstrates in one of his many ekphrastic tours de force. The composition hangs on a palette-knife edge between light and shadow, black and white; the opposite of a friendly gentleman tipping his hat on the street, the tuxedoed artist confronts us, glowering, his right hand cocked at his hip, his left nonchalantly holding a burning cigarette. 'What we have here,' Beckmann claimed, 'is a picture of ourselves. Art is the mirror of God embodied by man.' For Koerner this version of authority challenges us almost as much as the omniscient one presented by Bosch: 'Like Bosch's dangerous tableaux that warn, "Beware, God sees," Beckmann's Self-Portrait dramatises its sovereign apriority, as it will be looking at you before you glimpse it, and after.'
[image: ]'Self-Portait in Tuxedo' (1933-35) by Max Beckmann.




Yet Koerner also detects a troublesome doubling here: even as Beckmann offered a vision of Germany antipodal to that of the Nazis, he believed, like Goebbels, that 'a statesman is an artist.' Might the presumption of sovereignty be the problem, not the solution? The Dadaists thought so; they mocked all authority mercilessly, and their subversive activities made them a target. The Nazis featured the movement prominently in the Degenerate 'Art' show in 1937, a chaotic display of avant-garde work staged in Munich (with several subsequent stops) as the despised other of the insipidly neoclassical pieces on view in the Great German Art exhibition across the street. Indeed, for Koerner the Degenerate 'Art' show exemplifies the modern use of enemy art, in which 'the enemy's own images' are exposed to enmity. 'We are going to toss out their old idols on a scale never seen before,' the curator, Adolf Ziegler, declared, and the Nazis enacted this iconoclasm in full, seizing, selling or stashing (when not simply destroying) avant-garde works of many kinds.
Like Bosch, Beckmann favoured triptychs. Departure (1932-35) was the first of nine that he made; apparently, he liked the way that this once exalted format could only appear degraded, almost weird, in a modern setting. Although, according to Koerner, the painting 'sustains the myth of artistic sovereignty launched in Self-Portrait in Tuxedo', the authority depicted in Departure is either out of control or in deep distress, or both. The outer panels present two hellish scenes of torture and murder, with various figures bound, hacked and hung upside down, while the central episode stages the titular departure in the form of a small royal entourage adrift in a boat. The fisher king here is as barren as the one imagined by Eliot a decade before.
Despite  the derangement and despair registered in paintings such as Departure and Death (1938), Beckmann appeared to the young Kentridge as 'a beacon for endangered souls'. Kentridge was born into a Jewish family of anti-apartheid lawyers; his mother was a committed activist, while his father defended Nelson Mandela in his treason trial in 1956-61 and represented Steve Biko's family at the inquest into his murder in 1977. Eventually, worn down by the regime, the couple went into exile, and Kentridge decided against any direct involvement in law or politics. First he joined a Brechtian theatre group, then studied printmaking. His early prints were process-driven, and he carried over this 'struggle with materials' into his drawings in charcoal, which became his signature medium. Kentridge was interested in the way that traces of his images remained on the paper after he erased them, and he exploited this effect when he began to film his drawings; to this day he will make an image, shoot it, alter it, then shoot it again. Koerner takes this obstinacy of traces as a pictorial analogue of the survival of the traumatic past in a South Africa given over first to repression and then to amnesia.
On 12 June 1986 the government of P.W. Botha declared a state of emergency, and a few days later Kentridge gave a talk about 'art in a state of siege' that took Beckmann as a model of the artist in such a predicament, who 'accepts the existence of a compromised society, and yet does not rule out all meaning or value nor pretend these compromises should be ignored'. Just 31 at the time, Kentridge embraced this ambiguous position - in which one is 'neither active participant nor disinterested observer', and where 'optimism is kept in check and nihilism is kept at bay' - as his own, or rather, the only one available to him. In this brief lecture, which Koerner leans on heavily, Kentridge allows for two other possibilities: art made in a state of 'grace' and art produced in a time of 'hope'. In the former case, art is free to convey 'immediate pleasure in the sense of well-being in the world'. For Kentridge this aesthetic, which he associates with Impressionist and Post-Impressionist painting, requires a 'self-confidence' that he lacks - in his hands such lyricism turns into 'kitsch or sentiment'. Art made in hope, by contrast, is inspired by times of transformation, if not revolution; his chief example is the Monument to the Third International proposed by the Russian Constructivist Vladimir Tatlin in 1920. In 1986, five years before the repeal of apartheid legislation and the definitive collapse of the Soviet Union, this position was no less 'inadmissible' for Kentridge: 'The failure of those hopes and ideals, their betrayals are too powerful and too numerous. I cannot paint pictures of a future like that and believe in the pictures.' In his account this left him no alternative but to work out of a siege mentality.
Soon after his talk Kentridge began a silk-screen triptych of three figures representing this 'three-stage history of art', as Koerner calls it. A pinstriped tycoon with a ravaged face personifies 'Siege'; he scowls at us above a cesspool, the image labelled 'Jhb' (Johannesburg) and emblazoned with the words '100 Years of Easy Living'. A stylish woman in pearls typifies 'Grace', apparently undisturbed by the catfish that has somehow landed on top of her head. Finally, 'Hope' is signalled by another woman who, her head turned away and further hidden by a mechanical fan, rises above a stadium stand and a large megaphone. Although Kentridge usually presents 'Siege' on the left, 'Grace' on the right, and 'Hope' in the middle, for Koerner each state includes aspects of the others, which suggests that they are less separate stages than dialectically interconnected situations. Clearly, though, 'siege' dominated for Kentridge in 1986 as it does for us in 2025. (In another anticipation of the present, the caption to 'Siege', which states that 'cultural activity', like 'political activity', is 'epistemological struggle', looks ahead to decolonial thought today.)
'"Art in a state of siege" is best not pinpointed to a single work, artist or era,' Koerner submits, and he does move adroitly from Bosch through Beckmann to Kentridge. Art history, he feels, hasn't done them justice: 'Beckmann had no place in the advanced art world of the early 1980s - not one of the major modernist art historians ever reflected publicly on his art.' This is true enough, and it took time for Kentridge to be appreciated too, but Koerner doesn't reflect on why this was so. In his view, it seems, expressionistic 'sketches of erotic, violent or morbid subjects' a la Beckmann and Kentridge are always suited to besieged times. For a historian as exacting as Koerner this is too general an assumption: even in its own period Expressionism became a style of conventional gestures, and by the early 1980s, which saw the rise of Neo-Expressionism, it was little more than a code of recycled cliches. This is one reason Beckmann was overlooked then, and it may have slowed the reception of Kentridge as well. Yet the appreciation did come eventually; if Kentridge began in a state of siege, today he has advanced to a stage of spectacle. Theatrical at root, his talents were eventually tapped for grand productions of The Magic Flute, The Nose and other operas and plays. Siege-become-spectacle: what cultural need does this unlikely mutation serve? What does success of this kind tell us about our moment? Koerner compares Kentridge to Anselm Kiefer, which he means as praise but I take as the opposite: Kiefer doesn't 'work through' history so much as turn it into bombast.
[image: ]'Art in a State of Siege, Art in a State of Hope, Art in a State of Grace' (1986-88) by William Kentridge.




Perhaps Koerner identifies with Kentridge through a shared experience of inherited trauma. (In 2019 Koerner released a moving documentary, The Burning Child, which reflects on the murder of his Viennese grandparents during the Holocaust and the compulsive return of his emigre father to Vienna to paint.) In any case, he is very committed to Kentridge, and while his investment delivers great insight, it also means that he forgoes criticism of the artist and overlooks others who might serve his argument as well or better. Why Beckmann and not, say, Hugo Ball, the Zurich Dadaist who was in close dialogue with Schmitt in the early 1920s, or John Heartfield, the Berlin Dadaist whose photo-text montages directly confronted the Nazis in the early 1930s? Why Kentridge and not, say, Hans Haacke, the Heartfield of our own besieged time, or Thomas Hirschhorn, whose excessive installations mimic emergency as much as Ball's crazy performances did? Koerner is alert to the question: 'Countless artworks have been created in extreme states, so why my triptych?' His answer: 'Bosch, Beckmann and Kentridge all responded to siege with the "militant irony" particular to satire.' Yet so do these other artists, if not more so, as some modernist scholars have pointed out, also with emergency in mind.
Koerner makes further provocations: 'Dates organise this book, not in chronological order, but to capture the synchronicities, ruptures, flashbacks and predictions that - I hope - tell the story of volatile objects that managed to endure. The dates of sieges punctuate history jaggedly.' Or again: 'In the extreme state, chronology becomes reversed, collaged and voided. There is Beckmann in Kentridge, Bosch in Beckmann, and Kentridge in Bosch.' These claims open onto an important debate in recent art history: to what extent is the meaning of an artwork - or a piece of architecture or any made thing - bound up with the circumstances of its creation, its 'historicity', and to what extent does its significance develop unevenly over time, 'anachronically', in myriad acts of reception? With his jagged punctuation Koerner demonstrates, effectively, that this is not an either/or. We are returned to his initial question: What kind of history might be written about art at times of siege? 'Histories of art are triumphal,' he acknowledges, with a nod to Walter Benjamin. 'Artworks remain with the victors.' In his view this is far less the case with artists and art historians focused on emergency. 'Unable to conquer, such art can at most endure'; it suggests 'a history of the not yet: not yet triumph, not yet lament'.
To his credit  Koerner keeps one eye on the present. Certainly, with all the demonic oligarchs and authoritarian leaders strutting the stage today, our world seems both Boschian and Schmittian; we are also inundated with images designed to fuel enmity (immigrants invading 'our communities', trans kids invading bathrooms, and so on). Yet though Koerner knows better than anyone how different the eras in his study are, he tends to pull the ancient practice of siege towards the present and push the modern concept of the dangerous moment towards the past, and such historical analogies can conflate as much as illuminate (as the now reflex comparisons of our reactionary moment to the fascisms of the 1920s and 1930s attest). Sometimes, too, he tends to blur the different states of siege, emergency and exception. As Koerner knows, exception is the 'lawful suspension of the law', whereas emergency is often illegal; at times, too, the various states are declared by different authorities (sometimes an executive, sometimes a parliament). Per Schmitt, dictatorships diverge too; some are 'commissarial' (where the law is suspended only temporarily, at least in principle), while others are 'sovereign' (where the law is simply cancelled). Finally, as Koerner notes, the idea of the siege, at least in its modern usage with respect to internal enemies, is 'the artefact not of absolutist regimes but of revolutionary and democratic ones'. Many admired leaders of the United States, from Lincoln to FDR to Obama, practised the art of exception with relative abandon.
Since the Trojan War 'sieges have etched themselves into human memory,' Koerner remarks, but is siege really so hardwired in us? He believes Freud thought so, at least from Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920) onwards, but what follows when siege is treated as a psychological default? Or when emergency is taken as a permanent order? Koerner invokes Benjamin again - 'the tradition of the oppressed teaches us that "the state of emergency" in which we live is not the exception but the rule' - but that line was written in 1940, in extremis, and if we repeat it too often, it begins to lose its force: it becomes a general human condition to be suffered rather than a particular political one to be contested. Like 'siege' and 'emergency', 'trauma' can signify too much and too little, connecting different orders of experience, diverse kinds of history, but also, at times, conflating them. 'Trauma' is a useful way to mediate the psychological and the social, the personal and the historical, but not if we project the first term in each pair onto the second. In Johannesburg, 'remembering, repeating and working through past imagery served the dangerous moment, the siege state unfolding then and there,' Koerner writes of Kentridge, citing Freud's summary of the task of psychoanalysis. But is the artist an analysand-analyst? For that matter, is the viewer? And are psychological operations truly analogous to pictorial ones? Both are too complicated, too opaque, in their own ways to be readily mapped onto each other.
Obviously, today we live in a schismatic society lacerated with enemy images. In the midst of new battles, though, there are also new alliances, and the reduction of politics to friend versus foe is not only a gift to the right - for this is the way it thinks - but also a misperception of a multipolar world that holds some possibilities along with many perils. In this conjuncture should 'siege' continue to rule out 'hope'? I agree that nihilism must be 'kept at bay', but should optimism be 'kept in check'? Would a little utopianism kill us? The man on the street isn't always an enemy.
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Cosy as a Scalpel
Dinah Birch

3846 words'We never say what we mean, and you'll never know what we're thinking. And by the time you work it out, someone is murdering you with a bow and arrow at an antique fair. That's just how we are I'm afraid.' This is an arch piece of marketing from Richard Osman, promoting his detective novels to an American readership. There's no reason to suppose that British people are better at hiding in plain sight than anyone else. However, they do like a murder story, and a thriving industry has grown up around this appetite for blood. The popularity of crime fiction in Britain has been understood as a response to the fragmentation of 20th-century social structures, as old assumptions around class and gender dissolved. But the 20th century is long behind us, and the stream of novels, films and TV series based on homicidal skulduggery and its detection shows no sign of diminishing. After all, there's plenty of scope for innovation. Serial killings are now more common than crimes of passion, while amateur sleuths have largely been replaced by careworn professional detectives. Forensic pathologists are cast as agents of justice; so too are psychological profilers. Tortured, raped and slaughtered women have become routine. The business of detecting continues to flourish.
Murder as amusement seems like a modern invention, but the idea has a long history. The fictional speaker in Thomas De Quincey's 'On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts', published in Blackwood's Magazine in 1827, concedes that the loss of life is always tragic. But the members of his murder appreciation club 'dry up our tears, and have the satisfaction, perhaps, to discover that a transaction, which, morally considered, was shocking, and without a leg to stand upon, when tried by principles of Taste, turns out to be a very meritorious performance'. This mischievous essay delighted its readers, and in a second paper De Quincey pushed the joke to the point of absurdity: 'Believe me, it is not necessary to a man's respectability that he should commit a murder. Many a man has passed through life most respectably, without attempting any species of homicide - good, bad or indifferent.' De Quincey's fascination with murder wasn't just a matter of drollery. He was drawn to fact-based tales of violence - 'true crime', as it would now be called - and a final postscript from 1854 includes an unsparingly graphic account of the notorious Ratcliff Highway murders. His description of the killer's execution of his plans for a 'grand compound massacre' couldn't be less funny. Thomas Burke called it 'the finest "horror" short story in English'.
A century later, George Orwell thought the quality of murder was on the slide. 'Decline of the English Murder', a glum little piece written for Tribune in 1946, blamed this development on the combined influences of war and America. Murders were formerly a product of middle-class life, frequently involving poison, and primarily sexual in their motives. But such carefully planned crimes had been supplanted by dispiritingly casual killings, often the product of random encounters and passing impulses. Orwell hankered after the 'old domestic poisoning dramas, product of a stable society where the all-prevailing hypocrisy did at least ensure that crimes as serious as murder should have strong emotions behind them'. To lament the worsening of standards in murder may be perverse, but the indiscriminate killings that now darken news bulletins - teenage stabbings, or the destructive consequence of neglected mental illness, or squabbles over drugs - recall Orwell's point. They are terrifying because they seem to have no weight of meaning.
Murder is the most repugnant of all crimes, and yet we continue to relish murder stories. As I immerse myself in a new crime novel or detective drama, I sometimes wonder whether my own partiality for fictional murder is corroding my view of human nature. Can it be good for me to begin so many hours of evening relaxation with a corpse? Why do I not object to having my imagination regularly assaulted with the grisly details of murder? Is it a kind of exorcism - a confrontation with what I most fear? Or am I more enthralled by cruelty than I am willing to admit?
Most crime writers are reluctant to discuss the contradictions of their trade. But Phyllis James, who published under the gender-neutral name P.D. James, was unusually ready to share her views on murder as a literary vocation. In describing the origins of her own successful career, she adopts a matter-of-fact tone that has no truck with the incongruities of De Quincey and Orwell, or Osman's mannered comedy. Murder mysteries provided her with a clear structure: a puzzling death, a closed circle of suspects with means, motive and opportunity, an astute detective, a solution with clues laid down in the text. The history of detective novels confirmed that, unlike rival genres such as spy fiction or action thrillers, the form could provide a congenial home for women. Agatha Christie's primacy as the queen of crime was unassailable, and Dorothy Sayers, Margery Allingham and Ngaio Marsh had numerous devoted followers. Here was a genre where James could make a name for herself and earn money. Her literary career began with a huge stroke of luck when she took over from Cyril Hare as Faber & Faber's leading crime writer at just the right moment. Cover Her Face, her first detective novel, was published in 1962. James retained her prominence for more than half a century, and Faber has now reprinted some of her best-known novels, featuring Adam Dalgliesh as the lead investigator.
James was content to work within the parameters of her chosen form - but not entirely content. John Lanchester, writing in the LRB of 20 December 2018, pointed to Agatha Christie's focus on technical experiment as the key to her global appeal, securing a readership of a magnitude that dwarfs the scale of James's own impressive career. Christie had no interest in fine writing, nor did she engage with the cultural or ethical issues of her age. Her characters are as flat as her prose, and Poirot is little more than a caricature. But her skill in devising variations on the classic detective novel was astonishing, and it is in this inventive capacity that readers find their reward. This wouldn't do for James. Though her books discard some of the more rigid conventions of classic detective fiction, they don't break the basic rules, and she never claimed that novelty was among the virtues of her writing. But she had a stubborn belief in the aesthetic value of her books ('I don't see why escapist literature shouldn't also be a work of art'), and she was still more convinced that a worthwhile purpose lay behind their capacity to give pleasure. Her memoir, tellingly entitled Time to Be in Earnest (1999), explains that she wrote in order to allow her readers to experience 'the catharsis of carefully controlled terror, the bringing of order out of disorder, the reassurance that we live in a comprehensible and moral universe and that, although we may not achieve justice, we can at least achieve an explanation and a solution.' The murderer is identified and will be punished, while a chastened but enlightened community returns, as far as possible, to its former peaceful condition. Eager to camouflage the artful brutality of her craft, James does her best to present it as an endorsement of cultural and political conservatism.
James's analysis of crime novels in her Talking about Detective Fiction (2009) reflects a thoughtful engagement with the parameters of the genre. She has less to say about the circumstances that led to her own devotion to murder. Born in 1920, she was an administrator in the NHS before working in the Home Office's police and criminal law department until she was almost sixty. There she acquired a solid grounding in police procedures and learned about office life. The alliances and deadly enmities of the workplace often form the backdrop of her fiction. Expertise in health-related occupations was equally useful, and like Christie (who trained as a pharmacist) she was careful to ensure that the details of her poisonings, suffocations, shootings and strangulations were medically accurate. Later, she was smoothly absorbed into the institutions of the British establishment, entering the House of Lords as Baroness James of Holland Park and serving as a governor of the BBC. She took these responsibilities (and there were others) seriously, but they did nothing to interfere with her relentless productivity as a writer, and she continued to publish into her nineties. The passing decades made a difference to her work. She was alert to new methodologies, including the use of forensics, and they change Dalgliesh's gentlemanly world. Her books, largely though not exclusively featuring the English middle classes, had always challenged complacent concepts of class division and gender difference, and this inclination became more prominent in her later works. Her women are never idealised, nor simply victimised. They are usually forceful, and often murderous. She toyed with a female working-class detective - Cordelia Gray - but Cordelia lacked staying power, and features in only two novels.
Adam Dalgliesh  is in part a version of James herself. This is something of a problem. If the reach of her books is to extend beyond the cunning machinery of detective fiction, Dalgliesh must be more than a simple policeman. He is accordingly given a side hustle as a poet, moving in a literary world where he is neither a celebrity nor entirely unknown. Brief references to his activity as a writer, alongside a scattering of erudite quotations, imply that he has a more cultivated sensibility than most fictional detectives - but they hardly qualify him as a poetic soul. He never really wavers from his identity as a cool and ruthless analyst. Readers are told of a troubled personal life, but the mentions of it often seem half-hearted, as formulaic as Dalgliesh's life as a poet. James was not the first to point to an imaginative hinterland in a detective's mind, and there's an element of wry self-reference here. A character in Cover Her Face makes the point: 'The cultured cop! I thought they were peculiar to detective novels. Congratulations!' Dalgliesh is at his most predictable in his supposed eccentricity.
James would not have claimed the poetic ambition that she imposes on her detective. She wanted to be seen as a tough-minded realist. And in many ways she was just that. I should declare an interest here. I knew her in her later years (she died in 2014), and found her to be the best of company. She embodied the qualities that she chose to characterise Dalgliesh's nature as a detective, rather than a poet - 'intelligence, courage but not foolhardiness, sensitivity but not sentimentality, and reticence'. But she seemed to enjoy life more than the austere Dalgliesh ever could. She liked hearty lunches (sticky toffee pudding was a favourite), bookish talk, gossipy family updates. James described herself as a 'plump, generally benign grandmother', and she was the sort of friend whose generosity makes you feel good about yourself - though not necessarily about the world. She once told me, disconcertingly, that her experience in the Home Office had persuaded her that murders are more common than people think, and that with level-headed planning they could remain undetected with relative ease.
James might well have been able to bring such real-life crimes to justice, had she been so inclined, for she would have made a capable detective. Any social occasion was an opportunity for noticing small things - an unfortunate haircut making a timid waiter seem still more gauche (comic, but with an undertow of pathos), or a clumsy picture on a restaurant wall (pretentious and inept, but an original piece, giving the impression of artistic aspiration). No doubt she observed a good many things about me, though I'll never know what they were. Her commitment to a daily regime of work often cropped up, and her schedule always sounded exhausting. She had no patience with those who choose not to earn a living. Money matters in her plotting, and it mattered in her life. Like Trollope, a writer she admired, she was never embarrassed to discuss the financial foundations of the literary world. In Time to Be in Earnest she notes that the desire to make money is not 'an ignoble aim'.
Talking about Detective Fiction describes the crime writer's wish to entertain in similar terms - 'a far from ignoble aim'. James had a clear sense of what was ignoble and what was not, and she needed to assimilate the omnipresence of sudden death in her writing into an ethical framework. 'I can't imagine myself writing a book which doesn't include death.' Adversity and loss had shadowed her early years. Her parents' marriage was unhappy, and she had taken refuge in her imagination: 'When I was a child I couldn't settle to sleep until I had entered into my private world.' That secure retreat continued to be a necessity. Her mother suffered a catastrophic breakdown when James was in her early teens and spent time in hospital. James had to share responsibility for the care of her younger brother and sister with her father, a hard-pressed official with the Inland Revenue. Patiently shouldering what must have been wearying domestic obligations, he remained a distant figure. A lucky move to Cambridge allowed her to attend the high school for girls there, and she looked back on those years as transformative: 'we were taught, as much by example as precept, to respect our minds and to use them.' Her teachers had used their minds and created independent lives for themselves. She would do the same. Adam Dalgliesh was named after her much admired English teacher, Miss Maisie Dalgliesh.
James left school at sixteen. University was out of the question. Her father wasn't keen, and in any case had an 'almost pathological reluctance to part with money' - a trait which explains some of James's determination to establish an income of her own. If this was a disappointment, after years spent in a city bustling with privileged students and dons, it didn't sour her respect for the value of disciplined thinking. Pride in her own intellect was central to her self-respect, and the ingenuity needed to create original plots - and to provide clues for readers with brains (almost) equal to her own - was for her one of the chief attractions of detective fiction. But she knew that minds are precarious. Her husband, Connor Bantry White, was an Anglo-Irish doctor who went to war with the Royal Army Medical Corps and came back incapacitated by mental illness. He died in 1964, after years of unhappiness that echoed the suffering of her mother. James is among those women writers (Penelope Fitzgerald, Daphne du Maurier, Barbara Comyns), born in the early 20th century, whose work was marked and in part motivated by the painful discovery that the generational assumption that men would deliver lifelong emotional and financial support had turned out to be a mirage. She tried various forms of office life, but the realisation that White was not going to be able to support her or their two young daughters was a turning point. 'I was going to need, not a job, but a career.' She has little to say about this sorrow, but it haunts her writing. Mental distress, often concealed in the interests of self-protection before erupting in calamitous action, is a recurrent theme.
Personal familiarity with the shaky mental health support offered by the NHS was amplified by operational experience. She was for a time in charge of the administration of psychiatric clinics, gaining the knowledge that led to A Mind to Murder (1963), set among a medical community that is haphazardly and often ineffectively responding to novel methods in psychotherapy. James had a sceptical view of psychiatric practice, and even Dalgliesh is bamboozled by the tangle of duplicity and arrogance he encounters among the staff. Unsurprisingly, the clinic produces a particularly ruthless murderer. This is one of the few occasions where James's intimidating detective is out of his depth, finding himself patronised rather than feared: 'You did your best and there's no harm done to speak of.' Logic is no match for the self-deceiving muddles that James had encountered among psychiatrists.
James in A Mind to Murder doesn't flinch from an explicit description of the process of killing, nor from the visceral shock that makes the discovery of a body traumatic. She adds horrific details, as she often does in evoking climactic violence - here involving a fetish for carved wooden figures that seems to mock the victim. Readers are not permitted to shelter behind the image of a safely sanitised corpse. An unexpected encounter with a death is always the moment in her fiction when the story jolts into motion. In Unnatural Causes (1967), a body is found drifting in a dinghy. Both hands have been chopped off - one cleanly removed, one crudely hacked away. The solution to the mystery turns on the murderer's reasons for this bizarre mutilation. Shroud for a Nightingale (1971), another novel with a medical setting, includes a particularly harrowing description of a murder. The victim is fed poison through a rubber tube:
One second she was lying, immobile, propped against her mound of pillows, the next she was out of bed, teetering forward on arched feet like a parody of a ballet dancer, and clutching ineffectually at the air as if in frantic search of the tubing. And all the time she screamed, perpetually screamed, like a stuck whistle. Miss Beale, aghast, had hardly time to register the contorted face, the foaming lips, before the girl thudded to the floor and writhed there, doubled like a hoop, her forehead touching the ground, her whole body twitching in agony.

Val McDermid, whose own crime fiction assumes that readers have strong stomachs for such scenes, notes that the details of this grim passage have stayed with her. 'People who know no better sometimes describe her work as cosy. If a scalpel is cosy, then so was Phyllis.'
The notion that murder stories can ever be cosy is rather odd. Whatever the motivation of those who produce them, their proximity to what James refers to as 'the devastating amalgamation of hatred, violence, tragedy and grief which is real-life murder' necessarily lends them some degree of weight. This is part of their appeal, both for those who create them and for their consumers. 'The indignity is that we die at all, not what happens to our bodies.' Detective novels offer a means of rehearsing the fearful reality of death, and in this sense the conventions of the genre, with its distracting intellectual puzzles, is a kind of play. John Ruskin, thinking about cultural forms of the grotesque in The Stones of Venice, tells his readers that 'the mind, under certain phases of excitement, plays with terror, and summons images which, if it were in another temper, would be awful, but of which, either in weariness or in irony, it refrains for the time to acknowledge the true terribleness.' A capacity to balance the ritual forms of play within detective novels with an acknowledgment of the 'true terribleness' of the events that drive their plots is what James wants to achieve.
All detective fiction  plays with death. But the boundary between play and moral purpose is increasingly uncertain in James's work, as she distances herself from Christie's formalist model. The Black Tower (1975), yet another novel set in a medical institution (here, a care home for people with disabilities), is so preoccupied with the miseries of its doleful cast of characters that the unravelling of the mystery risks becoming perfunctory. The reader is compensated by Dalgliesh's dramatic brush with death as the murderer is unmasked - a stirring conclusion, but not unduly upsetting, since it is always apparent that he will survive. Energetic action distracts from some weakness in the plotting, but owes more to the strategies of the thriller than to the detective novel.
There are other distractions. James insisted on the value of sharply realised settings, and images of windswept countryside, or lonely beaches, often supply a contrast to the stifling institutions where the emotions of her characters swell to lethal intensity. Perhaps because of what happened to her mother and husband, James developed a lifelong dislike of enclosed spaces, and the locked doors and narrow corridors of the institutions she describes convey a sense of dread. Not that fresh air brings safety - far from it. Her victims frequently meet their fate under the open sky. Versions of the coast of Suffolk, where she owned a house, recur. The action of Devices and Desires (1989), where a complex plot grows out of the tension between the remembered past and an unknowable and perhaps threatening future, is set against the vast indifference of the sea. A serial killer shadows a community, while a nuclear power plant (a version of Sizewell) hides a web of political and personal conflict. The resolution is ambivalent, dividing the reader's sympathies among a vivid group of characters.
Suffolk's coastline is unstable, and throughout James's fiction the sea represents both escape and destruction. Clifftops crumble; houses slip into the waves. This is among the ways in which she signals that no border, real or imagined, is fixed. Her books often end with a move towards compassion for the murderer, while bystanders bear their own burdens of guilt. The Children of Men (1992), a dystopian thriller, might be seen as a bid to defy the necessary constraints and underlying optimism of the detective novel. What if the order on which her crime fiction rests were to collapse, and contemporary civilisation, with all its wrong-headed folly, turns out to be done for? What then will be the point of detectives, no matter how shrewd their insights?
James was a staunch Anglican, but the theology of last things that shapes The Children of Men is excluded from her crime fiction. Thoughts of any conceivable afterlife (damnation, or redemption) do not intrude on the human agency of Dalgliesh's calming presence. And yet the reader is never wholly comforted by the final exposure of the murderer, nor by the explanation, however painstaking, of the motives and arcane methods that lay behind the crime. We have come to know a great deal about both victim and villain, and they are, only too clearly, made of the fallible and irrational stuff that we recognise in ourselves. Ian Patterson, thinking of Ngaio Marsh's novels, noted that 'when we're reading a detective story, our anxious, paranoid curiosity is directed towards discovering why someone else has died. The body in the library is never our own.'* This is true; but in reading James's novels our uneasiness is still more deep-rooted. We can't quite forget that eventually, inevitably, that body will be our own.
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Beneath the White Scarf
Joanna Biggs

4489 wordsAwriter  'with whom I feel no affinity': that's how Annie Ernaux, the first French woman to win the Nobel Prize in Literature, described Marguerite Yourcenar, the first woman to be elected to the Academie Francaise. When the 77-year-old Yourcenar entered the Academie on 22 January 1981, wearing a black velvet double-layer cape designed by Yves Saint Laurent, she looked severe, as if she had spent her life as a nun in service to literature. Head swathed in white silk, she was not only forbidding - in her speech to the Academie that day she pronounced 'fran-cai-se' with three syllables, drawing out the final 'euh' - but refused to see her accession as a triumph of feminism. She told the academiciens in their Napoleonic era uniforms that Colette, George Sand, Madame de Staiol and the salonnieres could have preceded her, and the fact they hadn't wasn't a consequence of the misogyny of their institution, but of the way it followed the manners of the time, which 'placed woman on a pedestal, but didn't offer her a seat at the table'.
It isn't surprising that the women who are the first to do something aren't average women. They have succeeded in the world as it is, riven with sexism as it is. I would guess - Ernaux doesn't say - that the reason she feels no affinity with Yourcenar's work is because it doesn't really explore female experience, let alone the abject parts of it that Ernaux is interested in. When asked in the 1980s for women worth writing about, Yourcenar mentioned Florence Nightingale, Mary Magdalene and Antigone - none of whom you can imagine stalking her ex-lover's new girlfriend. Instead, the work of the first woman to be appointed a defender of the French language is an intoxicating mixture of erudition and freedom: Memoirs of Hadrian (1951), her finest book and often considered the best French novel of the 20th century, drew on the surviving contemporary sources of the life and reign of the emperor, as well as more recent works in Latin, German, French, English and Italian, to imagine the dying Hadrian describing his life to his successor. Twenty years of writing, reading, thinking and travelling went into the novel. Several drafts were burned. But the most striking thing about it is the permission Yourcenar gave herself to inhabit the mind of someone she thought was a genius, a man who, as Flaubert put it, 'stood alone' after the gods had died and Christ had not yet come.
As Ernaux detected, Yourcenar was not the heroine the times demanded. Feminism seemed like a fad to her, to be criticised in particular for its conformism. Who needed more success-obsessed bureaucrats, this time in skirt suits? 'What is important for women, I think,' she told the journalist Matthieu Galey in a book-length series of conversations, 'is to take an as-active-as-possible role in useful causes of every description, and to win respect by their competence.' Why, a Paris Review interviewer asked her in 1987, hadn't she talked openly about her sexual orientation? She had lived with a woman, the Ohio-born Grace Frick, for forty years. Yourcenar answered in a way that destroyed the categories behind the question. 'Why give so much importance to the genito-urinary system of people? It does not define a whole being, and it is not even erotically true.' What is love anyway, she asks, that 'species of ardour, of warmth, that propels one inexorably toward another being?' It is an eternal question, and perhaps unanswerable. But there's nothing wrong with being more interested in eternal questions than faddish ones.
And there are plenty of reasons not to agree with Ernaux. After all, isn't it wonderful that a bisexual woman who spent years channelling Hadrian became an immortelle dressed in couture? Doesn't it add something to feminism to have at least one writer who believed that the category of woman could one day be unimportant, because women were humans? What is wrong in gaining respect by being useful and competent, anyway? Nearly forty years after her death, the marmoreal figure beneath the white silk scarf is starting to fade from view, to be replaced by a sexier, more abject version. Christophe Bigot's novel Un autre m'attend ailleurs, one of the hits of last year's rentree litteraire, and soon to be published in English by Europa, imagines the last years of Yourcenar's life, during which she was in love with a gay man 46 years her junior. Bigot, a teacher at the Lycee Janson-de-Sailly who has been reading Yourcenar for as long as he can remember, uses her Hadrianic method to portray her as an enduring mystery, a sphinx: 'A mix of Flemish peasant and Grand Siecle pedant, Roman emperor and Hindu goddess, Tibetan monk and medieval witch'. In 2037, the letters Yourcenar wrote to Frick as they were falling in love will finally be unsealed, after the fifty years Yourcenar requested have passed. What for now can only be glimpsed will be fully known.
To describe her attraction to the Emperor Hadrian, Yourcenar used the metaphor of a foot in a shoe. (One of the hallmarks of her writing is its perfect metaphors: apposite, concrete and classical in the sense that they tend to make use of ordinary objects.) Yourcenar - this is the whole fragment, taken from the 'Reflections on the Composition of Memoirs of Hadrian', translated by Frick - says:
The human substance and structure hardly change: nothing is more stable than the curve of a heel, the position of a tendon or the form of a toe. But there are periods when the shoe is less deforming than in others. In the century of which I speak we are still very close to the undisguised freedom of the bare foot.

I love that metaphor: the tenderness, even eroticism, of the bare foot; its beauty (in French the phrase about the heel is the curvaceous sounding 'la courbe d'une cheville'); the way Yourcenar evokes a leather-thonged Roman sandal without saying the words. She makes the foot sound so gorgeous that it seems horrible that we wear shoes at all, especially pointed and heeled ones. It's a reminder, too, that forward movement isn't always progress, and that some things have been perfected already: there are so many things to pay attention to now that we barely look at the way our heels are curved. And I think it applies to the way we see Yourcenar too, encrusted as she is by the times she lived in, as well as by the disappointment of feminists who wanted another sort of heroine.
Marguerite de Crayencour was born in the summer of 1903 in Brussels to a mother who died of puerperal fever days later. Marguerite did not ask to see a picture of her mother, Fernande, until she was 35, and didn't visit her grave until she was 55; she would later say - a bit grandly - that 'eternity and childhood are my ages.' Michel, her aristocratic father, took his six-week-old daughter to live at Mont-Noir, his estate on the French side of the border with Belgium. He left her daily care to nurses and governesses, but brought intermittent delight to her childhood: he had the horns of her pet goat gilded, and when the orange tree didn't bear fruit he had citrus hung on the branches with string. When Marguerite reached thirteen or so, father and daughter began to think of themselves as contemporaries. They read Marcus Aurelius, Tolstoy and Selma Lagerlof aloud together, passing the books back and forth. Once Marguerite had decided she wanted to be a writer, they took the letters of their surname and rearranged them into a word that would look handsome on a book cover, deciding to start with the 'beautiful' letter Y, which they liked because it once stood for a fork in the road, or a tree with its branches spread. When Michel travelled to see the women he loved in Paris, Provence, London and Rome he took Marguerite with him. It was on that first trip to London that she saw a statue of Hadrian at the British Museum, and it was on her first trip to Rome that she saw the Villa Adriana at Tivoli. When she completed a collection of poetry at sixteen, he paid to have it printed. In the last year of his life, she began reading her first novel, Alexis, to him. He responded to this tale of a disillusioned new husband by digging up a draft of a story he had written about his honeymoon with her mother, and proposed she rework and publish it. It was a curious idea: in some ways, he was exploiting his daughter's talent to fulfil a dream of his own; in other ways, he was offering up what he had to help her achieve what she wanted. He died when she was 24, with much of her psychic and intellectual life already established.
'The First Evening', the story her father gifted her, which is included in A Blue Tale and Other Stories, begins in a train carriage. A newly married couple are travelling to a hotel in Montreux, and we overhear the husband's thoughts. He is wearied already by the shape of married life: they will quarrel, they will raise a child, they will get tired even of their happiness. His new wife, who like the narrator is never named, will be 'robbed of her grace, deformed, shrivelled down to all the pettiness of conjugal life which would transform her into a woman like all others'. Life, he thinks, 'tends to pour all beings into identical moulds', and he, too, may be overcome. Perhaps Crayencour also gave the story to his daughter as a warning - one she heeded. In her seventies, Yourcenar said her father was 'perhaps the freest man' she had ever known.
She had already surpassed her father's rather thin theme in the novel she had been drafting, which would be published in 1929, the year he died. Alexis is a novel in the shape of a long letter to the eponymous character's wife, Monique, who has just had their first child. In trying to explain why he has left her, Alexis traces the thread from his first erotic encounter with a man to the opportunity for honesty about his sexuality which mysteriously accompanied early fatherhood. His nature develops like an apple ripening on the tree: 'The fruit falls only in its own time, since its weight has long been pulling it toward the earth.' Understanding one's sexuality takes sunlight, rain and time; it is a natural process. (In 1929, when the book came out, homosexuality wasn't illegal in France, but in 1942 the Vichy government reinstated a higher age of consent which remained in place until 1982.) Alexis is also a violinist, and his playing reaches new heights as he emerges from his self-imposed silence. Improvising on his instrument soon after his son is born, he begins 'to comprehend that liberty both art and life have when they obey only the laws of their own development'. Yourcenar is saying that our lives can become our own with some courage and imagination; in fact they must, if we treat our inclinations as laws. The influential critic Edmond Jaloux wrote an admiring review of Alexis, noticing the 'pure tone' of the voice, its soft modulation, the way it was 'tender and harsh at the same time'. Yourcenar's career had begun.
There is a picture of Yourcenar from 1936, hair short, expression neutral and collar turned up. Her eyes are still, her eyebrows bushy; her lips are held together but the bottom one is plump, available. She had started to throw her heart around a bit: she had an affair with a married mother called Lucy Kyriakos (Yourcenar would mark St Lucy's Day in her diary long after Kyriakos died) and fell in hopeless, futureless love with Andre Fraigneau, who was gay, and dismissive, bordering on cruel to her. In the early 1990s Fraigneau was still telling Yourcenar's biographer Josyane Savigneau that 'physically, I found her rather ugly' - I can't wait until the 1930s papers are unsealed and we can find out what she really thought of him. Her reaction to being thrown over by Fraigneau was a time-tested one: she wrote a book. Coup de Grace is the story of a menage a trois, set in the Baltic states during the Russian Civil War: Erick, his fellow soldier Conrad and Conrad's sister, Sophie, are thrown together by the conflict. After Erick rejects Sophie's love, they move apart ideologically, but when Sophie is captured she asks that Erick be the one to execute her. He obliges: the coup de grace.
There was another meaning to the novel's title, too. In the summer of 1937, Yourcenar was in the bar of the Hotel Wagram in Paris, talking to a friend, when an American woman came over and declared they were saying the wrong things about Coleridge. Grace Frick was educated at Wellesley and had taught at colleges along the East Coast. Soon they were travelling across Europe together: 'Grace and Marguerite to Sicily via Genoa,' Frick noted in her diary, 'Italy, Rome, Florence, Venice, the Dalmatian Coast, Corfu, Greece, Athens, Delphi, Sounion. Back to Naples.' When war broke out, Yourcenar joined Frick in America and they settled in Hartford, Connecticut, where Frick taught. Yourcenar described their first years as 'a passion'. Frick, who often wrote her first name as 'Grace' (to recall the French word for 'mercy' or 'blessing'), translated Yourcenar's book about her doomed love. The merciful blow was not only Fraigneau's evaporation from her life, but Frick's arrival, with her support of and belief in Yourcenar. Frick would be her companion, translator, handler and lover until she died.
Though she did not experience the war in Europe, 1941 and 1942 were some of Yourcenar's hardest years. A foreigner in a new country, her cultural patrimoine distant, she stopped writing. The Crayencour inheritance had run out, so she took a job at Sarah Lawrence College, getting up at 4 a.m. on a Monday to catch a train to Bronxville, New York. She hated teaching, spoke to her class only in French, and set her course's pass mark very high. In 1942, she and Frick began spending their summers on Mount Desert Island in Maine, eventually buying a house there called Petite Plaisance. The island is the site of Acadia National Park, and is, coincidentally, where Willa Cather also came to summer with her partner, Edith Lewis. Yourcenar and Frick's white clapboard house with black shutters was surrounded by trees and filled with old things, such as Delft tiles and Indonesian tapestry, as well as hundreds of books arranged by century. From 1951 it was Yourcenar's permanent home.
Her writing life began again in 1948 when a trunk sent by a friend from Europe arrived in Connecticut. In it, she found four or five typewritten pages of a book she had begun when she was twenty. 'My dear Mark,' it began. She remembered thinking she didn't know anyone called Mark, before she realised it stood for Marcus Aurelius. 'From that moment there was no question but that this book must be taken up again, whatever the cost.' Memoirs of Hadrian grew from years of reading for pleasure, visiting Italy, taking notes in the library at Yale - and then all of this was absorbed and came out in long bursts of writing. Yourcenar describes the desire to write coming on her during a train ride from New York City, pursuing her to a Chicago station restaurant where she waited to board a train to Taos, and continuing as she sat in the observation car while the train wove through the Colorado mountains, under the 'eternal pattern' of the stars. 'I can hardly recall a day spent with more ardour, or more lucid nights,' she wrote later. She had exhausted the library, and now she could write.
One sentence from the trunk remained through all the drafts of Hadrian: 'Je commence a apercevoir le profil de ma mort' - 'I begin to discern the profile of my death.' It is the insight that gives the book its form: a near death meditation on the uses made of a life. In the final version, Yourcenar puts this sentence at the end of a paragraph in the first chapter, preceding it with a metaphor: 'Like a traveller sailing the Archipelago who sees the luminous mists lift towards evening, and little by little makes out the shore, I begin to discern the profile of my death.' I can't help thinking of Mount Desert in Maine, surrounded by archipelagos, reached every summer by boat; as with the ripening apple in Alexis, Yourcenar is describing a natural process of enlightenment, of a knowledge that becomes surer the closer to death we come. Reading Hadrian, you have the illusion that you are an enlightened emperor too, your worries pitched higher than your next doctor's appointment or next deadline, looking towards the restive borders of the empire and the benevolent institutions you would like to outlive your reign. I often thought of both parts of Henry IV and Henry V, or of Thomas Cromwell as portrayed by Hilary Mantel. Hadrian is clear without overexplaining, honest without being ingratiating. Mavis Gallant said that the novel's sentences in English were overcomplicated compared with the French, but I'm not sure I agree: in the one above, 'a apercevoir', with its double vowel, isn't as elegant as 'begin to discern', a phrase Frick and Yourcenar found together. The sentences seem to me ideally weighted, calm but capable of carrying emotion, bearing traces of Latin and Greek vocabulary and syntax. At times, the book seems astonishingly modern - Hadrian is dealing with problems in Jerusalem, and sees his appointments of armies of civil servants as a bulwark against the 'one fool' who rules every century - but its most famous episode is its most Roman.
The 'high noon' of Hadrian's life, as he sees it, came when he met Antinous, a younger Greek man, in Bithynia. (There are extant sculptures of Antinous, but it might help to know that when a friend of Yourcenar's saw an image of one, she said: 'Nijinsky!') A latecomer to true love, the unhappily married Hadrian declares that 'every bliss achieved is a masterpiece'. While he is on a trip to Egypt with Antinous, a fortune-teller sees trouble in store for the empire and recommends a sacrifice. Antinous offers his falcon, which they kill and bury in an elaborate rite directed by the sorceress. Without Hadrian knowing, Antinous returns to the sorceress and, not long after, disappears. Searching along the Nile, Hadrian and his party enter a temple, where they find a lock of hair in still warm ashes - whose hair? Hadrian steps into the water. In the riverbed, half-buried in mud, is Antinous. 'Everything gave way; everything seemed extinguished. The Olympian Zeus, Master of All, Saviour of the World - all toppled together, and there was only a man with greying hair sobbing on the deck of a boat.' Hadrian prepares the body with the embalmers: 'All the metaphors took on meaning: I held that heart in my hands.' In these two simple sentences, balanced across the colon, metaphors capture both the word and the world. We say the hackneyed phrase 'she holds his heart in her hands' to mean that we are our lover's keeper, but it becomes fresh again in the story of Hadrian and Antinous.
Antinous' death is also when one of the book's most powerful ideas reaches its height. Hadrian recalls riding, swimming and running when he was younger, and decides that:
Thus from each art practised in its time I derive a knowledge which compensates me in part for pleasures lost. I have supposed, and in my better moments think so still, that it would be possible in this manner to participate in the existence of everyone; such sympathy would be one of the least revocable kinds of immortality.

It is contact that matters. Perhaps this is an emperor's delusion, but it is also a recognition of a shared experience: when I run or ride, I can have some notion of what it is like when you run or ride. And running or riding will outlive us all, like the curve of our heel. This idea appears again at the end of the book, when Arrian, the governor of Armenia Minor, sends Hadrian a consolatory note on Antinous' death. 'As seen by him,' Hadrian writes, 'the adventure of my existence takes on meaning and achieves a form, as in a poem.' We are meant to be useful to one another, and sometimes to be useful is to see a person from a particular vantage point, whether near like Antinous, or far like Arrian. One of the thoughts that comforts Hadrian as his memoirs draw to an end is that after his death 'some few men will think and work and feel as we have done, and I venture to count upon such continuators, placed irregularly throughout the centuries, and upon this kind of intermittent immortality.' We do not just rely on our contemporaries, but on those yet to be born. We live for the handful of people who will find our mortal life useful to them, as guide or warning.
Memoirs of Hadrian  was an instant success and Yourcenar's reputation grew until her death. After its publication, she returned to another of the 'projects of her twentieth year', the life of Zeno, a fictional philosopher and alchemist in Renaissance Bruges. The Abyss was published in May 1968 and won the Prix Femina. A new volume of Yourcenar's correspondence from the post-Femina years, published in French in 2023, reveals a writer at her most professional, fussing over the text to go on a band round the book ('Zeno, sombre Zeno, Zeno of Bruges,' she suggests, after a line in Valery). Nothing escapes her, and she is unafraid of saying what she thinks. When Philip Rahv writes to ask if she might contribute to a quarterly he's editing, called Modern Occasions, she offers him an essay on Piranesi, but admonishes him for the 'colourless and ambiguous' title of his journal (he didn't take the essay). An old-fashioned courteousness is also on display. Yourcenar, perhaps remembering the role Edmond Jaloux had in her early career, writes to thank reviewers for their engagement with her novel more often than I expected, often going into depth about points they had made. But there is very little sense of her life outside of her books: only a dog, Valentine, who's a hit with TV crews, and the weather, never as dry as she would like. You long for the boxes in Harvard's Houghton Library to reveal the writer we nearly know. Even when it comes to the evenements of May 1968, she says rather wanly that of course reforms are needed.
As Yourcenar entered her seventies, her affinity with the younger generation began to break. She was living in her own past, composing three volumes of family memoir. Every year, she reread Far from the Madding Crowd: she described herself as someone who deepened her relationships with books, including her own, rather than moving on to something new - though she did like Bob Dylan. When she wrote, she would take a pencil to the fourth draft, which was 'practically a fair copy', and delete any word she could, putting a tally at the bottom of each page: 'crossed out seven words'.
As Frick's health began to falter, Yourcenar became attached to Jerry Wilson, who first came to Maine as part of a French television crew in 1978, when Yourcenar was 75. Jerry was gay, unintellectual, cruel - Fraigneau reborn. When Frick died the following year, Yourcenar was eager to see the world again, this time with her Jerry-Antinous. She poured Grace's ashes into a sweetgrass basket, wrapped the whole in a woollen scarf her companion had frequently worn, and buried it on Mount Desert Island. 'One can reinvent a rite,' Yourcenar said to an interviewer, 'at any moment in life.' (She was establishing one: Yourcenar's own ashes were buried in a basket wrapped in the white silk scarf she had worn to the Academie.) She found out she would be the first immortelle when she was in Miami with Jerry. After the ceremony in Paris, she went south. With Jerry, she finally visited Antinoopolis, where she poured coins into the Nile near where Antinous may have drowned. (Instead of a sword, the academiciens had marked her accession with a coin from Hadrian's time.)
Perhaps predictably, her relationship with Jerry became strained: he was often silent in the presence of 'Madame', particularly if the conversation went over his head, as it must often have done. On a trip to India in January 1985, Jerry insisted they bring along a man he'd met called Daniel, who made frequent requests for money. In Goa, Jerry became ill. He died a year later in Paris of Aids; the following spring Yourcenar visited the Hopital Laennec to see the room he had died in. In November 1987 she had a stroke. Her housekeeper was with her for her last breath in the hospital on Mount Desert Island; Yourcenar opened her eyes, she reported, and they remained open, as blue as ever. 'Let us try, if we can,' reads the last line of Memoirs of Hadrian, 'to enter into death with open eyes.'
Ernaux was the seventeenth woman to win the Nobel Prize. The first was Selma Lagerlof, who won in 1909. 'Novelists of genius are rare; novelists of genius who are women are, of course, even rarer,' Yourcenar wrote of Lagerlof in 1975. 'Among these women of great talent or of genius, none, in my opinion, is to be placed higher than Selma Lagerlof. She is in any case the only one who consistently mounts to the level of epic and of myth.' I wouldn't say that I became eager to read Lagerlof after finishing Yourcenar's essay, but I like the sense I got of a thickening forest, first planted at the turn of the last century. There is no longer one type of woman who has won the Nobel Prize in Literature, or one type of woman who has been allowed into the Academie Francaise. Now there are genealogies, affinities, branches that have not yet grown but will blossom and fruit and cross. As of today, Yourcenar's life has been useful, which is all she wished it to be.
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At the National Gallery
Painting in Siena
Erin Maglaque

1988 wordsIn  1345, Ambrogio Lorenzetti painted a monumental mappa mundi for the wall of the Palazzo Pubblico in Siena. At the axis of its rotating concentric wheels was the little city. For painters, Siena was the centre of the world. Dozens and dozens of them lived elbow-to-elbow in a couple of tiny parishes in the commune. They rendered tempera landscapes with pigments cooked from Sienese dirt. The particulars of Sienese daily life are everywhere in the painters' representations of biblical stories: here are the figured silks worn by Sienese bishops in processions; there are the fashionable tablecloths laid out by the wives of Sienese bankers. When Duccio di Buoninsegna painted the Devil tempting Christ with the kingdoms of the world, he depicted the Devil offering up a miniature model of Siena. Who could have wanted more?
Siena: The Rise of Painting, 1300-50 (until 22 June) is the first major exhibition of medieval Sienese painting to be held at the National Gallery, having travelled to London from the Metropolitan Museum in New York. It brings together the work of Siena's four most important painters: Duccio, Simone Martini and the brothers Pietro and Ambrogio Lorenzetti. Siena was long thought to have been an artistic backwater: 'It was certainly mean-spirited of the Sienese to persist in being purely medieval right through the Renaissance,' one critic wrote in 1898. Sienese painters adopted forms so distinct from those of their better-known Florentine neighbours that their work was not always appreciated for its idiosyncratic qualities. There is no single-point perspective, no study of human anatomy, little movement. Instead there is silk, gold and suspended emotion - an embrace of mystery that feels archaic and alien.
The story of European painting hinges on what came before Duccio's Maesta and what came after. Siena's governing Council of Nine commissioned the enormous, complex altarpiece for the town's cathedral; it went from Duccio's workshop to the Duomo on 9 June 1311 in a great procession, accompanied by the bishop, clergy and the people of the city, along with musicians playing trumpets and kettledrums. It was about five metres high and comprised more than eighty individual painted panels mounted into an architectural frame. Its complexity, its narrative sophistication and its multiple scales and perspectives were unprecedented in the history of altar painting. The front showed the Madonna and Child in a heavenly court of saints and angels; the reverse told the Life of the Virgin and the Life of Christ in 43 distinct panels. The Maesta was sawn apart at the end of the 18th century and the panels dispersed into different collections; this exhibition reunites the surviving eight panels from the back predella of the altarpiece for the first time in 250 years. To see them reassembled is to get a glimpse of what it must have been like to experience the world of Duccio's imagination in all its intricate drama.
Duccio signed the Maesta with a conspicuous inscription beneath the feet of the Virgin: 'Holy Mother of God, be thou the cause of peace for Siena and of life for Duccio because he painted thee thus.' The sheer force of his ambition and vision tormented and provoked Simone, Lippo and Tederigo Memmi, and the Lorenzetti brothers. Duccio challenged them to deepen the emotional intelligence of a face, or to refine the courtliness of a gesture; to reach for new forms of architectural complexity; to emulate gold and marble and silk and clouds and air in tempera.
The painters of 14th-century Siena knew that the virtuosity of their work was a kind of proximity to the divine: they revelled in it just as they worried about its implicit heresy. When Pietro painted a monumental altarpiece for Santa Maria della Pieve in Arezzo in 1320 (recently restored, and on loan for this show), he also signed his work conspicuously: petrus laurentii hanc pinxit dextra senensis. He painted it with his right hand, but 'dextra' also called to mind the dextera Dei, God's hand in creation. At the very top of the altarpiece, floating in the gold space above the head of the Angel Gabriel as he issues the Annunciation, the hand of God emerges from a blue cloud, sending forth the Holy Spirit. Pietro insists - brazenly, but not wrongly - that to paint with his level of skill was nearly divine.
It was a dangerous idea. One revealing and beautiful object in the exhibition is Lando di Pietro's mostly destroyed sculpted wooden crucifix, made in 1338. Only a few fragments survived the bombing of the Basilica dell'Osservanza in 1944 (Allied jets had been aiming for the train station). One is the sorrowful head of Christ: eyes closed in death, cheeks sunken, flesh and curls of hair modelled with incredible care. After the bombing, two scraps of parchment were found inside the sculpture. They contain a prayer by Lando that tells us much about his fraught relationship with God. He carved the cross 'to recall for people Christ's Passion', he wrote. 'This figure was completed in the likeness of Jesus Christ Crucified, true and living son of God. And one should venerate him and not this wood.'
On his triptych of 1312-15 Duccio inscribed Jacob's scroll with the words 'domus dei et porta celi' - 'this is the house of God and the gate of Heaven.' And it was: the proof was in the painting. When Simone travelled from Siena to work at the papal court in Avignon in the 1330s, he met Petrarch, who asked him to paint a portrait of his beloved Laura. Petrarch was so pleased with the painting, which doesn't survive, that he wrote a sonnet for Simone: 'But Simone must have been in Paradise ... saw her there, and portrayed her in paint/to give us proof here of such loveliness.' Such work, Petrarch went on, must be 'conceived in Heaven', not here on earth, 'where we have bodies that conceal the soul'.
[image: ]'Nativity of the Virgin' (1335-42) by Pietro Lorenzetti.




The Sienese painters experimented with that too - with the problem of what bodies can conceal and reveal. Their way with shaded and mottled gold might suggest an incorporeal Paradise, all diaphanous wings and glinting celestial bodies. But they were serious about the weight and texture of real flesh. There is a lovely fullness to St Anne's postpartum body as she reclines on a bed in Pietro's Nativity of the Virgin (1335-42), her rounded thighs and belly gesturing to the physicality of childbearing. In Simone's tiny Crucifixion of 1340, Christ's skin has a sickly, unearthly luminosity. And there is all that silk. Draped and folded cloth was a visual idiom the painters used to explore the limits of imitation. The robes and gowns and tunics in the paintings simulate the precious figured silks that would have draped the priestly bodies of the city and the wealthiest women (fragments of these textiles, too, are on display). The silk clings to skin, and gapes from it. The Sienese painters were not ethereal mystics. When they looked into Paradise, they saw the flesh and flash of their own commune.
In 1893 London's New Gallery mounted the exhibition Early Italian Painting: 1300-50, which included several works of Sienese art. A reviewer for the Standard luxuriated in the high medieval glamour of these paintings and recommended enjoying them 'sensuously, like a fine day ... carelessly sunning yourself in old gold'. But the drama of the National Gallery show - the darkness of the galleries, the arrangement of so many small-scale devotional paintings, the reassembling of long-separated works - makes basking unthinkable. The gold is dense. It's an energetic presence that thickens the empty dome of Paradise and makes the space between Madonna and Child ripple and quiver. Think of all that textured gilding by candlelight. The distinctiveness of these paintings has been variously explained: the influence of Byzantine icon painting; the force of collective spiritual life in the city; Siena's communal politics and patronage; its floods of banking money. But the true originality of Sienese painters lay in their ability to make uncertainty material, rendering Christianity's deepest mysteries in stippled, stamped, glazed and punched gold.
The eccentricities of Sienese life sometimes determined the forms of its painting, and communal political culture created material and artistic challenges for the artists. Simone painted an altarpiece that was designed to be easily disassembled and reassembled, so that it could be moved between the different buildings associated with the governing council of the city, which was re-elected every two months. In Ambrogio's final work, his Annunciation of 1344, an elegant column spirals from the sculpted arches to the tiled floor, the column not painted but tooled. The words of the Archangel Gabriel are inscribed on the gold, erupting from his mouth in an energetic shot to the Virgin's breast. The drama of this scene of recognition is not represented on the austere faces of Gabriel and Mary, but in the vibrating space between them. The panel was made not for a church but for the city tax office.
The exhibition closes with Simone's Orsini Polyptych (c.1326-34), its four painted panels - now held in three different European collections - brought together for the first time in centuries. It is most likely to have been commissioned by Cardinal Napoleone Orsini during Simone's time in Avignon, and the panels formed a small-scale, private and portable devotional altarpiece. When folded, it would have appeared as a small block of gold and painted marble, the size of a large book. When partially opened, one side depicts the Annunciation, the Virgin reluctant and afraid. And the story does literally unfold: when the polyptych is opened fully, the reverse shows four scenes of Christ's Passion.
[image: ]Simone Martini's 'Orsini Polyptych' (c.1326-34).




Across the four panels, Simone depicts Mary's emotional transformation. First, she is collapsed beneath the cross, her body vanished under drapery. Then she stands to receive Christ from the cross, and then she embraces her son's dead body, supporting his entire weight in her arms. She moves from consuming grief to acceptance, from disembodiment to unnatural strength. Simone's genius was not just to represent Mary's awareness of what would happen to her son, but to make his patron, Orsini, an accomplice in that knowledge. The Virgin presses her mouth, her nose, to Christ's wounded hand, her face in his blood. (Orsini owned a relic of the holy nails that had driven Christ's flesh into the cross.)
Duccio died in 1318 or 1319, and Simone in 1344. When the Black Death came to Europe in 1348, the Lorenzetti brothers were among its victims. Painting in Siena had been a family business: Duccio had six sons, at least three of whom were painters; Simone had a brother and two brothers-in-law who painted. But there were no more followers after the epidemic. The conversation that Duccio began at the close of the 13th century was silenced by the plague just decades later. Much of the pathos of Sienese painting is due to its intimacy and compression, and also to this fragile sense of historical contingency. Duccio's tiny Virgin and Child (c.1290-1300) is about the same size as this paper folded in half, and that includes its original frame, with two holes charred by devotional candles. How easily it might have burned entirely. In Sienese painting, the medieval city walls seem to close in. The Virgin and Child are separated from the viewer by a parapet, but Duccio painted it so it seems as though we are looking up at them from beneath the crenellations, almost forcing us to our knees. In his polyptych, Simone makes us part of Mary's terrible drama. This is what the Sienese painters understood better than anyone. Art isn't a spectator sport. The Tartar silks that rustle in the paintings stand on the same red-brown patch of dirt that was mixed into tempera. We do not so much look at the paintings as enter into the small but visionary world of their makers.
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With Fresh Eyes
Diarmaid MacCulloch

3847 wordsHistorians  make themselves useful by organising thoughts about the past, hacking it into conceptual chunks, some of which take their place in a framework of historical cliche. Most people in Western cultures are comfortable with the terms 'Middle Ages' and 'medieval' as points of reference, regardless of the way the shifting frontiers of historical research alter our understanding of what they might mean. Often a term will reveal some half-expressed idea of progress: that's how things were, and now they are better - hence the commonplace use of 'medieval' with a pejorative or condescending edge. The architectural label 'Gothic' started in Renaissance Italy as a critical comparison with classical architecture but has become dead metaphor: our praise of Chartres Cathedral or Notre-Dame is rarely balanced by a sense that they embody the barbarism of peoples invading the Roman Empire.
Alternatively the historical narrative may be one of decline, with the human lifespan providing a model - youth, maturity, ageing. In the early 19th century the English architectural antiquary Thomas Rickman looked at the changing styles of medieval Gothic windows and came up with the terms 'Early English', 'Decorated' and 'Perpendicular': church-crawlers still use that shorthand, not thinking much about the implied pessimism. An early example of decline periodisation has been one of the most influential, and provides the ground bass of Peter Brown's memoir. It dates from the beginning of late antiquity, the period that Brown has done more than anyone to put on the historiographical map, and is owed to the prolific historian Cassius Dio, born of a senatorial family and thus into the Roman Empire's governing elite. Capturing the gloom that had been a frequent mood among the senatorial class since the days of the republic, he looked back on his own lifetime, and described the transition after 180 ce from the rule of competent and sane Antonine emperors to that of a bunch of imperial lunatics, chancers and tyrants. It was a precipitous descent 'from a kingdom of gold to one of iron and rust', still rusting away at the end of his story sometime around 230.
This periodisation had a moral purpose: at the death of Marcus Aurelius in 180, Dio's world took a bad turn, its morale was undermined and its many civic virtues soured. In writing his mammoth (though now fragmentary) history of Rome from the city's supposed date of foundation in 753 bce, Dio suggested ways in which contemporary Rome might recover - though he wasn't making any promises.
Dio's periodisation effectively gave the title to one of the most influential books in Western historiography, Edward Gibbon's History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776-88). Gibbon began his story in Dio's fashion: in his first chapter, he commented that seven centuries of Roman history, both republican and imperial, had witnessed 'a rapid succession of triumphs', until 180 ce, when 'the prosperous condition of their empire' began to erode. After that it was downhill all the way. At some points in his six volumes, Gibbon was prepared to postpone his gloomy prognosis until after the reign of the great emperor Justinian (527-565 ce), but even so the timeframe for decline and fall was suspiciously long, lasting until the Ottoman capture of Constantinople in 1453. In fact, his penultimate chapter rounds off the story as late as 1590, with the death of Pope Sixtus V, a rigorist Franciscan and ruthless moralist. Sixtus might seem an unlikely final hero for a sceptically-minded gentleman of Protestant England, but in Gibbon's view, during his short pontificate he convincingly embodied the ancient Antonine virtues.
Most empires in history would envy such a luxuriously extended senescence, not least the short-lived British Empire, which was taking shape in Gibbon's time and took little more than two centuries to dismantle. During the expansion of the British Empire in the 19th century, boys trained in public schools to become imperial administrators were taught Gibbon's chronological framework, despite widespread worries about his forthright attacks on Christianity as the catalyst of Rome's decay. The Roman Republic presented a story of steadily more successful conquest, in the process smoothly incorporating the cultural greatness of Greece; the Julio-Claudian and Antonine centuries were the peak. From 180 ce, the story became tainted, affording far fewer lessons in military prowess, colonial expansion and administration. Throughout the Western and North Atlantic world, as European and North American regimes grabbed ever larger swathes of the world's landmass, Dio and Gibbon continued to shape curricula up to university level. Everything from the third century ce through to the Byzantine centuries represented a falling away of standards in government, literature and art. Not all Western historians succeeding Gibbon would see the flourishing of Christianity as much compensation.
Eastern Europe and Russia had, and have, a different perspective. They were shaped by their Byzantine heritage, so audaciously annexed in the 15th and 16th centuries by the rulers of Muscovy. They celebrated a New Rome in Constantinople (Byzantium) and Moscow would later consider itself a 'Third Rome'. As new nations with a Byzantine heritage emerged and consolidated in the 19th and 20th centuries, they debated whether Byzantium was a glorious predecessor or a source of corruption and decadence to be overcome. Eastern European heirs of Byzantine culture were far less inclined than condescending Westerners to regard it as decadent, when it had so radically prolonged Rome's identity and shaped the Orthodox Christianity of cultures from the Mediterranean to Siberia and the Arctic Sea. The ownership of Byzantine history has remained contested, the fragmentation of Eastern Orthodox Churches having begun as early as the poisonous divisions created by the Council of Chalcedon in 451 ce, then having been exacerbated by the triumph and subsequent collapse of the Ottoman Empire. Byzantine rhetoric still resounds in the war between Russia and Ukraine in ways that Westerners find difficult to hear. The twelve centuries of continuing Roman imperial rule in Constantinople remain a topic of intense interest in Eastern Europe and Russia, as the early Roman Empire once was in the 19th-century West.
Brown's memoir is an account of a long academic career spent engaging with these contending and evolving historiographies. It chronicles cross-currents of influence on his own interests and his achievement in helping to reshape Western views of antiquity. The unsympathetic reader might consider the work self-indulgent: its seven hundred pages cover Brown's career and literary production only as far as 1987, while 38 years of elder-statesman life and major books have followed since. The case for the defence is that Brown has never written a dull or inelegant sentence, and his parade of publications over the last sixty years continues to astonish, instruct and beguile. Brown will have been conscious of the precedent for this autobiography in Gibbon's own Memoirs, which run to four hundred pages in their consolidated Victorian compilation. In the Memoirs one savours the same distinctive prose style as in Decline and Fall, described by one of Gibbon's early editors as 'a mixture of dignity and levity'. Gibbon was writing for the curiosity and entertainment of an educated public. Brown associates his non-academic readers with relatives and adult acquaintances from his childhood who 'did not own many books - but they read what they had ... I wrote for my aunts.'
All autobiography is inherently mendacious, if only by omission and with the intent of protecting the innocent. In his descriptions of the book Brown excuses his elisions: it is 'a story of my life and a reconstruction of my own intellectual genealogy' and 'a portrait of an age' in British universities where, over half a century, perspectives on the ancient world were transformed. The book veers between these genres, and the reader is left to guess what has fallen through the cracks. Mary Beard, in an affectionately acerbic assessment of Journeys of the Mind in the TLS, pointed out that Brown writes nothing about his first wife and daughters, and includes only a couple of references to his second wife; the memoir is dedicated to his third. His home life is absent but two areas of pure biography stand out: his childhood and youth amid fading remnants of the Protestant Ascendancy in the Irish Free State, and much later his vivid reminiscences of journeys through Iran in the last years of the Pahlavi regime in the 1970s. The Iranian episodes are an extended lament for books never written: reflections of Iran's impact on the Roman and Byzantine world under the Sasanian monarchy and its Islamic successors. This field of inquiry beyond the Roman horizon would have radically expanded Brown's already vast range of interests, but the Islamic Revolution prevented its exploration. Instead he intensified his study of late Roman society.
Brown's account of his Ascendancy ancestors (enlivened by some belligerent Presbyterians alongside the Church of Ireland majority) places them in the story of a ruling class displaced and the consequent disarray of lesser Protestant families in their orbit: 'the small world of the little big men of the provinces'. Beginning in the 19th century, Irish landed estates were sold off and Protestant political privileges dismantled, a process much accelerated in the 1920s by the War of Independence and subsequent civil war, when the Protestant population of the Free State plummeted and opportunities for careers in public life were left much restricted. For a sensitive boy escaping into books (as is often the way with an only child), it was easy to begin seeing parallels with the latter days of the Roman Empire. Here were the ruins of dignified houses and roofless places of worship spreading across the Irish countryside, here the discreet search for alternative sources of income or retreat to surviving imperial territories (in the case of the Browns, Anglo-Egyptian Sudan). This encouraged him to take a Gibbonian perspective on Roman history.
Yet Brown also emphasises another aspect of life in the Free State: the pigeonholing of everyone according to their religious background and the consequent distinctive patterns that Catholic or Protestant identity brought to their lives - their schooling, the newspapers they read. The Church of Ireland has a tradition of serious biblical scholarship, drawing on critical historical insights and conscious of different historical attitudes to the understanding of the Bible within Roman Catholicism. The Bible is a text to be interrogated, albeit with reverence, but one also lives under its shadow. Brown's English contemporaries, whom he first encountered in his teens at Shrewsbury School and then at Oxford, did not have the benefit of these instructive experiences in all-pervasive religion. In comparison to Ireland, religion has played a secondary role in the teaching and writing of history in the UK. All of Brown's work displays a grasp of religious nuance and an understanding of the processes and contours of piety, from his magnificent biography of Augustine of Hippo (1967) through to later explorations of Christian attitudes to sex, poverty and charity. An affectionate wit runs through it all: here there is a contrast with Gibbon, whose cold satirical scepticism suffused his learning in Christian theology. Brown unobtrusively notes his own return to Anglican churchgoing in the mid-1970s, as a consequence of his encounters with different religions in his journeys through West Asia.
Brown arrived in Oxford in 1953 already enthused by twin interests: the history of late medieval Europe and the era of Cassius Dio, the third century ce. Both were apparently eras of 'waning', to borrow from The Waning of the Middle Ages, the English title of Johan Huizinga's brilliant survey of France and the Netherlands in the 14th and 15th centuries ('autumntide' in the original Dutch: Herfsttij der Middeleeuwen, 1919). The bulk of Brown's reminiscence from Oxford days onwards to his long career in the US is the story of his jettisoning the late Middle Ages and finding the freedom to play a leading role in transforming our understanding of the later Roman centuries, not least in enticing Oxford University away from its Victorian imperial priorities in ancient history. A rare example of sourness in the book is the brief pen portrait of K.B. McFarlane, who in Oxford 'published little' and was a 'persecutory superego to us all'. McFarlane, ultimate master of manuscript resources in the record offices, meticulous analyst of late medieval English administrative process and elite family interactions, becomes the symbolic Other to Brown, who rather startlingly observes that he has only ever once worked in the archives, as a sixth-former researching a Georgian parliamentary election in Shropshire. Brown's parting of company with late medieval Europe was aided by an All Souls prize fellowship, which gave him entry to a small society of formal and informal male conviviality. Brown could now give his full attention to the Roman Empire, though he eventually abandoned his doctoral project, which bore the faintly Jim Dixon-flavoured title 'The Social and Economic Position of the Italian Senatorial Aristocracy in the Sixth Century AD'.
This topic was no doubt inspired by the great Russian historian of antiquity M.I. Rostovzteff, author of The Social and Economic History of the Roman Empire (1926). The excitement that Brown had felt on first reading Rostovzteff as a gap-year teenager was modified in part by returning to Gibbon's interest in the explanatory power of religion, but also because (aided by a facility in acquiring languages) he now discovered the work of German, French and Italian scholars who did not see decay as the main story of fourth and fifth-century Rome. The later work of the French Catholic historian Henri-Irenee Marrou was particularly fruitful. Deliberately imitating Augustine's final critical retrospect of his own writings, the Retractationes, Marrou reversed his earlier perspective on Augustine's cultural world as being in final decay. It was in Marrou's books that Brown first discovered the name for the period that has become a leitmotif of his work. Marrou drew attention to contemporary German historians who spoke of Spatantike - 'late antiquity'. The label is useful for its lack of implied judgment, and also for attaching the Christianisation of the empire after Constantine I firmly to the classical and imperial culture that came before. Christianity need not be seen as the enemy of Greco-Roman society, but as a new way of organising it. Brown gave the term wider currency by using it in the titles of his books, starting in 1971 with The World of Late Antiquity: From Marcus Aurelius to Muhammad.
With the aid of scholars from other disciplines, Brown reassessed phenomena in Christian late antiquity that had been marginalised by historians owing to their general condescension towards the period. The anthropologist E.E. Evans-Pritchard made him think about African societies whose assumptions about evil, witchcraft and magic had been treated with contempt by their European colonial rulers. Evans-Pritchard analysed the way such systems worked, and showed that they were functional and reasonable on their own terms. Brown's conversations with Mary Douglas encouraged him to apply such insights to the spectacular growth of belief in the supernatural and occult in late Roman society: 'What did people gain by believing in demons?' he asked a lecture audience in 1970. He interpreted such beliefs less as a sign of crisis and intellectual decay than as a creative response to social change. This applied to those in power as well as the uneducated, including Christian leaders who were building new ecclesiastical systems within classical structures.
Brown developed this theme over decades, not least in The Cult of the Saints: Its Rise and Function in Latin Christianity (1981). Saints had been a particular victim of Gibbon's sarcasm: Brown presented the cult as an essential structure in late antique society. Devotion to saints gave any Christian access to a host of influential friends or patrons who bridged the chasm between the eternal and the quotidian; saints could deploy their power as proof of their friendship. He gives the example of the discovery in Palestine in 415 of the tomb of Stephen the Deacon, Christianity's very first martyr, which triggered a rainstorm after a long winter drought, so cheering up the observers that 73 of them were instantly cured of a variety of illnesses. This echoed the way in which Roman society worked in the era. Another aspect of that society, the social prominence of eunuchs, began to seem less remote from the cult of the saints; eunuchs in late Roman Christianity, more or less genderless but still a little male, often complacently compared themselves to angels. They were derided by Western scholars of Byzantine history from Gibbon onwards and were always worth a snigger from British public schoolboys studying classics. But Brown viewed them in the light of social assumptions that encouraged such gender modification: poverty-stricken families ambitious for the future of a talented son might regard the risky operation as a career investment. It made sense for eunuchs to play their part in the Byzantine Empire as imperial courtiers, successful military commanders and even patriarchs of the imperial church in Constantinople.
Brown  presented Byzantine society as rational and impressively successful. He was also alert to the importance of women, drawing on the work of scholars such as Judith Herrin and Averil Cameron. For too long the only women in Byzantium who had attracted academic attention were a handful of empresses and the Virgin Mary. Women began to be credited with having ensured the survival of the icon, which is today such an essential part of Orthodox Christian identity but which in the eighth and ninth centuries was threatened by the destructive instincts of various male leaders in the Iconoclastic Controversy. A new consideration of this major disruption of Byzantine theology and politics drew attention to the masculine character of imperial public life and worship. Byzantine military leaders were impressed by the military success of the Muslims, wondered how to account for it and concluded that Islamic hatred of sacred representation must be pleasing to God. In their view, the splendid ritual of their churches had no need of the icon to enhance the liturgy in God's service, but this contrasted with the private piety of women in the Byzantine household. When icons were torn down in churches, which as public spaces were primarily male spaces, sacred images found refuge in private houses. There, mothers and grandmothers could exercise their customary prerogative of giving hospitality to a guest - in this case a sacred guest - and could impress on their children their love for a source of divine power. Over time the iconophobes lost the ideological and affective contest to an alliance of women and iconophilic monks; Empress Irene of Athens, the first solo female ruler of the Byzantine Empire, ensured the eventual defeat of the male initiative in imperial iconoclasm by effectively convening and then steering the Second Council of Nicaea in 787. Brown wrote on this subject with characteristic elegance in an essay collected in Society and the Holy in Late Antiquity (1982).
One of Brown's most illuminating books is The Body and Society: Men, Women and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity, published in 1988. This is a study of sex through the prism of those abstaining from sexual activity as ascetics who sought holiness and unity with the divine, but who, in doing so, thought and spoke a great deal about humanity as corporeal and sexual beings. It illuminates a society with personal politics radically different from those of the modern West. By the 1980s Brown had moved across the Atlantic and would continue his long academic career on both coasts of the US. Among his new acquaintances was another visitor to the States, Michel Foucault. As an iconoclast and slayer of historical certainty Foucault was, as Brown puts it, 'the rage in Berkeley'. In The Body and Society, Brown went out of his way to pay what was by then a posthumous tribute to Foucault's 'humbling serenity and unaffected craftsmanship'. In the twentieth anniversary edition of the book, he once more emphasised his debt to Foucault for his 'breathtaking capacity to defamiliarise'. One can see why such a capacity should appeal to a scholar who was doing so much himself to look at the past with fresh eyes. Evidently the two got on famously, and Foucault proved himself to be a good and courteous listener. These chapters of Journeys of the Mind are almost the record of a bromance.
Both scholars wrote major historical studies of sexuality and its management in abstention or virginity. In 1976 Foucault had published the first of the four volumes of L'Histoire de la sexualite. After the first volume's rather rambling exposition of modernity, the second, published in 1984, turned back to ancient Greece, and it is clear from this book and the third volume, on Rome, which came out at the same time, that the ancient world had come to absorb his interest in a new and intense way. Conversations with Brown were an inspiration. To place Foucault's four volumes next to The Body and Society is an illuminating juxtaposition. Brown's work remains instructive and convincing, exuberantly founded not just on text but on archaeology and art - a wider perspective on ancient society than Foucault's. Foucault still has many admirers, but his work seems to me a period piece, narrowly focused and arguing towards a preconceived conclusion. It is to the advantage of The Body and Society that Foucault's influence on it is not greatly apparent. A more obvious debt is to Foucault's colleague at the College de France Paul Veyne, an original historian of the ancient world. Veyne shared Brown's fascination with archaeology and artefacts, and his work on sexuality was led by the primary source evidence.
In Journeys of the Mind, Brown refers to Foucault's critics, who take issue with his relativism, his reluctance to affirm historical truth, his determinism and opaque jargon. He also adds his own criticisms: in discussing early Christianity and sexuality, Foucault made no attempt to understand the rooting of Christianity in Jewish thought and practice, to probe the construction of the New Testament or to investigate the tensions within the early Christian communities as they developed. I would add that Foucault's treatment of the history of sexuality is shot through with monocausal explanations of social and ideological change brought about by repression, regulation and definition; he also has an excessive preoccupation with Catholic sacramental confession. Foucault gave minimal credit to the obstinate tendency of human beings to think for themselves, to struggle in unpromising circumstances towards what they want, and on occasion to succeed in getting it.
Brown emphasises that his memoir contains a portrait of a lost academic world: the male-dominated elite society of 1950s Oxford, which now seems impossibly exotic and remote even to those of us who occupy the same geographical space. But his last chapters portray a second historiographical community on the road to evanescence: that of French-inflected postmodernism in universities in the 1980s, which borrowed its historical relativism and relish for textual acrobatics from Foucault in particular. By contrast, Brown's work belongs triumphantly to the present age.
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Poem
A Poem by Jorie Graham
When the World Ended
 

558 words everyone woke up.
 It was a gorgeous sunny day.
 The lists with our names on them were laid out in the light.
 Someone straightened the pile.
 Are they complete I heard a voice ask
 though it was awfully far away from the beautiful
 day. Which was a masterpiece. Something's apogee. A hegemon, a crystallisation -
 a gigantic re-beginning. We will all be trans-
 formed I heard myself
 think. Who am I kidding. The millions of years of prehistory
 hummed, they looked artificial in this newfangled
 light, all its techniques of solicitation, attraction, solidification
 throwing themselves wildly at the stunned
 archaic. It stared back. It's rocky and does not
 expand. It's earthy. It will take your gaze into its
 mastery. I
 love it. I want to wake up
 further. Please. I hadn't said the word in centuries. Be still. Your social credits
 are being calculated
 as it watches.
 I want to touch it. I've never seen such solidity. That must be
 what a heart feels like, but the lights laugh all over it and it almost dis-
 appears. Do not deplete me. Do not empty me. I want to be
 more than a proceeding. Do not calculate me. Innumerable shadings
 shiver. I touch my larynx. We were not
 to speak. Avoid facial expressions while being
 assessed. Do not accidentally
 express
 yourself. Remember. Stay private. Can you do this?
 Analysis of the smile is particularly important. Do not. They try to ensure the
 smile threshold is triggered. Do not.
 During this same moment knowledge will be
 produced. It will mass up in you, quickening, organising. Do not.
 It will feel warm.
 It has tracers to detect consternation. Do not.
 It maximises addictiveness. To happiness. I feel it. Do not.
 It is scanning your iris. I beg you do not think. Let the years float. Abandon
 memory. I am your friend. I want you to survive. The penetration. The
 examination. Estrange. Don't look, don't see. But the clouds. Leave it
 unquestioned. Are we at the end. Is there still basic want and
 need. Shall I leave it. Leave it. Shall I turn, shall I be
 entertained. What is it that is saying I am here to stay. What is it keeps
 saying that,
 is it an unfinished speaker, or just a speaking. An existing
 thing? Provisional? Yes. Remain
 provisional. Don't
 commit. Don't
 participate. Do the face to face but avoid encounter. Don't transmit
 words. Don't engage in
communication. But what is this kind of meeting.
 We are all breathing here together, are we not?
 We are all leaking our in-
 formation, our attentiveness. I do not want to look
 away, I will not look
 away, I want to promise, I will be
 saturated, here is my open eye for you, I will en-
 counter you, I will rub the personal surface, I will skim it. Oh it is
 frictionless. I will be yr
 user. Connect with me. How many things can we pay attention to at
 once. How many. Track me. Track my
 proclivities. Harvest me. My gaze is my gift. I give it, I give to you
 freely. I
 scrutinise.
What are you drawn to.
What are you drawn to.
 I want to feel autonomous. I will pay u
 attention. I will
 feel free. I will
 feel free.
 Track me.
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Widows Abound
Deborah Valenze

2619 wordsIn  The Country and the City, Raymond Williams described the powerful attraction many people feel for the 'knowable community' of the rural past. We hope to find in such places, he wrote, a prelapsarian refuge from the world of today. One such refuge could be found in the novels of George Eliot, which are populated by cottagers, carpenters, farmers' wives, lacklustre clergymen and Methodist preachers. Characters of all classes are given their own opinions and idiomatic speech. Common experiences, quarrels, love and loss trump structural factors. Human universality was more easily observed in the countryside; Williams and Eliot agreed about that. Eliot's fiction borrows heavily from the area around her birthplace, Chilvers Coton in Warwickshire. Parts of her first work of fiction, Scenes of Clerical Life (1857), are set in that village, disguised as Shepperton. In the first of its three tales, 'The Sad Fortunes of the Reverend Amos Barton', she made clear that she intended to focus on ordinary people, admonishing readers who wanted anything else. 'These commonplace people ... bear a conscience,' she wrote, 'and have felt the sublime prompting to do the painful right ... Nay, is there not a pathos in their very insignificance - in our comparison of their dim and narrow existence with the glorious possibilities of that human nature which they share?' Dickens praised the 'exquisite truth and delicacy, both of the humour and the pathos' of the stories, particularly that of Reverend Barton, who struggles haplessly to impart divine wisdom to the inmates of the local workhouse. His wife, Milly, dies giving birth to their seventh child, diminished by the strain of looking after an unthinking wealthy guest as well as her clueless husband.
 A certain 'pathos' does emerge from these stories, which suggests something amiss in parish life. The problem can be traced back to the decline of the role of the landed elite, which began as early as the 1500s. In The Agrarian Problem in the 16th Century (1912), R.H. Tawney argued that Tudor landowners changed the terms of paternalistic governance when they enriched themselves through buying land and becoming involved in the wool trade. Rather than acting as custodians of the land, the gentry came to see property as a means of advancement. Like Eliot, Tawney was interested in the part played in this by the clergy. In Religion and the Rise of Capitalism he pointed to the Restoration settlement, which embraced property rights. Tawney criticised the Church for accepting 'the prevalent social philosophy' and adapting its teaching. From now on, he wrote, 'religious thought was no longer an imperious master, but a docile pupil.'
 Bernard Mandeville's commentary in The Fable of the Bees (1714) reveals the attitude that lurked behind the new economic relationships. The poor, he wrote, 'have nothing to stir them up to be serviceable but their wants, which it is prudence to relieve, but folly to cure'. For society to be happy, 'it is necessary that great numbers should be wretched as well as poor.' Wages must be kept low to ward off what economic historians termed the 'leisure preference' and workers called Saint Monday (it extended, some claimed, to Saint Tuesday).
 Early modern historians seldom pay homage to Tawney; his preoccupations seem out of step with the contemporary interest in colonial settings. Yet a later generation of scholars carried forward the spirit of his argument in their investigations into the effects of increasing wealth disparity in the early modern era, examining the way social cohesion was maintained through acts of hospitality, gift-giving and charity. Such activities continued into the late 17th century, but by the 18th century new limits had been set on community and parish responsibility. Legal action against gleaners, who were sued for trespass, indicated that biblical directives no longer held sway with some landlords, even if local justices tried to rein in their inflated notion of property rights. The enclosure of common land was made possible by arguments in favour of efficient cultivation and cheap grain. By the end of the 18th century, criticisms of rural labourers were accompanied by rising rural underemployment. Objections to spiralling poor rates - a property tax used to provide relief - exposed the unwillingness of the landed classes to share the spoils of modernised agriculture.
 As Tawney argued, monetary relations permeated this society. Financial transactions didn't always serve to undermine social cohesion; they could just as easily have the opposite effect, given the shortage of ready coin, and extensive networks of credit and debt were generated by everyday activities. Obligations such as paying wages or reimbursing the cost of raw materials relied on credit, or payment in kind. But such obligations didn't always signal a concern for mutual wellbeing, as the increase in litigiousness in the 17th century suggests. Face-to-face relations could break as well as make alliances. Village holidays and male fellowship in the alehouse may have provided an opportunity to affirm ties despite differences in wealth. And as more formal associational life grew over the course of the 18th century, new affiliations, such as friendly societies, gradually created social bonds that enabled a different kind of material support.
 Steve Hindle has spent his career examining the social ties that sustained parish life. The Social Topography of a Rural Community is an impressive work of historical archaeology. Hindle describes the lives of 780 inhabitants of 176 households in the parish of Chilvers Coton in 1684. Tawney isn't mentioned, but his measuring stick for the new style of affluence, an absence of charity to the lower rungs of the labouring poor, makes an appearance. The disparities of wealth within the community were growing, but many of the old charitable traditions still held. Hindle acknowledges Eliot's title in his own and praises 'her sympathy for the poetry and pathos lying in the experience of otherwise unremarkable people'. He also employs her idioms: some of his individuals sound remarkably similar to her characters. But Hindle's study allows us to access people of this parish in ways that novels and histories from above can't emulate.
 The book draws primarily on a trove of data assembled by a 'control-freak' landlord (Hindle's phrase), Sir Richard Newdigate, 2nd baronet, an ancestor of the landowner for whom Eliot's father acted as agent. Provoked by a sense of rivalry with neighbouring landowners, Newdigate sent elected officials (called 'jurors') knocking on every door in the parish to record the names of those who lived there and their occupations. It took the jurors three full days in December 1684 to cover Chilvers Coton, logging the location of all the dwellings, which were later marked on a map.
 The jurors described and itemised the landscape: angled red roofs, gables and windows, the location of chimneys and doorways facing the street. A church steeple and its vicarage sit on a large parcel of land. (As Tawney might have predicted, the vicar, John Perkins, a bookish man who kept a lock on his study door, is far from being a spiritual leader.) Poorer dwellings are shown by dense clusters of tiny red dots, often in more remote areas. 'A house with a lean-to' yields a cache of information about a labourer's family, and a nail-smith's two-room, one-hearth cottage, located in the optimistically named Paradise End, a description of the nail-making process in detail that Adam Smith would have appreciated. The jurors carefully counted livestock, by far the most valuable category of goods in probate records and owned at every rung on the social ladder, except the very bottom. Any animals drawn on the map indicate a record of illegal grazing; such knowledge was a problem for landless labourers, who depended on landlords turning a blind eye. By the time Hindle arrives at a 'mean tenement' belonging to a collier, we've been sensitised to deprivation, which was especially pronounced in mining families. Colliers, according to the commentary, squander their high wages on drink.
 Unlike Eliot, who chooses the church, the centre of Chilvers Coton village life in these records is the alehouse run by Frances Rason, one of 26 widows in the parish. She described herself as a victualler, translated by Hindle as a supplier of fast food for the working people of the village. Some of those meals would have included cheese made in her household: she dedicated a large amount of space and equipment to the dairy. While other alehouses received admonitions against rowdy behaviour, Rason's never did. As an owner-occupier, she would have been allotted an important pew in church and it seems she had friendly relations with the local miller and maltster. Life didn't get much better than this for an alewife in a 17th-century village.
 Rason must have been a trusted as well as a prominent member of the community: the records show that packets of silk were left in her alehouse by middlemen to be collected by weavers; nailmakers also went there to collect iron bars, the raw material of their trade. Rason rented out rooms, too; activity in this establishment must have been constant. A teenage granddaughter called Mary, listed as a servant, helped out. After Rason's death, Mary became the owner of the family Bible, along with a large share of her grandmother's movable goods. We're left to wonder about her fate, however, because she disappears from local records in 1685, when Rason died. Perhaps she used family networks to find a new home. Working in the alehouse would have made her a good judge of character.
Certain features  of communal charity proved that even humble status could confer serious responsibility, such as that given to two churchwardens - a labourer and a tanner - who had the job of handing out money on the occasion of an annual sermon for the poor. Those who showed up to church were given two-thirds of the cash; the unpopular vicar, Perkins, kept the remaining 6s. 8d. Villagers were enlisted to oversee probate proceedings, which required careful inventories of household belongings. The local miller and a farmer were asked to draw up an inventory for Perkins himself, when he died suddenly, intestate, in 1691. His considerable estate, valued at PS106, was probably an underestimate because the two men wouldn't have known the value of his substantial collection of books. He had never been present at a sickbed or witnessed a single will in his own parish, yet his relative affluence was apparent to all at the time of his death.
 Surprisingly, Newdigate was not the wealthiest man in the area, though few would have realised it. Daniel Hinckley, a local man who became silkmaster in the nearby village of Astley, was deeply involved in the economic life of Warwickshire. A number of people who worked for him organised their households around the making of 'narrow-ware', silk ribbons used as ornaments in women's hair and dresses. His wealth is evident from the inventory of raw materials in his possession at the time of his death in 1678, when he was probably in his late fifties. Silk weavers took in apprentices and servants, cramming them into unheated rooms attached to their cottages. Spread around the countryside near Coventry, this cottage industry provided ribbons for mourning dress and feminine attire as far away as the American colonies. Hinckley's household had another significant source of income: his livestock - 36 cattle, 26 sheep, seven horses and three pigs - represented the capital of a prosperous farm. His foray into the silk business may have started as a sideline. Other local industries were less bucolic. Smoke hung over Windmill Field Lane, and its blacksmith and metalworkers would have made a good deal of noise. In the southern part of the parish, coalworks left exposed trenches and slagheaps.
 The 'middling sort', small husbandmen, yeomen and craftsmen with more than sufficient land, formed a sizeable cohort of respectable parish leadership. Their existence is reassuring, but it is important to look below them, to those who lived in cottages with gardens and orchards; in one of Hindle's charts, their plots ranged from a fifth to as much as three and a half acres. These people might have kept livestock and grown vegetables to augment the food they bought with their wages. Agricultural labour would have constituted part of their income for only some of the year. According to Hindle's calculations, the wages paid by Newdigate were less than half the market rate and far short of what was needed to support a family of five. To make things worse, only 24 of the 90 cottages in Chilvers Coton had the right to use the common grazing. The vast majority of labouring families came up short each year.
 Such households subsisted only through the efforts of all members. The work of women, in particular, is largely lost to the historical record. The construct of the male breadwinner belongs to a later period: women's economic activities mattered a great deal in the late 17th century. In Chilvers Coton women spun and wove, managed small farms, milked cows, produced cheese and butter for market and shared responsibility for their husbands' artisan labour. For families without much land or access to commons, these activities made the difference between destitution and survival. Historians tend to call the act of bringing family income up to the point of debt-free sufficiency 'makeshift' work, a word as gender-biased as the era it represents. 'The woman who manages a dairy has a large share in making the rent,' Eliot wrote of the Poysers, a successful farming family, in Adam Bede.
 Considering how badly women were paid, it's not surprising that they often had to resort to parish relief after losing a husband. Their work in the fields was poorly remunerated and is difficult to trace in the financial records of estates because of its seasonal and ad hoc nature. The wife of an agricultural labourer might earn PS1.15 for working a full haying season. Compared to the income from dairy cows grazed on the commons, which could reach as much as PS14 and even PS20, such wages were meagre indeed. In Alternative Agriculture (1997), the historian Joan Thirsk wrote about the 'small things' women did to earn money on the side. Precarity required being alert to opportunities such as gathering and selling mushrooms or herbs. Still, many 17th-century villagers couldn't survive without financial aid. The death of an adult could spell disaster in families with too many dependants or too few helpful relations. Hindle writes about one of the two overseers of the poor, the prosperous miller Henry Clay, who in the year 1684 disbursed more than PS44 to those in need, some of them regular recipients and others with temporary problems. Widows abound in the archive: one widowed mother lived with a widowed daughter and her two children; another, widowed at 45, lived with her six children. The records remind us how much misfortune occurred in winter, when the need for clothing and fuel was high.
 Hindle laments the number of dead children and spouses, a clear indicator of poor nutrition and harsh physical demands. Some cottagers paid very little rent, in a few cases less than a pound a year. This wasn't generosity on the part of landlords, however: their poverty was sustained by an unwritten contract that allowed employers to call on their labour at a moment's notice. Tenants and craftsmen waited every morning at a designated spot in order to learn what work was needed that day. To say that people lived from day to day, or hand to mouth, erases the role of the propertied classes in this state of affairs. A hundred years later, Malthus would voice the scorn of a particular section of the landed classes for the degradation of labourers without considering its structural causes.
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Postcards from the Past
Chris Power

3084 wordsGeorgi Gospodinov  was 22 when Bulgarian communism collapsed in early 1990. 'The end of our training,' he has written, 'coincided with the end of that for which we had been trained.' In his first two novels, Natural Novel (published in Bulgarian in 1999) and The Physics of Sorrow (2011), he describes the disappointments of his generation, suddenly confronted with the fallout from free-market capitalism: it was a time when 'more and more well-dressed people overcame their shame and reached into the garbage cans.' In recent years he has witnessed the resurgence of nationalism, on both right and left, as satirised in his third novel, Time Shelter (2020), which in Angela Rodel's translation won the International Booker Prize in 2023. Throughout his work Gospodinov intermingles personal memory with historical events. He is obsessed by his childhood, but even as he excavates it he acknowledges the absurdity of being nostalgic for a time of censorship and privation. The Physics of Sorrow mentions a joke that captures the communist Bulgaria of his early years: 'We're fine, but it'll pass.' In each of his books, Gospodinov finds some good reason - divorce, mental illness, the rise (again) of a form of totalitarianism - to want to escape or reframe reality.
 One way he has done this is through dreams of the impossible novels his narrators, all versions of Gospodinov himself, might write. In Natural Novel, translated by Zornitsa Hristova, the narrator announces that his 'immodest desire is to mould a novel of beginnings, a novel that keeps starting, promising something, reaching page 17 and then starting again'. In The Physics of Sorrow, which takes Daedalus' labyrinth as a central motif, the Gospodinov figure complains that linear narrative 'is an annulling of the possibilities that rain down on you from all sides', whereas he, calling as supporting evidence the 'indeterminacy and uncertainty' of quantum physics, tries to 'leave space for other versions to happen, cavities in the story, more corridors, voices and rooms, unclosed-off stories, as well as secrets that we will not pry into'. In Time Shelter, he writes:
 Novels and stories offer deceptive consolation about order and form. Someone is supposedly holding all the threads of the action, knowing the order and the outcome, which scene comes after which. A truly brave book, a brave and inconsolable book, would be one in which all stories, the happened and the unhappened, float around us in the primordial chaos, shouting and whispering, begging and sniggering, meeting and passing one another by in the darkness. 

Other mooted schemes include a book that uses only verbs and a book that consists solely of overheard stories - both imagined in Natural Novel - and, in The Physics of Sorrow, one written with invisible ink (we are given an extract from it: a blank space).
 Like Borges, who preferred to allude to or summarise the visionary works he conceived rather than actually produce them, Gospodinov gives us tasting menu portions of several of these high concept novels without ever going all in. His books stand somewhere between metafiction, autofiction, essay and thought experiment. His narrators are intellectual and emotional men, well-read, a little crumpled and shambolic, much given to melancholic reflection on the past and where it's got them. Natural Novel concerns a writer called Georgi Gospodinov who is going through a divorce after discovering that his wife is pregnant by another man. Before long, the story is interrupted by a second Gospodinov, the editor of a literary magazine in Sofia (a position the real Gospodinov held in the 1990s), who explains the way the first Gospodinov's manuscript came into his possession and why he decided to publish it. Before returning to the original story, he reveals that he too is getting divorced and that the other Gospodinov is now homeless. The method is postmodern collage: there are digressions on pop culture and natural philosophy, riffs on toilets and Tarantino, Linnaeus and smoking, and an evocation of the boundless enthusiasms of childhood. One memory concerns Gospodinov (the first one) drinking urine after a rumour about its medicinal effects goes around his school:
 The next day three or four of us had already tried the liquid (need I say that your future naturalist was one of them?) and described its taste as not particularly nasty, slightly salty and sour like seawater according to some sources or like pickle juice according to others. We knew that uric acid was the reason. Never again did we taste life so intimately as we did in childhood when every rumour was unflinchingly tried. 

 There are also two Georgi Gospodinovs in The Physics of Sorrow, this time for reasons of lineage rather than playfulness. The young Georgi, grandson of the elder Georgi, suffers from, or is blessed by, a rare condition called obsessive empathetic-somatic syndrome, which means he can experience other people's memories as if they were happening to him. The novel begins with Georgi inhabiting his grandfather's childhood memory of seeing a minotaur at a travelling fair. When his grandfather tells the story, he says he chickened out and didn't go in the tent. But thanks to his syndrome, the young Georgi knows that isn't true. His grandfather did go in and was told a story:
 an odd mix of legend and biography, honed over the course of long repetitions at fairs. A story in which eras catch up with one another and intertwine. Some events happen now, others in the distant and immemorial past. The places are also confused, palaces and basements, Cretan kings and local shepherds build the labyrinth of this story about the minotaur-boy, until you get lost in it. It winds like a maze and unfortunately I will never be able to retrace its steps. A story with dead-end corridors, threads that snap, blind spots and obvious discrepancies. 

 This summary is a forecast of - or perhaps a disclaimer for - the structure of the book to follow, which includes sections entitled 'Side Corridor' and 'A Place to Stop' ('Let's wait here for the souls of distracted readers,' Gospodinov writes, like a kindly tour guide). The Physics of Sorrow is in part a wide-ranging essay on the Minotaur, whom Gospodinov sees as a child abused first by his parents and subsequently by myth. Interwoven with this is a range of material from art history, mythology and religion, including lists, diagrams and photographs, as well as accounts of the elder Georgi's experiences in the Second World War and the younger Georgi's childhood.
 All this leads to a disquisition on the nature of Bulgarian sorrow, a particular strain of sadness called tgha ('taga'). Gospodinov tries to define it in his brief memoir, The Story Smuggler (2016):
 What else is peculiar about Bulgarian tgha? Does it resemble other sorrows that are hard to translate, such as Turkish huzun, to which Orhan Pamuk has devoted so many pages? Or Portuguese saudade? Not really. Those are sorrows or melancholies of empires, of former empires; their sorrow is born of what once was owned and now is lost; they are closer to nostalgia, or homesickness for a larger world that can no longer be possessed. 
 By comparison, Bulgarian tgha is second-order melancholy: sorrow over the loss of something that has never been possessed. It's the longing of my mother for Paris, which she never saw and never will see. It's the sadness of my father, that the spring of 1968 never came to Bulgaria and never will now come. Tgha emerges where a world that has been dreamed of has been denied. In 2010, in an annual rating of countries according to their 'happiness index', the Economist named Bulgaria 'the saddest place in the world'. 

 In The Story Smuggler Gospodinov talks about another impossible book: 'a vast notebook in which one could jot down every moment of passing time ... Once, I experimented with the idea, trying a single day and then a single hour. I wanted, even for a short while, to reach that - unattainable as it turned out - synchronicity between writing and the passing of time.' I wonder if this would-be book was inspired by Tor Age Bringsvaerd's short story 'The Man who Collected the First of September, 1973', included in Borges's 1976 anthology The Book of Fantasy, which describes the attempt of a man losing his grip on reality to anchor himself by trying to absorb everything that happened on that day. Perhaps another seed was planted by Borges's own story 'The House of Asterion', a monologue by an uncommonly thoughtful and sensitive version of the Minotaur.
 Also present in The Story Smuggler is Gaustine, a recurring character who first appeared as the author of a fabricated epigraph to one of Gospodinov's poems, was fleshed out in his short story collection And Other Stories (2001), returns as the narrator's friend in The Physics of Sorrow and is central to Time Shelter. Gaustine is an inventor, a time traveller, an intellectual, 'sometimes from the 13th century, and at other times a school pal of mine in form 6C', Gospodinov writes in his memoir. 'But then he actually did turn up in real life.' The narrator of Time Shelter makes this claim too: 'Gaustine, whom I first invented, and then met in flesh and blood. Or perhaps it was the opposite, I don't remember.' Such paradoxes are easier to accept in a novel than a memoir: finding him in The Story Smuggler is like Nick Adams turning up in A Moveable Feast. But The Story Smuggler contains so many thoughts and episodes familiar from Gospodinov's fiction that questions of truth and invention come to seem beside the point: the book is simply one more expression of his obsessively iterative style of production.
 In the short story 'Gaustine', from And Other Stories, the narrator describes meeting the eponymous character at a literary seminar on the coast. Gaustine makes a living by selling what he can scavenge from old houses, while writing 'late-19th-century fairy tales' in his spare time; Time Shelter repeats this information almost word for word (the discrepancies perhaps due to the story and the novel having different translators; in this regard Gospodinov is better served by his more recent collaborators, Kristina Kovacheva, Dan Gunn and in particular Angela Rodel, than by his earlier translators, Alexis Levitin and Magdalena Levy). Gaustine is an adaptable tool, thanks to his unexplained ability to exist at different points in time. After their meeting, he returns home to an abandoned house in the foothills of the Balkan Mountains and Gospodinov goes back to Sofia. When Gospodinov receives a postcard from Gaustine dated 1929, written in fountain pen and 'using all the quaint spelling conventions of that era', he responds in kind and letters go back and forth, discussing events of the late 1920s as if they are contemporary - the question of whether France will accept the exiled Trotsky, the demonstration of a shortwave radio in Berlin - until Gospodinov tires of the game and breaks off the correspondence. Several years pass before Gaustine writes again, in a letter dated August 1939, making despairing reference to 'the slaughter that is now upon our doorstep'. This is the point at which 'Gaustine' portentously ends. But in Time Shelter the story is taken up again when Gospodinov receives another letter from Gaustine sent from modern-day Zurich, inviting him to visit.
 Gaustine, now a geriatric psychiatrist, is running a clinic out of an apartment in which everything, from the television to the books and magazines, the toys and bric-a-brac and posters, dates from the 1960s. The space is intended to return the sick - Alzheimer's sufferers, mostly - to their childhoods, before reality fragmented. But Gaustine has bigger plans:
 One day, when this business really takes off ... we'll create these clinics or sanatoriums in various countries. The past is also a local thing. There'll be houses from various years everywhere, little neighbourhoods, one day we'll even have small cities, maybe even a whole country. For patients with failing memories, Alzheimer's, dementia, whatever you want to call it. For all of those who already are living solely in the present of their past. 

 This vision of people turning from the present towards the comforting fiction of the past - not only for medical reasons - is at the heart of the novel. Gospodinov has said that Time Shelter was triggered by the global rise of populism and the Brexit vote, and Gaustine's business spreads across Europe at a time when discontent is fuelling nostalgia for perceived golden ages, a nostalgia that has metastasised into extreme nationalism. But as the novel picks up speed, abandoning Gospodinov's digressive style for streamlined satire, it becomes a good deal shakier. Gospodinov is not a realist writer, but elsewhere he generates a recognisable reality full of concrete emblems of the past, from Neckermann mail-order catalogues and Parthenon ashtrays to brands of cigarette. In his satire, however, he is deliberately non-specific. Politicians wear national costume but the nations are left unidentified and the outfits are invented, so 'the president of a Central European country' wears 'leather boots, tight pants, an embroidered vest, a small black bow above a white shirt and a black bowler hat with a red geranium'. Another elaborate outfit, this one involving a shepherd's hat and popcorn, is worn by the deputy prime minister of 'a south-eastern country'.
The novel's  imagined solution to the crisis of nationalism is a series of referendums: the population of each EU member state, as well as Brexit Britain, will vote on which decade of the 20th century it wants to return to. Political parties of various stripes see their opportunity and mount campaigns. In Bulgaria the major fight is between the Movement for State Socialism, which proposes a return to the 'mature socialism' of the 1960s and 1970s, and the Bulgari-Yunatsi, or Bulgarian Heroes, who disregard the vote's rubric and propose a return to the 1870s, when rebels rose up against the country's Ottoman rulers. All this culminates in a thirty-page section in which Gospodinov goes through the referendum results country by country, telling us which decades were in contention, which won and why. This provides all the excitement of watching an election-night broadcast in a country where you do not live.
 But the novel provides plenty of opportunities for Gospodinov to display his talents as an absurdist. When a patient escapes from a time clinic we read that 'he had leaped over not only a fence, but thirty or forty years as well.' In another stunt, the Socialists decide to reanimate the preserved corpse of Georgi Dimitrov, Bulgaria's first Communist leader. There are melancholic notes, too, as with the story of Mr N, a clinic resident who has been put in touch with the agent who used to spy on him in the Communist era, the only person now capable of retrieving his past. Thanks to the records this agent kept, Mr N finds himself able to recall not only momentous events such as affairs and blacklistings, but posture, clothing - details that 'even mistresses and wives forget after a time'. 'If anyone took the effort to read as literature all those thousands of pages written during the 1950s/1960s/1970s/1980s by all the eavesdropping and scribbling agents,' Gospodinov writes, 'it would surely turn out to be the great unwritten Bulgarian novel of that era. Every bit as mediocre and inept as the era itself.' Yet this is the era that Bulgarians vote to return to. Abortion is banned, IKEA disappears and newspapers are once again cut up into squares to serve as toilet paper. Having seen what was coming, the narrator retreats to a Franciscan monastery in Switzerland, 'where I could afford a cell with wifi'.
 Fearing he is losing his mind to Alzheimer's, he begins writing in one of Gaustine's notebooks, 'filled with all sorts of observations ... personal notes and blank spaces that seemed to have been left on purpose'. This reversion to notebook entries allows Gospodinov to indulge in his favourite mode, a fragmentary collection of thoughts, riffs and captured moments: how to cook an egg on a newspaper, a girl who sees the past with one eye and the future with the other, a gallery of sketched faces, accounts of political assassinations, thoughts on failing neurons, encyclopedias, salt.
 The balance between Gospodinov's idiosyncratic reflections and the wider plot is restored too late for the novel to retrieve its momentum, but it reminds us that at his best he moves effortlessly between the local and global, the personal, historical and mythical. Before politics swamps the book, the narrator smokes a Stewardess cigarette and thinks about the death of his father and his own obsession with the past, which leads to thoughts of the Odyssey: 'We always read it like an adventure novel. Later we came to understand that it was also a book about searching for the father. And, of course, a book about returning to the past. Ithaca is the past.'* Why, he wonders, does Odysseus turn down immortality and marathons of delight with Calypso in favour of 'going back to where they hardly remember you, impending old age, a house besieged by hoodlums and an ageing wife'? To be reunited with his family, yes,
 but also because of something specific and trifling, which he called hearth-smoke, because of the memory of the hearth-smoke rising from his ancestral home. To see that smoke one more time. (Or to die at home and disperse like smoke from the hearth.) The whole pull of that returning is concentrated in that detail. Not Calypso's body nor immortality can outweigh the smoke from a hearth. Smoke that has no weight tips the scale. Odysseus heads back. 

 Gospodinov once told an interviewer that people assume 'big themes' are reserved for 'big literatures', or literatures written in big languages, while 'small languages, somehow by default, are left with the local and the exotic.' Milan Kundera, whom Gospodinov resembles in his essayistic mode, addresses the same subject in 'Die Weltliteratur': 'The small nation inculcates in its writer the conviction that he belongs to that place alone. To set his gaze beyond the boundary of the homeland, to join his colleagues in the supranational territory of art, is considered pretentious, disdainful of his own people.' But Gospodinov's work is at its most impressive when it muddies the terms of Kundera's binarism, zooms in rather than out, and locates the large resonances in 'concrete, small things'.
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Diary
Rape Crisis Centres
Lili Owen Rowlands

1981 wordsWhen  I trained as a volunteer for a rape crisis helpline in 2017, I was taught to allow three rings before picking up. This gives the caller time to ready themselves: answer more quickly and they might feel startled; leave it too long and the gap can feel like abandonment. There are no rules about what constitutes a crisis. Calls can be about an assault that took place days earlier or an experience that has been buried for decades. Part of the work is giving practical information, such as where to get a forensic examination. But the most common calls are from people who know they have been harmed but don't feel 'rape' is a word that really describes what has happened to them. The job of the operator is to allow what can seem unspeakable to be said.
In December 2022, the charity Rape Crisis England and Wales (RCEW) launched a 24/7 sexual violence helpline and a web-chat service, both funded by the Ministry of Justice. At the time, the national helpline was open for only five hours a day. The government's End-to-End Rape Review, which had reported the previous year, recommended improving survivors' access to support. The RCEW helpline is supplemented by a network of autonomous regional rape crisis centres, some of which have had their own helplines since the mid-1970s. The first centre, in North London, was modelled on similar services in Washington DC and New York that had emerged out of the Women's Liberation Movement. The ambition of these centres was both political and palliative, taking rape more seriously than the state did while also insisting on women's ability to recover from it. In a notice in Spare Rib in 1976, the London Rape Crisis Centre described its purpose as helping 'raped women regain their strength as individuals'. Its services were run for women by women: self-defence classes, court chaperoning and support groups.
Callers of any gender can use the RCEW helpline, but the workers are all women and many of the original feminist principles guide its practice. Accepting a caller's account of their abuse stands as a corrective to a generalised scepticism about the prevalence of sexual violence. Workers don't tell callers what to do: advice on how to report an assault to the police, for instance, is given without the expectation that the information will then be acted on. The idea is to return a sense of agency to those who have had their autonomy infringed. The term 'survivor' is preferred to 'victim' (even though the demand to valiantly overcome an assault can be just as distressing as the idea that rape is ruinous). Rather than sorting callers' experiences into discrete crimes, the rape crisis movement has long stressed the expansiveness and everyday nature of sexual violence, which legal definitions often fail to capture.
Speaking to a stranger on the phone creates a particular kind of intimacy. You hear breathing, crying, a baby mewling in the background, a cat purring on a caller's chest. But a helpline conversation is one-sided: workers don't disclose anything about themselves. The anonymity of the helpline emboldens people to use it. It is also one reason many helplines are plagued by 'telephone masturbators', callers who want to describe in explicit detail some humiliating or disturbing fantasy. Heavy breathing is often a giveaway.
In 2024, the rape crisis helpline handled a hundred thousand calls and web chats. These figures point to several problems beyond the ubiquity of rape and assault. Specialist sexual violence provision across England and Wales has declined steadily from a peak of 68 rape crisis centres in 1984 to 37 today. There is just one centre in Wales and in July last year the Suffolk branch closed. Labour has not committed to extending funding for rape and sexual abuse support services beyond 2026. As of last October, 14,000 survivors had been referred for free counselling and advocacy. Waiting times are often more than eighteen months, and many centres are so overloaded they don't regularly take on new clients. With private treatment beyond the means of many callers, the helpline functions as a holding room for those with nowhere else to go.
These are the kinds of story you hear: a teenage girl falls asleep in a friend's bed and wakes up to find him on top of her; a woman freezes when her long-term partner jams his penis into her anus during sex; a young man is pressured into sending nudes to a stranger online. Survivors tend to dwell on what they might have done to set the abuse in motion, describing acts of concession as though they were equivalent to consent. But giving in, lying still or 'letting it happen' are methods of calculated survival. Even when someone was abused as a child, feelings of culpability can accumulate. Self-reproach spirals into suicidal thoughts. Sometimes a caller will cut or burn themselves while on the phone. Late-night helpline slots tend to be filled with people who relive their experiences in their sleep. Sexual abuse confiscates good dreams.
Part of the government's motivation for funding the new helpline was to prevent victims of sexual violence from dropping out of the criminal justice system. But most survivors never report their assault to the police, while others call the helpline to express regret about having done so. Many find themselves trapped in a limbo of delayed charging decisions or are told there will be 'No Further Action' (when police decide there is insufficient evidence to proceed with a case). Such outcomes are more likely for complainants with mental health issues or those struggling with alcohol or drug dependency. Survivors sometimes record video statements, only for their files to be lost. They sign consent forms for digital searches of their phones without realising that they have the right to refuse. They are often met by suspicion from police officers - some of whom have been accused of the crimes they are meant to investigate. In 2024, 400 Metropolitan Police officers were under active investigation for sexual offences.
In cases of adult rape, it takes the police an average of 344 days to decide whether to press charges (for all other crimes, it is 41 days). During this period, victims have no right to independent legal advice or representation unless they pay for it themselves. The court backlog of rape cases is at a record high. Court dates can be scheduled and then postponed with as little as 24 hours' notice - I've heard of this happening to a victim more than twenty times. Outside the courtroom, victims may face intimidation from the perpetrator or his family. Once on the stand, they will be cross-examined and can be asked questions about whether they have ever engaged in rough sex or flirted with the accused. The defence may argue that the victim regretted consensual sex and fabricated the allegation, or that rolling over in bed signalled consent. If they have applied for compensation from the Criminal Injuries Compensation Authority (CICA), it might be suggested that they did so for financial gain.
Survivors with active court cases are often discouraged by the police from accessing psychotherapy or counselling. This is because a defendant's solicitors have the right to request a claimant's therapy notes, along with their medical, educational and social care records. As a result, there has long been a fear that engaging with a counsellor or psychotherapist could end up undermining a prosecution. Some counsellors try to get round this by keeping minimal records. There hasn't been serious scrutiny of the way therapy has been treated as an extension of the criminal investigation until recently. In April last year, the Tory peer Baroness Bertin tabled an amendment to the new Victims and Prisoners Bill, proposing that the police must first demonstrate that obtaining therapy notes would 'add substantial value' to their investigation before requesting them.
Specialist services have become a focal point in debates about the perceived conflict between women's and trans rights. Trans-hostile groups often point to rape crisis centres as examples of spaces that should be protected through stricter 'sex-based' criteria. RCEW has historically taken an agnostic approach to trans inclusion, allowing centres to set their own policies. Some operate as all-gender services (such as those in Brighton and Devon), while others provide single-gender support to all those who consider women's services best for them, including trans women, intersex and non-binary victims (the centres in Cambridge, Tyneside and Northumberland). A few centres offer single-sex services that exclude trans-feminine survivors from certain women-only provisions. They claim to refer these people elsewhere, but such services are scarce. There is only one domestic violence refuge dedicated to trans and non-binary people in the UK, and Galop - the largest LGBT+ charity supporting survivors of hate crimes, abuse and sexual violence - doesn't provide counselling or therapy.
In Scotland, Mridul Wadhwa, a trans woman who became the chief executive of the Edinburgh Rape Crisis Centre in 2021, resigned last September. Her departure followed an employment tribunal ruling that a former staff member had been unfairly dismissed for holding gender-critical beliefs, as well as the publication of an independent report commissioned by Rape Crisis Scotland, which identified several procedural and cultural problems at the centre, including inadequate governance, the absence of a business strategy, poor data-protection measures and the removal of women-only sessions. These were phased out in 2022 when the centre expanded its services to support survivors of all genders. Although people could still ask to attend the centre when only women would be present, the lack of structured provision violated national service standards. Anti-trans journalists and campaigners seized on these findings as evidence that women's services were being undermined by gender ideology.
But the tribunal judgment and report, read in their entirety, describe an organisation struggling with uncertainties about funding, staff shortages and post-Covid restructuring. From the time of Wadhwa's appointment in 2021, she was misgendered by anti-trans commentators and social media vigilantes, who published her home address online and forced the centre to employ more stringent safety protocols. The report records overwhelmingly positive outcomes for survivors who used the centre during Wadhwa's tenure.
As yet, it's not clear how women's organisations will interpret the recent UK Supreme Court decision that the meaning of 'woman' in the 2010 Equality Act refers to 'biological sex'. RCEW has said it will wait until the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) publishes its code of practice on single-sex spaces in the summer before issuing new policies. Given that the interim guidance states that trans people may no longer use public or workplace toilets that correspond either to their assigned or their acquired sex, it seems likely the EHRC will go even further than it did in 2022, when it held that trans women can justifiably be excluded from group therapy because cis women are 'likely to be traumatised by the presence of a person who is biologically male'. This not only peddles phobic fantasies of trans women, but appears to contradict the 2010 Equality Act, which legally requires organisations to act with proportion on single-sex matters and to adopt a case-by-case approach. The point of making gender reassignment a protected characteristic was precisely to mitigate blanket exclusions of trans people from public life.
One of the original motivations of anti-rape activism was to counter myths about sexual violence - today this would include the framing of trans women as potential perpetrators. It angers me that the rape crisis movement has not worked in a cohesive way to prevent these misplaced anxieties from being transformed into policy. Trans and non-binary people face significant levels of sexual abuse, especially in public spaces and at the hands of strangers. These attacks are not distinct from the violence that cis women and girls experience. We can learn much from them about the harmful ways in which society polices the categories of man and woman.
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